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+ All the South's best stuff to see, do ... and eat! P16

AN INTRODUCTION:

OFF THE BEATEN TRACK
The summer season is a great time
for travelling around Iceland. The defrosted landscape blooms into a verdant
green gradient, the mountain trails
leading to remote and beautiful locations are clear, and the wilder corners
of Iceland—for example, the Westfjords,
Hornstrandir, and the Highlands—are
once more accessible. Sure, there are
bigger crowds and more traffic on the
popular routes like The Golden Circle
and the southern Ring Road, but for
those who want to get off the beaten
track, the long days and light nights
mean you need never stop exploring.
The articles in this issue focus on
some places you could seize the opportunity to visit. For those doing a
loop of the Ring Road, we’ve included
a guide to Iceland’s easternmost town
of Neskaupstaður (p. 10), where you’ll
find a crystal and taxidermy museum
and the dramatic Easter Cave, among
many other sights. For hikers, there
are accounts of the Fimmvörðuháls
(p. 14) and Stórurð (p. 48) routes, both

of which are only open during summer.
If you’re looking for a remote road trip,
there are few more rewarding than a
drive to Samúel Jónsson Museum in
the Westfjords (p. 32), and if you just
want to relax, we’ve included a report
from the Dalvík Beer Spa in the North
(p. 40). And, of course, you can browse
our lists of the best bars, restaurants,
hotels, must-see spots and more, all
around the country.
While you’re here, maybe you’ll
spend some time in the city, too. If so,
be sure to look out for the latest issue
of The Reykjavík Grapevine for the
latest news, culture and event listings,
and our Best Of Reykjavík magazine,
which will help you navigate the capital.
You can let us know yo ur thoughts on
our picks at grapevine@grapevine.is.
Have fun out there.

West & Westfjords

24

+ The weird & wonderful Westfjordian Samúel Jónsson Museum P32
+ The best of the wild Westfjords P34

North

38

+ A dip in the beer baths... is it actually good for you? How? P40
+ Must-see spots in the north P42
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Tank up at N1
on your way
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THE AWARDS

How We
Picked the
Winners

Complimentary

Wi-Fi

at selected N1
service stations

COFFEE
& DONUT

For a small country, Iceland is actually pretty big, as you’ve maybe discovered in planning a trip around this
island, with its roads winding around
fjords, through all-but-impassable
mountain passes, along the edge of
rocky cliffs, to far-flung fishing villages, hidden hot pots, and barren beaches. And with every small blue or yellow
sign you drive past—in a language you
can’t read, signaling a place you’ve
never heard of, accessible via a muddy
and rutted rural track—the question
naturally arises: What did I just miss?
Well, we’re glad you asked. For our
Best of Iceland special issue, we at

Treat yourself!

Meat soup
Traditional Icelandic meal

burger
& fries
Classic comfort food

Buy prepaid
fuel cards
and fill up on
the go!

With 95 locations around Iceland, N1 is
always nearby. Find your nearest location
and plan your trip at www.n1.is/en.

Iceland’s No. 1 Stop

THE GUIDE-GUIDE

Look Out
For These
Stickers
You'll find these stickers of
recommendation, which we’ve
handed out to this year’s winners, on your way around the
country. They indicate your best
option, whatever you're looking
for in the far-flung corners of Iceland. We at the Grapevine know
what's best!

The Reykjavík Grapevine convened
panels of experts—artists and musicians, tourism and hospitality workers—ready to opine on the natural and
man-made highlights of Iceland’s four
regions. The panellists made impassioned and often surprising cases for
their favourite spots; we debated, we
bargained; we weighed options carefully, we followed our hearts; we consulted a local völva, or seeress; we put a
GPS tracker on a raven and monitored
its flight. Much of that last sentence is
true.
Now, voyager, sail thou forth, to
seek and find. MA

Experience the amazing
Langjökull glacier
from the inside
A rare, once in a lifetime opportunity
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ground floor, there are exhibitions by local artists; the first
floor houses a sprawling collection of antique tools and machinery. But the star of the show
is the top floor, which features
an interactive display of taxidermied wildlife, from birds to
seals to sea creatures and mammals, set up in a vivid diorama
that includes recordings of all
the birds’ calls. On the other
side of the room there’s an impressive mineral collection with
bright and gleaming crystals,
stones and geodes, all found in
the surrounding area.

The Reykjavík Grapevine
Best of Iceland 2018

TOWN GUIDE

Crystals, Caves
& Seafood in
Neskaupstaður

mountains on the other side, all
the tension will be gone from
your body and mind—and if you
present a key from Hildibrand
Hotel, the swim will be on the
house.

Secrets and surprises in the far east
Words: John Rogers Photos: Timothée Lambrecq
Iceland’s easternmost town
of Neskaupstaður is known to
many for the Eistnaflug metal festival, but it’s a charming
place to visit all year round.
With a new road tunnel running from nearby Eskifjörður,
it’s easier to reach than ever,
and you’ll be rewarded with a
picturesque, slow-paced town
with plenty to see and do.

furnishings, a fully equipped
kitchen, and a balcony looking
out over the fjord. The hotel also
has a bar and restaurant called
Kaupfélagsbarinn, housed in
the town’s old co-op shop, which
serves locally-sourced lamb and
seafood dishes.

Eat: Beituskúrinn Bait Shack

This seaside diner is a recent
addition to the town. Run by the
same family behind the Hildibrand, it’s a cosy wooden restaurant with various options, specialising in local seafood. The
sizzling fish pan comes with
various cuts of freshly caught
fish, all pulled straight out of of
the waters of Norðfjörður and
cooked to perfection.

Swim: Sundlaug Norðfjarðar
Stay: Hildibrand Hotel

One of the main buildings in
town is the Hildibrand Hotel.
There are hotel rooms on offer,
but you can also take one of the
plushly appointed two-bedroom
apartments, with comfortable

This small swimming spot is
one of the best in East Iceland,
with modern facilities, perfect
hot pots, a pleasant sauna, and
a view that can’t be beat. After basking, swimming, and
steaming yourself with a view
across Norðfjörður to the vast

Visit: Neskaupstaður Museum

It might not look like much from
the outside, but the town museum is well worth a visit. On the

Trip: Norðfjörður Boat Tour

Just outside the museum you’ll
find a pier with the Gerpir NK
120 bobbing in the harbour. On
Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays it’s possible to take a 2-3
hour spin around the fjord in
this restored oak-hulled vessel.
You’ll get views over the rugged
cliffs of East Iceland, pass close
to abandoned settlements, and
see all sorts of wildlife along the
way, including the possibility of
whale sightings at certain times
of the year.

Hike: Easter Cave

At the edge of the village you’ll
find a nature preserve, with
an easy 15-minute hiking trail
leading to Páskahellir, or the
Easter Cave. There are wooden
steps down to the cave, which
has dramatic basalt and lava
rock formations—local lore attaches various legends to the
cave, including tales about selkies, and a special view of the
dancing sun at Easter time.
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Pre-booking is required. Book online at bluelagoon.com
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Pool:
The Blue Lagoon

Trip:
Landmannalaugar

Glacier:
Sólheimajökull

Canyon:
Fjarðárgljúfur

Info & Booking: bluelagoon.is
Tel: +354 420 8800

Info: south.is
Tel: +354 483 4601

Info: south.is
Tel: +354 483 4601

Info: south.is
Tel: +354 483 4601

You’ve probably heard of The
Blue Lagoon: a luxury spa
that’s the result of a nearby
geothermal power station that
pulls the hot, mineral-rich water from deep in the ground.
It’s so popular it was recently enlarged to accommodate
demand, but booking is still
essential. There’s a large main
pool, a sauna, steam rooms and
silica mud masks made from
the mineral deposits, all set in
a stunning lava landscape.
Map Square: C3

The famous Laugavegur hiking
route is a 53km trail through
some spectacular, brightly coloured geothermal mountains.
It's a memorable four- or fiveday summer hike. The route is
completely closed in the winter due to unsafe conditions in
snow, but if money’s no object,
you can still get into the area by
booking a Super Jeep tour. K2

Most visitors to Iceland want to
get a closer look at the magnificent glaciers. One of the easiest
ways to get on the ice is a hike
at Sólheimajökull, a long glacier tongue that almost reaches
Route One on the south coast.
You can pre-book for a hike or
just rock up and join one of the
regular trips. Glaciers are dangerous and you should never
walk or climb on one without
an experienced glacier guide. J5

This immense canyon, not far
from Kirkjubæjarklaustur, is
a sight to behold. The huge
walls rear up high from the
ground, with easy hiking trails
from the car park to some lofty
viewpoints. In recent years,
the trails have been marred
by some unfortunate fencing,
meaning it’s sometimes more
like walking through a maze
than roaming freely, but nothing could really spoil this magnificent natural wonder. L4
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Southern Iceland is home to many of the country's
most popular tourist attractions. The coastal
Ring Road from Reykjavík to Höfn is a trail of
picturesque towns, black sand beaches, dramatic
mountains, powerful waterfalls, basalt cliffs,
towering glaciers and sprawling lava fields. It’s a
completely immersive and visceral experience of
Iceland’s natural environment that you could easily
spend weeks exploring. These are just a few of our
favourite sights along the way.
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USEFUL INFO
Grapevine on the South:

gpv.is/south

Our articles, info and
guides for South Iceland
Tourist Information:

South Iceland
Tourist Information

Glacier:
Vatnajökull

Museum:
Þórbergssetur

Info: vatnajokulsthjodgardur.is
Tel: +354 483 4601

Info: south.is
Tel:+354 483 4601

The vast Vatnajökull glacier is
one of the largest in Europe.
There are various ways to experience it, whether gazing
up to the dizzying peaks from
the road, hiking to one of the
viewpoints, such as Skaftafell
or Svínafellsjökull, booking a
glacier walk or climbing tour,
or visiting the “crystal cave”—a
naturally formed gleaming ice
cavern that’s a photographer’s
paradise.
P2 (and up and around)

In the picturesque countryside
near Höfn, you’ll find this small
museum dedicated to one of Iceland’s favourite writers, Þórbergur Þórðarson. Located on the
farm where he was born, it’s an
insightful journey into Þórbergur’s work. “He was a thinker,
critic and writer whose words
bring the landscape to life,” said
the panel. “You'll come away
with a richer view of this corner
of Iceland.” T1

Sunnumörk 2, Hveragerði
www.south.is
tourinfo@hveragerdi.is
Tel: +354 483-4601

Emergency services

Tel: 112 (national helpline)

Weather report

en.vedur.is
Recorded info: +354 902 0600

T

U/
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HOW TO GET THERE
By domestic airline:

Vestmannaeyjar (VEY)
Flights from Reykjavík.
Main airline operator:
www.eagleair.is
Tel: +354 481 3300

Höfn (HFN)

Flights from Reykjavík.
Main airline operator:
www.eagleair.is
Tel: +354 478 1250

Smaller airports

Flightseeing.is operates charter
flights between Bakki and the
Westman Islands, a 10-minute jaunt.
Ferry to Westman Islands:

Herjólfur

Leaves from Bakkahöfn
Schedule & Info:
www.herjolfur.is
By car:

Road conditions

www.road.is
Tel: 1777
(Summer hours: 08:00-16:00 / Winter:
06:30-22:00)
By bus:

National Bus Network
www.bus.is
Tel: +354 540 2700
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How to get there:
Route One South, turn onto
Þórsmerkurvegur at Seljalandsfoss

Distance from
Reykjavík:
159km

Over The Misty
Mountains

who has already made it to the
camp in another car with the
rest of the family, and must
know how to get there.“Yes,” he
says, confirming that this is the
right way.

A hike to Þórsmörk over the
famous Fimmvörðuháls pass
Words: Christine Engel Snitkjær Photos: Bjarni Þór Hjaltason

The name of the river ‘Krossá’
sounds like ‘cross,’ as in the
sy mbol that signifies Jesus
Christ and which marks countless graves within the Christian
community. Appropriately, this
river is the graveyard of cars in
the Þórsmörk region of Iceland.
The cars go in and they never
return.
Although I have not ‘crossed’
the ‘Krossá,’ I have a feeling that
crossing any river with a car is

a dangerous pastime. So when
my friends Ásdis, Arnþór, and I
come across a river in the middle of the road on our way to the
Básar campsite, I am certain we
have taken a wrong turn somewhere. We cannot possibly be
meant to enter the river. We’re
only at the beginning of our
camping and hiking adventure
weekend in Þórsmörk and we are
already lost, I think to myself.
Arnþór calls Ásdis’s father,

The great krossing
As we cross the river, Arnþór
and Ásdis exchange nervous
remarks in Icelandic. Between
utterances such as “hvað segir
þú?!” and “rólegt!!” I hear the
word “snakk,” interpreting this
to mean that if we get stranded
in the middle, at least we’ll have
snacks. We make it across, but
it turns out to be the first river
crossing of many, and I’m glad
we brought a 4x4.
After countless crossings
and a shaky gravel road experience, Ásdis, Arnþór, and I arrive at Básar. Ásdis’ family have
already set up their tents, and
we’re left to enjoy the view of the
misty mountains. We go to bed
early—the following day, we con-

South
quer Fimmvörðuháls.

Up and away
Fimmvörðuháls is the name
of a hiking trail that winds up
between the glaciers Eyjafjallajökull and Mýrdalsjökull. Clocking in at 23 kilometres, and filled
with steep stretches as the trail
climbs to its peak of 1000m, this
is no Sunday stroll—as I’ll soon
discover.
The next morning, we take
the gravel road to the small village of Skógar (population: ca.
25) which marks the start of the
Fimmvörðuháls trail. The grand
waterfall of Skógafoss greets hikers as they climb past it and up
into the foothills of the highlands.
As we commence the hike and
move further and further away
from civilisation, mist begins
to cover the landscape in a mysterious white blanket. The lush,
green hills become dim and the
sound of waterfalls is the only

Black ground

The neverending
road

After several hours of ascent, the
landscape begins to change. The
green fields are replaced by grey
fields of stones, and the small
hills are replaced by open expanses. When the mist finally lifts, we
see the famous Eyjafjallajökull
glacier-volcano in the distance.
We continue our hike up toward the glaciers, the ground
turning gradually into black lava
stone. Patches of snow lie in stark
contrast to the dark ground. “It’s
like a cow,” Ásdis remarks, of the
black and white pattern.

Stay on track
Scattered throughout the length
of the hike, poles guide us in the
right direction. “They were put
up by a man whose daughter died
on this hike,” Ásdis’ father explains. “She got lost in the fog.
He wanted to make sure no one
would ever get lost here again.”
As we hike down an unbelievably steep slope in slippery snow,

Toward the end of the hike, we
have walked for ten hours—all
the way from the green hills
above Skógar to the lush forest
of Básar, back into Þórsmörk
valley. I start wondering if I can
remember a time in my life when
I have not been walking. I feel
like Frodo Baggins on my way to
Mount Doom, where time stands
still and the road goes on and on.
When we finally see our camp
on the horizon, covered in misty
clouds, Ásdis happily exclaims,
“it is SO good to see the end,”
and I couldn’t agree more. Yet
the spectacular views and the remarkable diversity of landscapes
of this hike have been well worth
the pain I currently feel in my
feet. Fimmvörðuháls is a hike
full of unexpected obstacles,
steep mountainsides, and seemingly endless pathways. But it is
also a hike of beauty, fun, and,
above all else, adventure.

“As we hike down an
unbelievably steep slope
in slippery snow, I find it
comforting to know that
the poles are telling us,
‘yes, this is the right way.’”
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I find it comforting to know that,
at the least, the poles are telling
us, “yes, this is the right way.”
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indication that they exist—we
can only faintly glimpse their
foaming torrents.
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Best Accommodation

Best Shop

ION Adventure
Hotel

Geysir Complex

Nesjavellir

Haukadalur

Jutting out from a cliff overlooking Lake
Þingvallavatn, this multiple award-winning design hotel is a true gem. Powered by the neighbouring geothermal
plant with the cleanest mineral water
possible, it’s fully sustainable and
cleanly luxurious. “It has the most comfortable beds I've ever slept in. I'm still
dreaming about it,” said one panellist.
“Everything is so fancy.” F1

A wonderful place to stop when on the
Golden Circle route, this classy country
mini-mall is a fun little maze of commerce set in a wooden lodge — from
the super fashionable and high-end
Geysir, to 66 North, Fjallraven and a classic souvenir store with every Icelandic
trinket you could need. Top it off with
a nice meal in the Glíma restaurant, a
light healthy bite at Súpa or more fastfood fare at the Kantina. Perfect for the
shopping addicted traveller. H1

Greenhouses and local ingredients
Best Meal

Budget Option

Runners-Up

Slippurinn
Strandvegur 76, Vestmannaeyjar

This Westman Islands restaurant swept this category with every
panellist giving it top honours. With locally sourced ingredients, incredible presentation and a very cosy setting, Slippurinn is possibly the best iteration of New Nordic fine dining and one of the best
restaurants in Iceland. Head chef Gísli Matthías Auðunsson’s menu
incorporates wild seasonal herbs and berries from the beaches
of the islands, with local fish, seabird eggs and meat, prepared in
creative and surprising ways. “You can taste the landscape,” said
one panellist. “I literally cried because the food was so good.” This
place deserves a Michelin star. Map square: H5
Runner Up

Tryggvaskáli,
Tryggvatorg, Selfoss

Many country hotels are relatively plain,
but Rangá boasts a 4-star rating. “They
have grand rooms,” said the panel, “and
they were about fifteen years ahead of
their time.” As with all fancy hotels, it’s
pricey, but the beautiful surroundings,
fancy restaurant, affordable bistro
menu and next-level service are worth
it. F2

Budget Option

Friðheimar,
Reykholt

Iceland has a massive amount of
greenhouses and here, one gets to sit
amongst the tomato plants and bees
with a fabulous meal. “I wanted to pick
tomatoes off the plant while I ate,” said
one panellist. Famous for their succulent soup and bread buffet, the small
but superb menu also includes pasta
dishes and killer cocktails. H2

Héraðsskólinn Boutique Hostel,
Laugarbraut, Laugarvatn

Located in the former village schoolhouse of Laugarvatn, this affordable
and friendly hostel is a completely
charming building with history oozing
out of the walls. There's a cosy café,
nooks to hide in, and accommodation
to suit anyone's needs, from dorm
bunks to cheap rooms, to fancy
lakeside apartments. It’s steps away
from the Fontana nature baths, and
surrounded by stunning sights. G1

Newcomer

Midgard Base Camp,
Hvolsvöllur

Run by an amazing family of local
expert guides, the atmosphere of this
place is top notch. A former mechanic
warehouse, this simple, clean and
friendly hostel aims to be a home-awayfrom-home for its guests. “Ending a day
of adventuring with a dip in the rooftop
hot tub that looks out to Eyjafjallajökull
will always be memorable,” said one
panellist. H4

UNA Local Products
Austurvegi 4, Hvolsvöllur

Not just another souvenir shop, this
quaint little store set in an eye-catching old hut has a pretty lovely selection
of some of Iceland’s finest handmade
products. With an emphasis on selling
genuinely local, sustainable and equitable items, the shop places a great
deal of importance on the integrity of
tradition. You can feel good about what
you buy here. H4

Wool Gallery
Vík í Mýrdal Víkurbraut 21, Vík

Using the old textile tradition of felting,
this shop makes and sells quirky and
eye-catching warm accessories made
out of Icelandic sheep’s wool as well as
Merino, Alpaca, silk and even incorporating lava stones into the works. The
offbeat and colourful designs evoke
Icelandic nature like mossy lava fields
and bright northern lights. K5

BUY DIRECTLY
FROM
THE PEOPLE
WHO MAKE THEM

Skólavörðustígur 19
tel (+354) 552 1890

Borgartún 31
tel (+354) 552 1980

REYKJAVÍK’S
FIRST
BREWPUB

lunch from
1.690 kr
BRYGGJAN BRUGGHÚS * GRANDAGARÐI 8 101 REYKJAVÍK * 00354 456 4040 * WWW.BRYGGJANBRUGGHUS.IS
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Best Bathing Spot

Best Hike

Seljavallalaug

Fimmvörðuháls

This barely serviced pool is located
in a wild valley with natural hot water,
built right into the mountainside. It’s
a wildly unique Icelandic moment. Be
warned, there are no facilities, and it
gets crowded in the summer these
days, but go late on a glorious bright
summer night and it can't be beat. “Just
look at the location – mountain babes
everywhere!” said the panel. It’s an easy
fifteen-minute hike from the road and
it’s not for the prudish or faint of heart,
but the payoff is incredible. I5

This intense day-long hike takes you
past countless waterfalls into the Highlands, across desert, fresh lava, snow
where two glaciers meet, and down
into the Þórsmörk valley. The sights are
magnificent at every step and packed
with moments of genuine exhilaration.
It's not for the novice, as it has difficult
patches that could prove to be a struggle to those with physical limitations or
a severe fear of heights. It's challenging
and only open in the peak of summer,
but it's simply unforgettable. J5-J4

Runners Up

Runners Up

The Secret Lagoon
Hvammsvegur, Flúðir

Bláhnúkur
Friðland að Fjallabakki

Landmannalaugar
Fjallabak Nature Reserve

Þórsmörk, South Coast, Route 249

Floating glaciers and steamy hikes
Must-See Spot

South Coast, Route 242

Skógafoss-Þórsmörk

Þórsmörk
South Coast, Route 249

This tucked away valley is blocked to normal cars by the Krossá river, meaning it's determined hikers who bus or jeep their way there.
The mountains are purple and blue, there are hiking trails to suit
all abilities, hot pools to soak in, and camping huts to rest beneath
the fresh air. “It's just one of the most beautiful spots on earth,”
said the panel. With all kinds of peaks and nooks and crannies,
the area is full of natural beauty and folkloric significance, with all
kinds of historical landmarks and spiritual tales attached to the
trails and region. It has a very special feeling. Map square: I4
Runner Up

Runner Up

Svínafellsjökull
Vatnajökull National Park

Jökulsárlón
Vatnajökull National Park

After a bumpy drive up to the viewpoint,
you arrive at the edge of the glacier.
Sitting quietly up on the hill with a
stunning view over the rich blue ice of
the glacier tongue, this place brings
a sense of true zen and an endless
feeling of contemplation. N2

This icy lagoon is a true wonder. The effects of climate change have been very
visible in recent years and the size of
the icebergs have greatly diminished,
but it's worth seeing while one has the
chance. Take public or group transport
to reduce environmental impact. Q2

Formerly for locals only, this delightful little man-made lagoon feels like
swimming in a hot freshwater lake. The
facilities are modern and beautiful,
tucked behind a bunch of friendly
greenhouses. “I just grab a mini Prosecco and a bunch of pool noodles and get
super chill.” It even has its own geyser
going off every few minutes. H2

On a late summer night, there is nothing
like bathing in this remote geothermal
pool. While it can be overcrowded at
times, if you're willing to stay up late
you'll be able to find a quiet moment to
take a swim. Pro tip: the warmest parts
are where the two streams flow into
the pool near the back. K2

Rising to 940m, this hike is fairly straightforward and anyone with a moderate level
of fitness should be able to climb to the
top with relative ease. After taking in the
breathtaking views, you can continue on
down the other side and loop around back
to the huts via the steaming geothermal
vents and vibrant moss-covered lava
fields of Laugahraun. K2

This huge area of hiking trails encompasses a number of hikes from short
climbs to multi-day adventures. Some
circuits are relaxed and low impact
for inexperienced hikers. The area also
includes a beautiful campground with
cabins, a hot pot, and summer yoga
classes. I4

VOLCANO &
EARTHQUAKE
EXHIBITION
The Gateway to Iceland’s
Most Active Volcanic Area

The Lava Centre
A world class exhibition on
volcanoes and earthquakes
surrounded by active volcanoes.

The creation of Iceland
Learn how and why Iceland
hosts so many volcanic
eruptions.

Earthquake simulator
Feel what it’s like when the
ground starts to shake and
rumble.

MORE INFO AND TICKETS AT

Open every day

Follow us on

www.lavacentre.is

9:00 - 19:00

social media

Volcanic eruptions in Iceland
Walk through the recent
volcanic history of Iceland and
learn about over 30 eruptions.

Iceland Volcano & Earthquake Centre
Austurvegur 14, Hvolsvöllur · South Iceland
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Best Sightseeing Tour

Best Action Tour

Helicopter over
Fjallabak region

Eyjafjallajökull
Summit Tour

The endless colours of the Fjallabak region are best seen from a high vantage
point. Flying in either a helicopter or a
small plane, you'll witness the braided
glacial rivers, rich volcanic landscape
and intense glacial structures of
this stunning area that can't be fully
appreciated from the ground. Whilst it's
definitely not for the budget traveller,
there are various companies that
offer these flights and it is worth every
penny. J3

Whether you're travelling in a super
Jeep or riding solo on a snowmobile,
the experience of driving on a glacier
to the top of a volcano is simply incredible. “You can get all the way onto the
ice and see the glacier's absolutely vast
scope first hand, like visiting some kind
of mystical frozen sky island,” said one
panellist. Upon arriving to the summit,
you'll be greeted by a 360-degree
view over the highlands and out to the
Westman Islands. I4

Runners Up

Runners Up

Over volcanoes and under a glacier
Best Road Trip

Vatnajökull National Park

South coast

Hveragerði to Höfn

B

Route One South

The south coast is an amusement park of natural wonders on a
grand scale. Every few minutes, there's a sign for a historic spot,
a canyon, a glacier tongue, a wild beach, a forgotten pool or a
coastal viewpoint. The scenery changes so rapidly and suddenly,
constantly disarming with wonderful and unexpected sights. “This
drive will forever leave me speechless,” said the panel. It always
looks different depending on the time of year and weather conditions, so it's a genuinely beautiful drive no matter how many times
you do it. It would take years to explore every turn. As the panel
said: “It just never gets old.” Map square: F2-S1

Inside The Volcano

Raufarhólshellir Lava Tube

Black beach by horseback

Runner Up

Runner Up

After a short hike, descend into the
dormant Þríhnjúkagígar volcano and
witness a side of the earth one can
rarely experience. “There's something
bizarrely humbling and emotional about
standing in the Rothko-esque empty
belly of a volcano,” said one panellist
after seeing this natural wonder. D2

Reykjanes Ring

Skaftafell to Höfn

Westman Islands by boat

Just a quick hop away from Reykjavík, it’s quite special to spend a day
exploring this peninsula. With scenic
geothermal areas, lush mossy lava
fields, lighthouses, basalt cliffs, and
breathtaking coastlines, it's a lot of
wonder squeezed into a very manageable day. Perfect for a traveller with
only one day to spare. Starts D2

Starting just after the Skaftafell National
Park, a breathtaking spot in its own
right, one is treated to jaw-dropping
views of the massive Vatnajökull glacier
out their car window. This entire stretch
is a testament to how glacial volcanoes
shape the ecology. At Höfn, look back
northwards to get another eyeful of the
icy behemoth. N2-S1

One can fly or take a ferry to Heimaey,
the largest of the Westman Islands, but
the best way to take in this island chain
is by hopping on a boat tour and weaving through them all. Jagged sea cliffs,
volcanic isle formations, rich birdlife
and mysterious waters, the whole
adventure is visual poetry. H5

Formed by an eruption over 5,000
years ago, this lava tube is just a short
drive out of Reykjavík and makes a
great adventure for both the novice
explorer and intrepid caver. The natural
landmarks formed inside the tunnel are
stunning and surprising reminders that
nature is an incredible artist. E2

From the small and pleasantly mysterious town of Vík, taking a ride along its
famous black shores on a mighty steed
doesn’t get much better. The unique
and delightful demeanour of the Icelandic horse is so easy to connect with
and provides sanctuary to take in the
foreboding coastline and bold basalt
columns. K5
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PIZZA & BREWERY
HVERAGERÐI - ICELAND

Where you find the real local beer and gourmet pizzas
Visit Ölverk - Iceland´s first geothermal powered brewery
Perfect stopover while visiting south Iceland and Golden Circle
Ö l ve rk
Lo g o

w w w. b a by l o n . i s
k r i st i n n @ b a by l o n . i s

*Light beer

Breiðamörk 2 / 810 Hveragerði / tel. 483-3030 / olverk.is

Brewery tours / Craft beer / Pizzeria / Great local experience

Love and Peace
in Laugarvatn
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Find the spirit of friendship and love in Laugarvatn. You are always
welcome www.heradsskolinn.is
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N

22

BEST OF ICELAND 2018

The Reykjavík Grapevine
Best of Iceland 2018

South

Best Café

Best Bar

Kaffi Krús

Ölverk

A staple for the past 25 years, this is a
super cosy place that's a great stop for
a nice meal after a long day on the road.
Located in a beautifully maintained
historic house, the décor mixes antique
and modern elements seamlessly and
with clean design. The nice little menu
has a great selection of meals, while
the in-house bakers make sure to have
16 incredible varieties of cake every
day. They look as good as they taste and
the service is absolutely lovely, too. F2

This local brewery and pizzeria is an
unexpected craft beer mecca. With a
rotating selection of six microbrews,
head brewer Elvar is constantly changing up his concoctions. The family-style
restaurant also has a nice list of pizzas
and bar snacks that incorporate
elements of beer, like the Bavarian
style pretzel made with beer yeast and
served with warm beer and cheese dip.
It’s not exactly a bar, but it’s got damn
good beer. F2

Runners Up

Runners Up

Græna Kannan
Sólheimar Ecovillage

The Brothers Brewery
Vestmannaeyjabær

Pakkhús
Höfn

The not-North

Best Museum/Gallery

Austurvegur 7, Selfoss

Breiðamörk 2, Hveragerði

LAVA Centre
Hvolsvöllur

Deceptively light and cheery on the outside, this interactive museum is a brilliantly constructed immersive volcanic experience.
Combining rich scientific research, bold industrial design and
incredible artistry, its informative and interactive displays provide
some truly unique insights into the volcanic history of Iceland. “I
walked in and I felt like I was in a Doctor Who episode,” said one
panellist. The centre also features a film portion, a nice gift shop,
and a bright and spacious café with great cakes and light meals.
It’s a genuinely unique and unexpected attraction. Map square: H4
Runner Up

Runner Up

Set inside a spacious greenhouse, this
charming café in the ecovillage serves
organic coffee, cakes and baked goods.
Having recently undergone some
renovations, it is a great place to stop
by to meet the friendly residents and
experience the unique atmosphere. G2

Eldheimar
Gerðisbraut 10,
Vestmannaeyjabær

Listasafn Árnesinga
Austurmörk 21, Hveragerði

Bókakaffið
Austurvegur 22, Selfoss

Located on Heimaey, it's built around
some partially excavated houses
that were destroyed in the volcanic
eruption of 1973. With the videos of
news footage from the event itself and
loudspeakers with the rumbling sound
of the eruption, you feel like you were
there. H5

This small fine arts gallery has a rather
remarkable collection of permanent
pieces as well as hosting rotating
exhibits of primarily Icelandic artists.
Open almost all year and always with
free admission, the space is immaculate, lovely, and fabulously curated,
making it one of the finest art galleries
outside of the capital. F2

The perfect spot for the total bookworm, this cosy and quiet bookstore
serves up a nice basic menu of coffees
and pastries to keep the avid reader
alert. Both a great hangout spot for
locals and place to have a little caffeine
boost along the drive, the calm, homey
atmosphere is perfect. And they keep
their piano in tune. F2

Started by a couple of friends and their
brothers in 2012, this small brewery
has started pumping out a selection of
great small-batch beers and recently
expanded into bottling. It's a friendly,
genial experience and they offer a tourand-tasting for a great price. H5

Overlooking the beautiful harbour of
this small langoustine-trapping town,
this bar and restaurant is housed in a
former warehouse made out of scrap
wood giving it ample charm to enjoy a
few drinks in. Huddle indoors and enjoy
a nice hot meal in the cold weather, or
hit the patio if you catch a gloriously
sunny day. S1
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Local Delights: South
ADVERTISEMENTS

➊ The Cave

➋ The Bobby

➌ Lindin Restau-

➍ Skógar

People

Fischer Center

rant & Café Bistro Museum

Háholt 2c, Laugarvatn
Info: thecavepeople.is
Tel: +354 888 19 22

Austurvegur 21, Selfoss
Info: fischersetur.is
Tel: +354 894 12 75

Lindarbraut 2, Laugarvatn
Info: laugarvatn.is
Tel: +354 486 12 62

Skógasafn 1 (Museum way), Skógar
Info: skogasafn.is
Tel: +354 487 88 45

Can you imagine how it is to live in a cave?
Well less than 100 years ago a normal
Icelandic family did!
The caves have now been renovated and
look the way they did when the last cave
dwellers in Iceland lived there only a
Century ago.
Join us in a Guided tour in the Caves and
their Surroundings and we will bring the story to life with amazing tales about how they
lived, their struggles and their happiness.

The Bobby Fischer Center houses memorabilia of the world chess champion Robert
James Fischer. The Center also serves as a
club house for Skákfélag Selfoss and others
that want to play chess, offers chess classes,
and hosts chess tournaments. In addition, the
Center has a small chess library for those
who want to learn more about chess and
offers lectures about the chess game and
other related matters.
From May 15th to Sept. 15th: open daily,
13.00 - 16.00 or appointment by contacting
the personnal at the Sjafnarblóm store on
the first floor at the Center Building.

Lindin Restaurant & Café Bistro, stands on a
firm foundation of culinary excellence that
has attracted patrons from around the world.
Lindin is located in the village of Laugarvatn,
right beside the lovely natural steam baths
and pool at Fontana Spa. The 45 minute scenic drive from Reykjavik takes you through
enchanting landscapes between Geysir/Gullfoss and Thingvellir, making this an excellent
choice for a day’s journey.

Skógar Museum was founded in 1949 and
now hosts a collection of more than 18,000
regional artifacts, exhibited in 3 Museums. It
is located 150 km east from Reykjavík just
off Ring Road 1 and 30 km west of Vík. The
Folk Museum offers variety of artifacts displayed on three floors and in the Open-Air
Museum you can catch the atmosphere of
times long gone. The Technical Museum tells
the story of technology and transportation
and its development in Iceland.

➎ Glacier Walks

Sólheimajökull parking area or Lodge in Skaftafell (next to the National Park
Visitor Center)
Info: mountainguides.is
Tel: +354 587 9999
Icelandic Mountain Guides´ Glacier
Walks are a safe but fun activity and a
great way to experience the wonders of
the Icelandic Nature. Glacier Walks are
easy and accessible for both individuals
and groups and have become one of the
most popular tourism activity in Iceland.

Icelandic Mountain Guides´ Glacier Walks
are operated every day, all year on Sólheimajökull glacier and in Skaftafell national
park from the 1st of February 2013.
Make Sure It's Mountain Guides.
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Grapevine on the West and
Westfjords:

gpv.is/west
gpv.is/westfjords

Our articles, info and
guides for West Iceland
and the Westfjords
Tourist Information:

West Iceland Marketing
Office

Road Trip:
Borgarfjörður

Museum:
Settlement Centre

Attraction:
Into The Glacier

Directions: Route One North, then
circle Routes 50 & 518

Info: landnam.is
Tel: +354 437 1600

Info: www.intotheglacier.is
Tel: +354 659-9710

Away from the crowds around
the coast is the quiet inland
area of Húsafell. Turning right
just before the Borgarnes bridge
will take you along a trail of curiosities, including the powerful
Deildartunguhver hot spring,
the historical town of Reykholt,
the impressive Hraunfossar waterfalls, the gourmet restaurant
at Hótel Húsafell and, eventually, the foothills of the Langjökull
glacier. Map square: E-G13

The Settlement Centre at
Brákarbraut 13-15 in Borgarnes
is an informative and playfully
construed museum about the
history of people in Iceland. It
looks at the history of the earliest
settlers and the challenges they
faced, through a series of dioramas and interactive displays. You
can stand on a swaying longboat,
see how humanity spread through
Iceland, and hear tales of the Sagas. Next door is a similar museum that relates the bloody tale of
Egils Saga. E13

The Langjökull Ice Tunnel is a
manmade phenomenon that allows you to walk—you guessed
it—into the glacier. While
adults will be amazed by the scenic journey up Langjökull, kids
could easily amuse themselves
for hours moseying around
the chilly ice tunnel, which
comes complete with multiple
chambers, information on how
glaciers form, an icicle-laden
natural crevasse, and a non-denominational chapel. H13

www.west.is
info@westiceland.is
Tel: +354 462 3300

Emergency services

Tel: 112 (national helpline)

Weather report

en.vedur.is
Recorded info: +354 902 0600

HOW TO GET THERE
By car:

Road conditions

www.road.is
Tel: 1777
(Summer hours: 08:00-16:00 /
Winter: 06:30-22:00)
From Stykkishólmur

Ferry to Flatey and
Brjánslækur

Town:
Stykkishólmur
Info: visitstykkishólmur.is

Of all the small towns around
Iceland’s
coastline,
Stykkishólmur—population 1,195—
is perhaps the most charming.
The small harbour is enclosed
by a small and easily hikeable
cliff that offers views out into
the island-dotted fjord, and for
such a small place there’s plenty
to see and do, including a handful of museums, shops, and
restaurants. The perfect spot
for a weekend getaway. D11

Schedule & Info:
www.seatours.is

Museum:
The Library of Water

Waterfall: Glymur

By bus:

Hvalfjörður, off Route 47

www.bus.is
Tel: +354 540 2700

Tel: +354 865 4516

Roni Horn’s Vatnasafn (“Library of Water”) resides in Stykkishólmur’s old library building
at Bókhlöðustígur 17. The exhibit presents a number of floor-toceiling glass tubes, each containing a sample of meltwater
and silt from one of Iceland’s
glaciers. With the current rapid
climate change situation, these
tubes may be all that’s left one
day. D11

Glymur was long considered
Iceland’s highest waterfall but
was demoted by the newly discovered Morsárfoss in 2007.
A slender torrent that comes
tumbling down from a towering
mountain, it’s hugely impressive nonetheless. The hiking
route involves clambering over
a pole to cross a river, wandering through some caves, and, finally, crossing the river close to
the edge of the falls. Take hiking
poles, and expect to be walking
for around three hours. F14

National Bus Network
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West

The west of Iceland begins just outside Greater
Reykjavík’s northern city limits. From undulating fjords
and stretches of idyllic farmland to the rolling fields of
Borgarfjörður, to the geothermally active Snæfellsnes
peninsula, the Langjökull glacier, and the sprawling
Kalmanstunga lava field, it’s an area that contains
all the diversity of Iceland. Each region is rich with
small towns, tucked-away pools, remote glaciers and
historic sites. It’s a wonderful part of Iceland, and we’ve
distilled some of the must-see places for you here.

A Reykjavík-adjacent vista
of mountains, lava fields,
waterfalls and glaciers
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Best Meal

Must-See Spot

Hótel Húsafell

Snæfellsjökull

The tasting menu at Hótel Húsafell
might be a little steeply priced, but if
this is one of those birthday/anniversary/engagement ring moments—
splurge. The luxury hotel offers an
excellent five-course tasting menu
of creatively prepared local ingredients with excellent service, and wine
pairings or great cocktails should you
so desire. Get a table by the open fire,
and trust and believe, she or he will say
yes. G13

If it’s a clear day in Reykjavík, you can
spot the majestic Snæfellsjökull glacier
sparkling from your balcony. If it’s not
a clear day, well, drive three hours
and see it up close and in person. The
glacier is a magnificent sight. “The hike
up to Snæfellsjökull is beautiful and a
good way to see the glacier,” one panel
member noted. “It might be difficult for
beginners, but it's worth it.” If hiking
isn’t your thing, snowmobiling is another popular option. B12

Runner Up

Runners Up

Go West, life is peaceful there
Best Accommodation

Húsafell

Snæfellsnes National Park

Hótel Búðir
Snæfellsnes Peninsula

Hótel Búðir’s picturesque surroundings will take your breath away.
Neighbouring the rocky Atlantic coastline, you’ll find sand dune
walks, coastal hikes, a local runic store and a historic church in
the immediate vicinity of the hotel. The luxurious interior boasts a
vintage feel with taxidermied raptors, cosy ornate couches, and a
standout restaurant in the region. If you’re lucky enough to arrive
during Aurora season, the Northern Lights show there could rival
the best in Iceland. Map square: B12
Runner Up

Budget Option

Narfeyrarstofa
Aðalgata 3, Stykkishólmur

Narfeyrarstofa is amongst the best
rural restaurants in Iceland. In a
modern but cosy candlelit dining room,
they serve fresh seafood pulled out of
the adjacent Breiðafjörður, cooked to
perfection, along with locally sourced
beef burgers and lamb. If you’re still
not sold, they give out their special salt
blend—which is stellar—as a parting
gift. D11

Djúpalónssandur
Snæfellsnes National Park

This black pebble beach, which is
supposedly haunted, and also has an
elf church, was the site of a shipwreck
that took the lives of 14 British sailors
in 1948. You can still find rusted metal
fragments from the accident scattered
all over the beach. “It’s unique, and the
landscape is amazing. The drive there is
also stunning, through a lava field,” one
panel member states. “You might find
some troll rock formations.” B12

Budget Pick

Fosshotel Hellnar
Brekkubær, Hellnar

Fosshotel Hellnar has somehow floated
under the radar of previous Best Of
awards, but this year was rightfully
recognised. The hotel—part of the
acclaimed Fosshotel chain—is located
right on the edge of the Hellnar hill in
a number of spread out buildings with
large windows and patios that look out
directly over the ocean. The design is
peaceful, suitable for a yoga retreat or
a romantic getaway. B12

Freezer Hostel
Hafnargata 16, Rif

Freezer Hostel boasts a cosy bar, hostel
rooms, and a theatre space that hosts
everything from musicals to music
festivals. This summer, they’ll serve up
a reprise of their stage adaptation of
Jules Verne’s classic ‘Journey To Centre
Of The Earth’, a new piece based on two
guys forming a Fleetwood Mac cover
band, and so much more. Stay there or
stop by. B11

Skúrinn
Þvervegur 2, Stykkishólmur

Skúrinn is an all-are-welcome comfort
joint. The cosy Stykkishólmur haunt
boasts nachos, milkshakes and some of
the best burgers in Iceland. Try the Senior
Citizen, seriously. With low prices, a homey
atmosphere, and friendly staff, it’s light
on the wallet while still yummy in the
tummy. D11

Háafell Goat Centre
Háafell, Reykholt

Icelandic goats, after having been
isolated here for 1100 years, are
actually the purest breed you can
find in Europe. They are also incredibly
sweet. Don’t believe us? Check out the
Háafell Goat Centre, where you can get
up close and personal with the cuddly
furry creatures. “You must go in the
summer when the goats are all small
and cute,” said one panellist. F13

Best Road Trip

Arnarstapi to
Hellnar

Snæfellsnes

The Reykjavík Grapevine
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West

Best Hike

Go West, in the open air
Best Bathing Spot

Snæfellsnes Peninsula

Lýsuhólslaug

This leisurely coastal walk takes you
past lava fields and ocean outlooks on
the southern shore of the peninsula.
Surrounded by basalt columns, and
ravines, the old path meanders around
fishermen relics and through nests
with enough seabird eggs to make
a large omelette. The hike is great
for birdwatching—you'll glimpse
kittiwakes, Arctic terns and fulmars. It
could take an hour, or you could lounge
to the sound of the waves on the pier.
Take your time, and make sure to grab a
coffee and cake at Fjöruhusið before or
after your journey. B12

Runners Up

Snæfellsnes Peninsula

The Snæfellsnes peninsula is often
referred to as “Iceland In Miniature.”
Why? Well, a one-day road trip grants
you access to essentially every notorious Icelandic topography in one spot,
including a sub-glacial volcano, ancient
lava fields, geothermal hot springs,
black sand beaches, waterfalls, canyons, and, of course, the Snæfellsjökull
glacier. Follow Route 54 to circle around
the area, but make sure to check out
Stykkishólmur—it’s a gem of a coastal
fishing village. You can easily make it
there and back again from Reykjavík in
twelve hours. B-D12

Runners Up

Lýsuhóli, Snæfellsnes Peninsula

Lýsuhólslaug, a.k.a. the Green Lagoon, was the unanimous choice
of the panel for best bathing spot. “It’s an organic pool that’s cosy,
locally run, and has no chemicals,” one panel member says. “I recommend it to anyone that wants to swim in Snæfellsnes.” The pool
is, like its name, green, which is caused by algae naturally found in
the carbonated water called Chlorella. Chlorella is full of silica and
iron, so if you suffer from things like psoriasis, eczema, and acne,
the Green Lagoon might become your magic pill. Map square: D12
Runner Up

Newcomer

Borgarnes Pool
Þorsteinsgata 1, Borgarnes

Krauma
Deildartunguhver, Borgarfjörður

The family-friendly Borgarnes swimming pool boasts a clean and modern
feel as well as a great view out to the
ocean. With an indoor and outdoor
pool, hot pools, a sauna, a steam bath,
lap wading pools and more, you’ll be
wanting for nothing. “It is probably the
most well-known part of Borgarnes,”
one of the panel members who grew
up in Borgarnes says. “And it has three
slides, which was very exciting for us
as kids.” E13
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You can’t miss Krauma—the steam from
the bubbling geothermal vent pours
skywards into a column that’s visible
for miles around. The complex contains
five outdoor hot pots of various sizes
and temperatures, a cold plunge pool,
a scented sauna, a steam room, and a
lounge area with an open fire that can
be turned around to face a circle of
reclining loungers. F13

￼

Helgafell, Stykkishólmur

Borgarfjörður

Ok Glacier, Borgarfjörður

Hvalfjörður

The Holy Mountain of Helgafell was
long-thought to be a gateway to the afterlife—a place so sacred that visiting
it respectfully could grant you three
wishes. While we can’t promise you’ll
receive your heart’s desire, we can
assure you that the summit will supply
a breathtaking vista of Stykkishólmur
and Breiðafjörður bay. The jaunt takes a
max of fifteen minutes. “It’s a beautiful
place,” one panel member says before
pausing. “And I did get my wishes.” D11
￼

According to Ifolk tales, Ok was one of
the breasts of a giantess that turned
into stone, the other being Skjaldbreiður. The former-glacier-now-mountain sits at 1200m—the hike is about
10-15km and relatively easy. “It’s a nice
but comfortable hike up the glacier
that was,” said one panel member. G13

If you turn right just before Borgarnes,
you’ll come upon a less-traveled fjord
that’s rich with sights. This is Borgarfjörður, a lava land filled with rivers,
streams, and some of the most awe-inspiring waterfalls in the country. Don’t
miss the powerful Deildartunguhver
hot spring, the historical town of the
Reykhólt, the impressive Hraunfossar
and Barnafoss waterfalls, the top-notch
restaurant at Hotel Húsafell, and, of
course, the Langjökull glacier. E-G13

If you’re pushed for time, Hvalfjörður
will give you the biggest bang for your
buck as far as road trips go. There’s the
creepy fenced-off whaling station, an
abandoned mine, the Glymur waterfall
hike, the remains of a British WWII base,
and loads more. Plus, it’s only thirty
minutes away from Reykjavík. F14
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Best Café

Best Tour

Fjöruhúsið

Vatnshellir Cave

If the weather is good, there might not
be a better view in Iceland than that
from the patio of this seaside café. The
cosy spot faces the Baðstofa rock formation along the Atlantic, where calls
of nesting birds echo with the rush of
the tide. “The location is stunning,” the
panel notes. “Their coffee and food
is incredible too. The seafood soup
is a standout, as are their cakes and
waffles.” B12

It only takes an hour to experience
the Vatnshellir cave, but it was the
unanimous choice of the panel. Put on
a helmet and marvel at stalagmite-like
formations which were formed by dripping lava and bacteria that sparkles in
your flashlight beams. After the final descent—35 metres below the surface—
shut off your flashlights and stand in
darkness. Due to the composition of
the cave walls, Vatnshellir has no echo,
so no one will hear you scream. B12

Runners Up

Runners-Up

Kaffi Kyrrð
Skúlagata 13, Borgarnes

Viking Sushi
Smiðjustígur 3, Stykkishólmur

Settlement Centre,
Brakarbraut 13-15, Borgarnes

Into The Glacier
Langjökull

Go West, where the skies are blue
Best Museum/Gallery
Route 574, Hellnar

Road 574, Snæfellsbær

Borgarnes Museum
Bjarnarbraut 4-6, Borgarnes

Safnahús Borgarfjarðar is one of the most locally-focused museums in the country. Located inside a bright red house near the sea,
the museum offers a new program every year focusing on local
artists. Their permanent exhibition, ‘Children Throughout A Century,' dives into the dramatic changes Icelandic children have faced
as Icelandic society transformed from an agricultural community
to a modern nation. “They reconstructed an old turf living room
and from there you just walk into a modern teenagers bedroom
from IKEA,” one panel member says. “It’s a crazy contrast, just a
great exhibit.” Map square: E13
Runner Up

Runner Up

Bjarnarhöfn Shark Museum

The Library Of Water
Bókhlöðustígur 17, Stykkishólmur

Iceland is known for its bizarrely specific museums, but Bjarnarhöfn’s Shark
Museum is easily the most charming.
The space is packed to the brim
with boats, shark info sheets, shark
skeletons, shark stomach contents, and
stuffed local fauna. If that’s not enough,
just up the hill is a drafty shack where
shark meat hangs down in front of your
eyes. “The whole thing is so handmade
but very informative,” raves one panel
member. C11

Roni Horn’s Vatnasafn, or Library of
Water, overlooks the Stykkishólmur harbour in the town’s old library building.
The exhibit presents floor-to-ceiling
glass vials, each containing a sample of
meltwater and silt from one of Iceland’s
glaciers. The subtext is clear—one day,
this may be all that’s left of them. D11

Kaffi Kyrrð is both a coffeehouse and
a florist, so if you’re looking for some
lilies and a latte, this is your spot. With
kitschy décor and sanguine platitudes
(“Dream, Hope, Love”), Borgarnes’ Kyrrð
is the best place to have a quiche while
pretending you’re in your great aunt’s
living room, except well, with better
quiche. A kitsch quiche, if you will. E13

The Settlement Centre puts much more
on the table than just info on your favourite Saga heroes and heroines. “Their café
has a really good vegetarian buffet,” one
panel member raves. They’re referring to
the 2.200 ISK ‘Wellness Lunch’. “It’s rare to
find a good vegetarian dish around here,
much less a buffet,” she says. E13

If you prefer your scenic cruises with
a little nosh, try “Viking Sushi." While
meandering around the many islands
of the Breiðafjörður bay, you’ll taste the
freshest seafood around, as scallops,
clams and urchins are plucked from
the sea floor right before your eyes. Soy
sauce and wasabi are provided. D11

So you’ve been on a glacier, but have
you been in one? If no, the Langjökull
Ice Tunnel will give the opportunity
to stroll under the ice. The man-made
tunnel spiders its way through the
glacier, giving you unparalleled views
and a general sense of ‘woah.' There’s
even an ice chapel if you feel a little
romantic. H13
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FISH & MORE

SALKA VALKA
Steamed Fresh Fish, Traditional Icelandic Fish ‘Stew’,
Fish & Vegan Soups, Smoked Salmon & Vegan Toppings
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Grapevine on the West and
Westfjords:

gpv.is/west
gpv.is/westfjords

Our articles, info and
guides for West Iceland
and the Westfjords
Tourist Information:

West Iceland Marketing
Office

Museum: Samúel
Jónsson Art Museum
samueljonssonmuseum.jimdo.com
Tel: + 354 698-7533

Just along the south shore of Arnarfjörður, in one of the most
isolated areas of Iceland, lies a
cartoonish house and church
surrounded by a number of bizarre plaster sculptures. These
are the work of Samúel Jónsson: a hermit self-taught artist
who used his pension money for
plaster, which he then used for
these peculiarities. “Prepare for
unpredictable road conditions,”
our panel warned. “But perhaps
that’s just part of the whole bizarre Selárdalur experience.”
Map square: B8

Town: Ísafjörður

Place: Djúpavík

Info: isafjordur.is

Info: djupavik.is

The regional capital of the Westfjords is Ísafjörður, an old merchant town that’s definitely worth
a visit. It’s the cultural capital of
the area, and around the turn of
the 20th century, Ísafjörður was
the second-biggest town in Iceland, with a history filled with
witch trials and industry. Today,
it has a population of only 2,600,
but despite its location deep in
the Westfjords, it remains a lively
town with three museums—including the oldest row of houses
in Iceland—two bars, and a movie theatre. Its houses are old, and
its people proud. C6

Djúpavík is a far-flung and
breathtaking hamlet around
a rough dirt track deep in the
Westfjords. A handful of houses and a rusting shipwreck
stand nestled next to a huge,
crumbling factory building
that seems like a surreal vision
in the depths of the Strandir
coast. The factory was abandoned when the fish vanished,
and now serves as a workshop,
museum and gallery; the workers’ quarters are now a cosy and
informal family-run hotel. F7

www.west.is
info@westiceland.is
Tel: +354 462 3300

Emergency services

Tel: 112 (national helpline)

Weather report

en.vedur.is
Recorded info: +354 902 0600

HOW TO GET THERE
By domestic airline:

Isafjörður (IFJ)

Domestic flights to and from
Reykjavík.
Main airline operator:
www.airiceland.is
Tel: +354 570 3000
Other airports are at Bíldudalur
and Gjögur, with flights to and
from Reykjavík serviced by
eagleair.is

Waterfall:
Dynjandi

Area:
Hornstrandir

Museum of Sorcery &
Witchcraft

Location: Just off Route 60 on the
way to Þingeyri in the Westfjords

Info: westfjords.is

Info: galdrasyning.is
Tel: +354 897 6525

Some consider the spectacular Dynjandi to be amongst the
most beautiful waterfalls in
all of Iceland. This impressive,
massive torrent is actually a
series of seven-tiered waterfalls that resemble a flooding
staircase. It’s easily accessible,
too, via a relaxed fifteen-minute hike through vibrant brush.
Take your lunch here—it’s also a
great picnic spot. C8

This largely uninhabited peninsula is so far off the beaten
track that you have to either undertake a lengthy hike or get a
boat ride there. It’s worth it: it’s
a natural reserve of outstanding
natural beauty, and a haven for
Arctic foxes, which are protected in the region. It’s also something of a hiking mecca, with
campsites and all the trails you
could want. D-E5

A weathered wooden structure
with a turf roof, Hólmavík’s
main tourist attraction may
look underwhelming, but like
its subject, it’s got some magic. The museum’s most famous
acquisition is a replica of a pair
of “necropants”: trousers made
of human skin, which allegedly
dispense gold form the crotch
for those brave or psychotic
enough to make a pair. If that
tickles your occult bone, indulge
your morbid side with a visit. F8

By car:

Road conditions

www.road.is
Tel: 1777
(Summer hours: 08:00-16:00 /
Winter: 06:30-22:00)
From Stykkishólmur

Ferry to Flatey and
Brjánslækur
Schedule & Info:
www.seatours.is
By bus:

National Bus Network
www.bus.is
Tel: +354 540 2700
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Westfjords
Flat-topped mountains
and raw nature in the
wild Westfjords
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A

The Westfjords lie entirely outside of the Ring Road’s
island-encompassing loop, making them one of the
more remote corners of Iceland. The roads are carved
into an endless sequence of vast flat-topped mountains punctuated by tiny towns in narrow fjords, often
with great pools and hot pots. At the northern edge lies
the wild nature reserve of Hornstrandir, only accessible
by boat or on foot. To get away from the bustle of the
tourist trail, the Westfjords are always a good bet.
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Distance from
Reykjavík:
401km

How to get there:
Drive Route One North, Then
Routes 60, 62, 63 & 619

The Artist With A
Child’s Heart
The Samúel Jónsson Museum
Words: John Rogers Photos: Timothée Lambrecq
It’s a surprising sight, after driving the snowed-in mountain
passes and grey, rocky coastline
of the southern Westfjords, to
round a tight corner on an obscure coastal dirt road and see

a vast pink sand beach sprawling towards the horizon. Violent blue waves race far up onto
the sand as the tide comes in,
causing a fog of spray to hang
over the snow-streaked expanse;

Car provider: gocarrental.is
Hotel: fosshotel.is

Westfjords

in the distance, a hulking flattopped mountain emerges from
the fog. Across the fjord, vast
glacial valleys appear and disappear behind fast moving clouds
and bands of rain, each one cradling a band of mist. I open the
car window, stunned by the raw
and vivid view, and taste sea salt
on my lips. The Westfjords, even
after plenty of exploration, never
cease to amaze.
The dirt road in question is
Route 619, an unserviced 25km
track that runs from the tiny
town of Bildudalur to the remote and mostly unpopulated
valley of Selárdalur. It’s an obscure spot that wouldn’t usually

be much of a destination—the
road is rough, and although the
nature is spectacular, there are
many more accessible places to
see it. But at the end of the road
is a true Icelandic oddity: Listasafn Samúel Jónssonar, or The
Samúel Jónsson Museum.

REMOTE LUXURY
One of the most beautiful places in Iceland,
just two hours drive from Reykjavik.
A charming atmosphere, and a restaurant
known for its exquisite cuisine.
hotelbudir.is

hotelbudir

hotelbudir

budir@budir.is

+354 435 6700

Westfjordian lions
Samúel Jónsson (1884-1969)
was a farmer who spent his life
working at the Brautarholt farm
in Selárdalur. Upon his retirement, he started creating art,
having never trained or established an artistic practise previously.

Into disrepair

Powerfully pure

After his death, this artist’s
farmstead started to deteriorate. Selárdalur is lashed by unforgiving Arctic weather in the
winter, and without Samúel’s
presence, the sculptures became
worn to the point at which it
seemed they might disintegrate.
The fountain stopped working, and the house and church
slipped into disrepair.
So it was that in 1998, a company was started to protect
and preserve his oeuvre. A film
about Samúel’s life and work
was released in 1999, which

The cluster of buildings that
make up the museum are a striking sight as we roll around the
final bend and arrive at Selárdalur. They stand perched in a field
near the ocean, a spot of colour
amongst the rough, rol ling
farmland and vast mountains.
Although it’s May, Iceland is still
struggling to make the transition from Winter into Spring.
We pull up and walk over to the
farm, and the icy grass crunches
beneath our boots. I pause for
a moment to take in the view:
there isn’t another another soul

in sight, the air is crisp and cold,
and the surrounding natural
environment feels powerfully
pure.
The church door is left on
the latch. Much of Samúel’s
work has been removed for safe
keeping, but there are waterproofed prints of his paintings
on the walls. There are several
photographs of Samúel at work,
and a couple of architectural
maquettes—grand visions that
were never realised, perhaps.

A break in
the clouds
T he sc u lpt u res t hem selves
stand clustered beh ind the
colourful museum building,
which is locked for the Winter.
The lion fountain is turned off,
but a plastic pipe coils away towards the house; Gerhard got it
working again, eventually, and
it’s turned on when the summer
visitors arrive. One sculpture is

of a tall man looking into the
distance and shielding his eyes
from the sun. A break in the
churning clouds occurs right on
cue, casting a shadow over the
sculpture’s face, as if he might
spring to life and turn away at
any moment.
Nearby, a small duck sculpture carries ducklings on its
back next to a man feeding fish
to a tame seal. The lions have
spiky whiskers made from wire,
and a knee-high blue seahorse
sits to attention. They’re playf u l ly naive and beauti f u l ly
stylised cartoonish representations of Samúel’s environment,
his life, and his visions, and each
one brings a smile to my face.
We linger for a long time,
snapping photographs and taking it all in. An information
plaque tells us that the farmhouse is being rebuilt, and will
one day hold a living space for
visiting artists and scholars.
As we finally head back towards Bildudalur, I’m struck
by Samúel’s unlikely legacy.
His museum stands as a proud
monument to the simple joys of
making art, and with the ongoing restoration efforts of its determined team of protectors, his
work will continue to bring joy
and inspiration for generations
still to come.
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brought some new attention to
the crumbling museum, and in
the Spring of 2004, restoration
work began. A German sculptor
named Gerhard König led the
restoration work, supervising
teams of volunteers over several
summers to renovate the buildings and restore the sculptures
to their former glory.

“A break in the clouds occurs
right on cue, casting a shadow
over the sculpture’s face, as if
he might spring to life at any
moment.”

The Reykjavík Grapevine
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His collection of paintings
and sculptures developed and
grew over the years as he enthusiastically set about this
new task. Samúel’s ambition
seemed to know no bounds.
After he designed an altarpiece
that was rejected by the church
at Selárdalur, he simply built a
church of his own to house it;
his sculptures of people and
wildlife mushroomed around
his home to include a fountain
surrounded by colourful, cartoonish lions. The house itself
also later received a colourful
makeover, and Samúel picked
up a nickname: “Listamaðurinn
með barnshjartið,” or “The artist with a child’s heart.”
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Westfjords

Best Meal

Must-See Spot

Tjöruhúsið

Dynjandi

Housed in an 18th-century fishing
house, it features communal tables,
low wooden ceilings, and best damn
fish in the country. Every few minutes, a
new, different, giant searing pan of fish
appears at the buffet for everyone to
try. The fish is fresh, and they have classic or internationally-inspired dishes
like creamy haddock with grapes and
peanut satay. It’s pricey, but think of
it as three meals. You’ll eat that much
anyway. C6

Although the Westfjords are literally
dripping with waterfalls, Dynjandi is the
undisputed champion. As it cascades
down over multiple levels, it fans out
to create a giant pyramid (or wedding
cake) of water. It can be seen from
far off, but its immensity can only be
understood when you stand right at the
foot of it and look up. Check the road
on road.is ahead of time—it goes over
a mountain, and can be hairy all year
round. C8

Breathe in, breathe out
Best Accommodation

Neðstikaupstaður, Ísafjörður

Runners Up

Hotel Djúpavík

Just off Route 60

Runners Up

Djúpavík

This was an easy one for the panel. Hotel Djúpavík may be as
isolated as possible in the smallest town in Iceland, but its charm
is inversely proportional to its population, with the famous herring
factory and the remains of a wrecked ship. The hotel has a wraparound balcony, haunting landscape views and, as one panellist
pointed out, its very own waterfall coming down nearby. The
interiors, food, and staff are all equally inviting. Utterly silent save
for the birds and the rippling water, it’s the ultimate retreat—like a
place frozen perfectly in time. Map square: F7
Runner Up

Easy Option

Heydalur, Mjóifjörður

Campsites

In a beautiful valley near Ísafjörður,
Heydalur is much more than just accommodation. A guesthouse, campsite,
restaurant, swimming pool, greenhouse,
farm, and recreation centre all run by a
lovable matriarch with seemingly infinite
energy. In addition to being a base for
hiking, kayaking, hot-potting and other
outdoor activities, they also offer horses
for riding, their own dogs for petting,
and even a fox who hangs around with
guests on occasion. C6

For thrifty readers, we’re gonna shout
out to the many beautiful campsites
around the Westfjords. You have to pay,
but they’ll be cheaper and probably
much nicer than many campsites
abroad. Most have showers, and some
have a kitchenette so you can cook all
the pasta you can eat in order to save up
to gorge yourself at Tjöruhúsið. We recommend Reykjanes for its beautiful pool,
Þingeyraroddi for its cute little gazebo,
and Melanes for its private waterfall.

Vegamót
Tjarnarbraut 2, Bíldudalur

Bíldudalur doesn’t have any single
shop or restaurant, just a building that
combines every essential service into
one place. Vegamót is one such place,
only with a proper chef. As well as a
convenience store, there are rustic
tables with a fjord view; they serve
fish and burgers (one with a pineapple
topping—one panellist warned not to
let the president know about this.) B8

Kaupfélagið Steingrímsfjarðar
Höfðatún 4, Hólmavík

Every seasoned Westfjords traveller
knows this place. It’s a long way between
Hólmavík and Súðavík and there is one
single gas stop along the way, so anybody
with a practical bone in their body has
probably stopped here. Kaupfélagið is
Icelandic for “the everything store,” and
this place is exactly that: gas station,
grocery store, and diner. Some panellists
prefer the classic burgers, while others
like the shockingly good sandwiches.. F8

Látrabjarg, Route 612

The westernmost point of Iceland (and
possibly Europe), Látrabjarg is also
the puffinmost point of Iceland (and
possibly Europe). The scenic cliffs are
more packed than the liquor store at
17:59. But the puffins couldn’t care less
about the crowds (or the paparazzi,
as one panellist pointed out). They just
nonchalantly puffin’ around their little
avian metropolis for all to see. A9

Djúpavík Factory

This towering, crumbling herring
factory was the largest concrete
building in Iceland when it was built in
1935. It was abandoned by 1954 when
the herring vanished; it has since been
partially refurbished, and is now used
as a museum and art gallery during
summer. Many of Iceland’s best artists,
both visual and musical, have graced
its halls, including Sigur Rós on their
Heima tour. You can hike the mountains
for an aerial view. F7

Best Hike

Best Bar

Heydalur

Djúpið

Kaldbakur
Dýrafjörður

Vagninn

Ísafjarðardjúp

With four choices: two indoor polls, a
regular warm swimming pool, and a basic hot tub, Heydalur wins. What makes
them special is that they’re housed in a
greenhouse surrounded by fruit-bearing trees, creating a little oasis. The real
treasure is the vaguely slimy 40-degree
natural hot pot, accessed by rolling up
your pants and wading across a cold
but narrow glacial stream. As several
panellists have pointed out, low-key
suffering is part of the charm of the
Westfjords. D7

The system of fjords in the central
Westfjords all open into one giant fjord
called Ísafjarðardjúp. Djúpið is its local
nickname, meaning simply “The Deep.” It
has the best-maintained and least terrifying stretch of road in the Westfjords,
and each fjord has its own hidden
treasure that’s typically missed by
visitors zooming straight to Ísafjörður—
Arngerðareyri “castle,” Reykjanes pool,
Litlibær turf house, a seal colony, and
Valagil canyon to name just a few. D6

Between Dýrafjörður and Arnarfjörður
there is a range of mountains known as
the “Alps of the Westfjords," because
they are pointy, unlike most of the other
glacier-scraped, flat-topped mountains
of the region. Don’t worry, it’s not because they come anywhere close in elevation. Kaldbakur is their highest point
(and the highest in the Westfjords) at
1167 metres. Described as “half-hike,
half-scramble” by one panellist, this
hike is no joke, so plan accordingly. You
feel like the Westfjords are yours. B7

Like everything else in the Westfjords,
bars have to double up as something
else, namely restaurants. That doesn’t
stop one, however, from having its
clear-cut reputation as the best and
liveliest bar in the Westfjords. Vagninn
in Flateyri is known second for its excellent and interesting food, live music
and rowdy crowd. Combined with a
good beer selection, and you can find
that sweaty, smiley bar ambience, even
in the middle of nowhere. C7

Runner Up

Runners Up

Runner Up

Runners Up

Reykfjarðarlaug, Route 63

Hrafnseyrarheiði

Djúpavíkurhringur
Djúpavík

Húsið
Hrannargata 2, Ísafjörður
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Best Bathing Spot

Mjóifjörður

Being a bit out of the way, these pools
are more likely to be deserted. There
are a series of three hot pots dammed
up from the original source as well
as one full-size pool at the end, each
cascading into the next. With four
options, one of them is bound to be
the perfect Goldilocks temperature for
every bathing booty. C8

Krossneslaug, Strandir

The remote Krossneslaug is on the
way to Hornstrandir. This beautiful
old-school pool is built on the shore. It
offers beautiful views, looking straight
up the mountainside on one side and
out to sea on the other. Despite its location near the end of the known world,
you might see a curious fox or, as one
panellist experienced, Ólafur Arnalds.
(No guarantees!) F6

￼
This gravel road between Dýrafjörður
and Álftafjörður has switchbacks and
rapid climbs that'll churn your stomach,
and bless your eyes. As you begin the
descent into Álftafjörður, the mountains
reflect in the water, and Dynjandi can
be glimpsed in the distance. The road
ends at Hrafnseyri, with the Museum
of Jón Sigurðsson, a little church, and
three turf houses where you can stop
for a coffee. C8
￼

Rauðasandur

A remote beach on the southwest
shore of the Westfjords, named after
its reddish-orange sandy beach. It’s a
popular summer spot, and the site of
the most doomed music festival in our
history—winds so strong that tents
blew away, and the festival had to be
evacuated. Cross the mountain gravel
road—only open in summer—you’re
rewarded with a rainbow of colours. A9

If you want something much easier
with an equivalently triumphant feel, try
Djúpavíkurhringur. This two-hour loop
begins and ends in Djúpavík. It’s a fairly
easy for travellers of all abilities. With
views out to the Arctic Ocean, and you’ll
even see bits of Hornstrandir in the
distance. F7

Hafnarstræti 19, Flateyri

Húsið in Ísafjörður is almost certainly
the most-frequented bar in the Westfjords. A café by day, the vibe changes
after the kitchen closes, the taps
floweth over, and everybody is already
drunk. With a lovely big patio and a
dark, cavey backroom with TVs showing
sports, it is another of the few properly
pubby gems of the Westfjords. C6

Easy Option

Naustahvilft, Ísafjörður

This accessible hike is possibly the
most popular in the Westfjords.
Just across the fjord from the town of
Ísafjörður there is a giant crater-like
bowl sunk into the top of the mountain.
It is officially called Naustahvilft but is
better known by its colloquial name
“The Troll Seat,” because it looks as
if a gigantic butt sat on the
mountaintop. C6

Edinborgarhúsið, Ísafjörður

“Edinborg” is a large, ornate building
that houses a restaurant and bar, and
acts as a cultural centre of sorts, with
events, exhibitions, and performances.
Notable parties in Edinborg’s history
include many gigs during Aldrei Fór Ég
Suður, and Pallaball with Iceland’s queer
pop emperor Páll Óskar—it’s the only
disco-party-glimmer of hope in the
Westfjords. C6
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Westfjords

Best Museum

Best Café

Blacksmith
Museum

Simbahöllin

The Westfjords are so foxy
Best Tour

Þingeyri

The Blacksmith Museum in Þingeyri
is less of a traditional museum than
a fully functional blacksmith studio
where people are actually bending
and hammering iron every single day.
That, as the panellists agreed, is exactly
what makes it such an unforgettable
“museum” experience. The blacksmiths
there are passionate about what they
do and very willing to explain what it is
that they do, how they do it, and how it
relates to the history of the town. C7

Fjarðargata 5, Þingeyri

Simbahöllin was unanimously agreed
to be the best café in the Westfjords.
Or, as one panellist argued, it is “the
only real café in all the Westfjords.” It is
located in a big, beautiful, bright green
Norwegian timber-house with a terrace
and a matching green bus converted
into café seating. Serving Belgian
waffles and housemade rhubarb jam,
they also boast top-notch baked goods,
snob-quality coffee, and dishes exotic
to the Westfjords, like Moroccan-style
chicken served in a tajine. The panel is
prepared to fight you on this one. C7

Runners Up

Runners Up

Sea Monster Museum
Strandgata 7, Bíldudalur

Litli-Bær, Skötufjörður

Arctic Fox Centre
Eyrardalur, Súðavík

Gamla Bakaríið
Aðalstræti 24, Ísafjörður

Vigur Island
Ísafjörður

Vigur is an island in the middle of Ísafjarðardjúp, famed for its
birdlife—including puffins. With more avian residents than
humans, there is a single row of buildings, including the tiniest
post office ever, and even a windmill. The island is small enough
to explore in a day, and there’s a boat that comes and goes from
nearby Ísafjörður. Or if you’re the type who prefers to earn your
idyllic island time with exercise, it can also be reached by a kayak
tour with Ögur Travel or Borea Adventures. Map square: D6

Tungudalur & Seljalandsdalur
Vestfjarðarvegur

The downhill slopes of Tungudalur and
the cross-country trails of Seljalandsdalur are the main local ski areas. There
are day tours for all skill levels, and if
you’re insanely outdoorsy, our panellists also recommend Aurora Arktika,
who offer a six-day tour in which you
can sail the Westfjords for some backcountry skiing and kayaking. C6

Hornstrandir

With its sheer cliffs, wide valleys and
abandoned villages, Hornstrandir
feels like the end of the earth.
Being one of Iceland’s few Nature
Reserves, arctic foxes are protected
here, making it one of the best places
to see them. Fox-watching tours are
run by Borea or West Tours, who
make sure the habitats are visited
sustainably. D5

After driving over the mountains and
pulling into the tiny village of Bíldudalur,
the last thing you’d expect to find is a
state-of-the-art interactive exhibition.
Based on sea monster sightings along
the shores of the fjord, their display
includes life-size monster models, an
interactive map, video-testimonials,
an arcane library, and a touch-screen
database of cryptozoology. B8

For those who want an experience
based more on fact than legend, the
Arctic Fox Centre has everything you
need to know about the first inhabitants of Iceland. Of all Iceland's animals,
foxes are hardest to spot, so a visit to
rescued foxes at the centre a must.
Your entrance fee helps to support fox
research and protection. D7

Litli-Bær is a restored turf house on the
Djúpið road, admired for its atmosphere
and location. There’s something special
about a waffle made inside a house
basically made out of mud. It’s located
near the local seal colony meaning you
can eat your historical waffle as you
watch the dog-mermaids (or seals or
whatever you call them) frolic along
the shore.. D7

Gamla Bakaríið deserves an honourable
mention for being one of the oldest
bakeries in all of Iceland, not just the
Westfjords. It’s a great place to stop
for breads, pastries, and baked goods.
But they are especially famed for their
kringlur: pretzel-like rolls flavored with
cumin-seeds. C6
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The north of Iceland holds some of the country’s most spectacular natural sites,
from the huge and powerful Dettifoss waterfall to Lake Mývatn, the Ásbyrgi canyon
and the vast, treacherous volcanic desert of the Highlands. Fewer tourists come
here than to the south and west of Iceland, making it feel somewhat open and
spacious. The “northern capital” of Akureyri is a focal point—a pretty and relatively
cosmopolitan town—and both Siglufjörður and the whale-watching hub of Húsavík
are well worth a visit. The northernmost point of Iceland is Grímsey Island, and you
can hop there on a plane there to set foot in the Arctic Circle.
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Our articles, info and
guides for North Iceland
Tourist Information:

Visit North Iceland

Town: Akureyri

Island: Grímsey

Info: akureyri.is
Tel: +354 460-1000

Info: akureyri.is/grimsey-en
Tel: +354 460-1000

Iceland’s “second city” is bustling with culture. Amuse yourself in the daytime meandering
between the stellar municipal
swimming pool, the shops, galleries and cafés of the town centre,
and the busy little harbour.
LANGANES
By night, there’s a great music
venue called Græni Hatturinn,
a concert hall called Hof, a se85
lection of good restaurants,
and a labyrinthine bar called
Götubarinn, where you might
end up singing around the piano
Bakkafjörður
with the locals.
Map square: G9

fn

Þórshöfn

Grímsey—Iceland’s northernmost populated point—is a 5.3
square kilometre island that’s
home to just 86 people. You can
get there by plane or ferry to
see the beautifully preserved
lighthouse, the spot where the
Arctic Circle begins, and the
village of Sandvík, which has a
craft store, a café, and a small
fishing harbour. It’s well worth
taking the time to hike around
the coastline to see the seabirds,
vast cliffs and crashing waves—
Grímsey really does feel like the
edge of the world. G5

Road Trip:
Eyjafjörður &
Skagafjörður
Directions: Routes 82 & 76

The most populated area in the
north is Eyjafjörður, one of the
longest fjords in Iceland at 60
km. The west side has a picturesque drive from Akureyri to a
series of small villages such as
Hjalteyri—where you’ll find a
large factory that’s been repurposed as an arts space called
Verksmiðjan—to Dalvík and
Ólafsfjörður. After passing Siglufjörður, you can loop around
into Skagafjörður and visit
Hofsós pool before heading back
to Akureyri. D7-10 and G6-9

917

917

94

Activity: Whale
Lake: Mývatn
Watching
in
Húsavík
Lagarfljót
Info: visitmyvatn.is
92 Neskaupsstaður
Egilsstaðir

907

INDIR

J Info:
Ö K U L Svisithusavik.com
Á Á BRÚ

923

93

931

F910

F910

F909

SUÐURSVEIT

953

Tel: +354 464-4390

Höfn í Hornafirði

HOW TO GET THERE
By domestic airline:

Akureyri Airport (AEY)

Domestic flights to and from
Reykjavík, Grímsey, Þórshöfn,
Vopnafjörður. International
connections via Keflavík Airport.
International flight to Nerlerit
Inaat, Greenland.
Eyjafjarðarbraut vestri, 600
Akureyri
Main airline operator:
www.airiceland.is
Tel: +354 570 3000

VESTRAHORN

Road conditions

Canyon: Ásbyrgi
Info: vatnajokulsthjodgardur.is/en
Information Centre: +354 470-7100

Eskifjörður
Reyðarfjörður

www.road.is
Tel: 1777
(Summer hours: 08:00-16:00 /
Winter: 06:30-22:00)
From Akureyri

92

Mývatn is a famously beautiSKRIÐ
STUR
Húsavík
isU KaL A Unorthern
town
ful lake deep in the northern
that’s famous 931for being the
96 best
934
Iceland countryside. There
place in Iceland to spot whales.Fáskrúðsfjörður
955
are
a number of picturesque
There are a total 23 whale speviewpoints and hikes around
Stöðvarfjörður
cies that you might see in the
939
the shoreline, including the
waters surrounding
Iceland, 1 Breiðdalsvík
vast, vividly black lava maze of
but the most common 1sightings
Dimmuborgir, various volcanic
are blue whales, humpbacks
cones, and the steaming mud
and minke whales. There’s
a litDjúpivogur
pots and fumaroles of the Hvertle marina village with various
PA P E Y
ir geothermal area. The town of
tours operating out of Húsavík,
Reykjahlíð has an information
from a chilled cruise to a speedLÓNSÖRÆFI
centre on the area, and one of
boat ride, determined to find
1 H7
the nicest spas in Iceland—the
the bigger specimens.
Mývatn Nature Baths—is also
H VA L N E S
nearby. I9

1
F985

Seyðisfjörður

1

H A L L O R M S S TA Ð U R

923

en.vedur.is
Recorded info: +354 902 0600

By car:

1
1

Weather report

Domestic flights to and from
Reykjavík.
Main airline operator:
www.eagleair.is
Tel: +354 464 1300

Bakkagerði

901

Tel: 112 (national helpline)

Húsavík Airport (HZK)

919

85

MÖÐRUDALUR

Emergency services

Other airlines:
norlandair.is
Tel: +354 424 4000

Vopnafjörður

AÐIR

Hafnarstræti 91, 600 Akureyri
northiceland.is
info@northiceland.is
Tel: +354 462 3300

The monumental Ásbyrgi canyon is an unparalleled natural
wonder. Shaped like a horseshoe, its vast vertical cliffs
surround an area crisscrossed
with walking trails that take
you through forests, past a lake,
and up into the various chasms
in the walls. There’s an information centre and café at the
entrance, and a campsite for
those who wants to spend a few
days getting lost in this wild,
dreamlike locale. I7

Ferries to Grímsey
and Hrísey

Schedule & Info:
visitakureyri.is/en/transport/
ferries
By bus:

National Bus Network
www.bus.is
Tel: +354 540 2700
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“The tub
welcomes
me like a
warm hug.”

Distance from
Reykjavík:
402km

How to drive there:
Fly from Reykjavík or drive
Route One North then Route 85

Alice In
Beerland

One girl’s adventures at the
Icelandic Beer Baths
Words: Alice Demurtas Photo: Art Bicnick
When word got out that a new
beer spa had opened in the North
of Iceland, people had very strong
opinions about it.
We mostly had questions. Do
you get drunk if you lie in it long
enough? Does it have any visible benefits for your skin? When
someone finally asked “can you
get yeast infection from it,” we
decided to put an end to the speculation and check the spa out in
person.
It’s been raining for 30 days
in Reykjavík when we travel up
to Bjórböðin, located a half hour
drive from Akureyri. I desperately need to be pampered, and as

I put on my soft white robe I’m
ready for anything.

Down the rabbit hole
Beer heaven, I gather, lies behind
a series of opaque glass doors,
each one leading to a different
private tub whose bizarre contents you can enjoy alone or in
company and, preferably, naked.
“You will stay in the bath for
25 minutes,” the lady explains.
“And don’t worry, you won’t get
drunk,” she adds, anticipating
my question. “The beer is so
young that it’s not alcoholic yet.”
But I’ve already stopped lis-

Trip provided by:
bjorbodin.is

tening. A cloud of sparkly foam
has bloomed in the wooden bathtub, and it’s so lush that the only
thing I can do is slip out of my
robe and dive in at once.

“Drink me”
The tub welcomes me like a
warm hug. It takes a while for
the sizzling foam to dissipate,
unveiling a nebulous, amber
liquid infused with all sorts of
herbs. An empty glass sits suggestively under a tap, there to remind me that a river of beer is at
hand to quench my thirst—free
of charge, of course.
Sliding back and forth in the
beer, I can feel a coarse residue
resembling clay gathering at the
bottom of the tub. I slather it all
over my legs, and as I plunge my
hair into the water for an impromptu mask. I feel lightheaded already. I lay back and finally
relax.

In a warm cocoon
The 25 minutes pass too quickly. I
slide back into my robe and I follow the lady upstairs to a dimly

North
lit lounge lined with reclinable
chairs.
I pick one in a far, hidden corner, and the lady follows me to
tuck me in. In this warm cocoon,
under the soft haze of a single
lightbulb, my muscles are relaxed and my head feels cloudy.
I hear droplets of water running
slowly above me, but they get further and further away as I slip
down into the soft embrace of
Morpheus.

Au revoir, beer baths
It’s a different kind of inebriation, this intoxicated feeling.
After the nap, my pores sizzle
with pleasure under the Northern sun, and while my skin feels
smooth and soft, the biggest
surprise is my hair: my usually
coarse Southern frizz has become beautiful, bouncy waves.
As we leave, I look back longingly at the outdoor pool at the
edge of the cliff, and the chain
of snowy mountains stretching
away peacefully on the other
side of the sparkly sea. Au revoir, Bjórböðin: I shall miss you
indeed.
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North

Best Meal

Must-See Spot

Vogafjós

Ásbyrgi

This small, newly renovated café is
almost on the shore of Lake Mývatn.
“They do everything themselves, from
smoking their trout to making their
own mozzarella,” said the panel. Gaze
at the windswept countryside through
the vast floor-to-ceiling windows while
you delve into one of their fragrant
homemade cakes, or go pet the cows if
you have little ones with you. They’ll be
delighted. I9

This forested, horseshoe-shaped canyon is at the northern end of Vatnajökull
National Park. It was carved by glacial
flooding several millennia ago, and it’s
at once breathtaking and ominous in
its magnitude. Drive down to the pond
in the crook of the canyon, beneath
towering cliffs, or turn off Route 85 and
walk to the tip of Eyjan, the “island” of
rock that was once the canyon’s northern bank, if you’d rather hike in the vast
blanket of vegetation. I7

Runner Up

Runners Up

Sjavarborg
Hvammstangi

Arctic Henge
Raufarhöfn

Chilling by the Arctic Circle
Best Accommodation

Mývatn

Just off Route 85

Siglo Hotel
Snorragata 3, Siglufjörður

Luxury Pick: There was no dispute over which hotel should win best
accommodation. Mind the price: this is a luxury hotel, and a favourite of higher class Icelanders on a weekend ski or golf getaway. Get
comfortable in their cosy, rustic looking rooms or, if you’re feeling
social, walk down to the private outdoor pool with a view over the
fjord. A weekend stay really doesn’t get better than this. E6
Runner Up

Budget Pick

Originally a slaughterhouse, Sjavarborg
occupies a special place in the heart of
Hvammstangi with a quirky but elegant
atmosphere. You’ll find an entire page
dedicated to eclectic noodle-based
dishes, but the menu is rather classic,
with choices for meat eaters and vegans alike. Go for the fish soup and sit by
the windows at sunset. A10

Newcomer

Hotel Laugarbakki
Hvammstangi

This hotel is the perfect stopover on
your way to Akureyri. This old school
was recently converted into a hotel,
with spaces that make up for the
exterior with classic Scandi minimalism, wooden panels and neutral hues.
It’s perfect if you’re looking for an
affordable place in the silent northern
countryside to feel both lost and comfortably at home. A10

Akureyri Backpackers
Hafnarstræti 98, Akureyri

Budget Pick: We know luxury hotels
aren’t for everyone, but even so,
Akureyri Backpackers is a palace
amongst hostels. With their clean and
minimal rooms, dorms for those truly
on a budget, and a choice of cooking
for yourself in the kitchen or eating in
the cosy café-bar (try their arctic char
if you can), this is a reliable choice with
a lot of charm. G9

Siglunes,
Siglufjörður

Since the Moroccan-born master
chef Jaouad Hbib began running the
restaurant, Siglunes really turned
things around. With a warm Mediterranean twist on Icelandic ingredients and
an intensely flavoursome menu that
changes every day, this exotic gem of
the North is well worth a visit. Such is
the restaurant’s reputation that you
should book in advance. E6

This large-scale outdoor artwork started out as a hobby and was never fully
completed. Its huge pointed arches
now stand still against the sky of
Raufarhöfn, like a long forgotten Stonehenge that is stunning, if not somewhat
puzzling. Make sure to drive along the
coast to get there and enjoy the vastness of the ocean and the countryside
along the way. J5

Glaumbær
Skagafjörður

In this precious historical site near
the bay of Skagafjörður, rests the
farm of Glaumbær, where Þorfinnur
and Guðríður, the parents of the first
European born in North America, moved
to around the year 1007. “You can still
visit the farm and learn how people
used to live back then,” one panellist
said. “It’s almost surreal to see it all.” D8

Best Hike

Best Road Trip

Beer Baths

Fríða
Súkkulaðikaffihús

Jökulsárgljúfur

Diamond Circle

Regardless of what shape you’re in,
you’ll be able to find a hiking trail
around this majestic canyon in a
northern tract of the Vatnajökull National Park. There are all kinds of routes to
choose, from the full 30-plus kilometres
between Dettifoss and Ásbyrgi, to the
loops starting in the parking lot at
Vesturdalur. Make sure you see both the
basalt rocks of Hljóðaklettar and the
red hills of Rauðhólar as well as many
raw vistas along the river gorge. I7

This 260 Km circuit in the North East
of Iceland is a similar concept to the
Southern Golden Circle, but with more
stops. It includes classic sights like
Góðafoss and Dettifoss, as well as the
area around Lake Mývatn, the stunning
Ásbyrgi canyon and Dimmuborgir. This
is not a tour you can do in one day, however, so take your time, hike as much as
you can and enjoy a classic Icelandic
camping experience in the Jökulsárgljúfur area. ALL OVER

Advanced Option

Runners Up
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Best Bathing Spot

Ægisgata 31, Árskógssandur
If you’re looking for something different
from the classic Icelandic pools and
geothermal spas, you’re in for a treat
at the Beer Baths. Soak in a mixture of
beer, water and yeast to feel as decadent as a modern Cleopatra. If soaking
in fizzy beer is not your thing, however,
you can always hop into the water-filled
hot tub that overlooks the harbour and
get lost in your thoughts. F7

Runners Up

Túngata 40a, Siglufjörður

With an endless array of experimental
chocolate boxes, chocolate bites,
chocolate bars, chocolate cakes and
beer-infused chocolate, this rustic
café is the perfect spot to stop by for a
sugary treat in downtown Siglufjörður.
Fríða, who is also an artist, makes
everything from scratch and from local
ingredients—including vegan options.
Stop by for a hot cocoa and some people watching, no matter the weather. E6

Runners Up

Ásbyrgi

All around the north

Fjörður, Grenivík-Skjafandi
Mývatn Nature Baths
Jarðbaðshólar, Mývatni

Café Berlin
Skipagata 4, Akureyri

Diamond Circle. I9

you'll feel right at home. G9

The Mývatn Nature Baths is a smaller,
quieter version of the Blue Lagoon, with
silky white water that seems to coat
your skin with geothermal goodness.
It’s a bit more expensive than your
average municipal pool, but it’s an
experience that’s worth it, and it makes
for a scenic and relaxing final stop
after a drive around Mývatn or the

Geosea Sea Baths
Vitaslóð 1, Húsavík

This new luxury spa in Húsavík takes the
concept of healing geothermal water
to a whole new level. The baths, in fact,
are filled with geothermally heated
seawater. The place has all the facilities
you need, from geothermal water to
affordable food, but it’s the view over
the Arctic Ocean that will captivate you.
Try to spot a whale while you soak in a
hot tub. H7

There's no better place than Café Berlin
for a Sunday morning brunch. From
the classic eggs and bacon to more
Instagrammable options like poached
eggs and avocado toast, this place has
everything your heart (and stomach)
might desire. You can add warm waffles
for a small additional fee. Enjoy some
people-watching with a hot coffee—

Kaffi Kú
Garði, 601 Akureyri

This lovely countryside café a short
drive away from Akureyri came highly
recommended by the panellists for
their homemade ice cream and goodies in particular. Sit down for a cup of
coffee and a roll of sugar and lemon
crepe, and enjoy the view. “You are actually sitting above the cowshed,” one
panellist explained. “So your children
can look at the calves and the cows
while you eat ice cream.” G9

A four to seven-day long hike, the valley
of Fjörður is not for the faint of heart.
There are no facilities in the area,
which is mostly available on foot, on
horseback or with a jeep during the
summer—with no bathrooms, restaurants or showers until the end of the
line. If you’re looking for long, solitary
hike in the middle of nowhere, start
from Grenivík and begin hiking North.
You’ve got a long week ahead. F-G7

Tröllaskagi Peninsula

“The troll peninsula” is not too far from
Siglufjörður, but it still has the feeling
of a remote, fantastical land. From the
iconic orange lighthouse to the spectacular snowy mountains, this peninsula is a maze of valleys and hills carved
by ancient glaciers moving to sea. All
that’s left now is the breathtaking view
of the coast and the surrounding fjörds
as you drive South to Dalvík. C7

Easy Option

Langanes, Near Þorshöfn

The narrow peninsula of Langanes
stretches East of Þórshöfn, in one
of the wildest and least accessible
areas in Iceland. Known for its rich wildlife, this is a particularly great spot for
travellers who enjoy birdwatching and
the silence that comes with it. Enjoy the
low light shining on these desolated
cliffs and feel at peace with the
surrounding nature. F3

Skagafjörður

The land that lies inland from Tröllaskagi
has everything from adventurous trips
to interesting food and lovely swimming
pools. After passing Siglufjörður, you can
loop around into the neighbouring fjord
of Skagafjörður by driving along the
stunning coastline. Then, visit Hofsós
swimming pool and enjoy the view over
the ocean, grab a bite to eat in the cute
town of Sauðarkrókur, and head back
to Akureyri. C7
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North

Best Museum or
Gallery

Best Bar

The Herring Era
Museum

R5

The reset button for the soul
Best Tour

Snorragata 10, Siglufjörður

“The name doesn’t do it justice,” said
one panellist, “but it’s truly a wonderful
place to discover the history of the
local community.” Síldarminjasafnið is
an unexpected gem in the museum
scene of the North, with a collection
that pays tribute to the boom years
of the Herring Era with pictures, texts,
and countless artefacts recollecting
Siglufjörður’s glorious fishing past. E6

Askja By Super Jeep
No amount of reading and scrolling over Instagram posts will prepare you for an adventure in the otherworldly landscape of Askja.
This caldera formed centuries ago from a massive eruption, and it
has since been the perfect place to get lost in pure nothingness,
from canyons and craters to vast stretches of red and black lava.
Enjoy a hike during summertime, but make sure you rent a Super
Jeep tour during the winter or opt for the stunning aerial view
from a helicopter. Map square: I12

Runners Up

The Húsavík Whale Museum
Hafnarstétt 1, Húsavík

Ölstofan
Kaupvangsstræti 23, Akureyri

Located in an abandoned slaughterhouse in the middle of Húsavík, this
Whale Museum takes matters one step
further than its Reykjavík counterpart.
“They have an actual blue whale skeleton—no plastic involved,” one panellist
stressed. A crucial hub for a town that’s
made whale watching a business in
itself, the Museum also has courses to
teach visitors about the oceans. H7

Runner Up

Newcomer

Whale Watching in Húsavík

River Rafting, Varmahlíð

Into The Arctic
Strandgata, Akureyri

The North is famous for its winter
sports, from heli-skiing to snowmobiling, but there is nothing like some good
river rafting in Varmahlið to shake up an
otherwise boring summer day. If you’re
an adrenaline junkie, you’ll be able to
find plenty of interesting guided tours,
while the less experienced will be able
to choose between calm rivers and
uncontrollable whirlwinds of water. H7

This little bar in downtown Akureyri has
got the best selection of craft beers in
the entire North, but the place’s true
gem is its baristas. Knowledgeable and
passionate, they’ll help you out with any
request, as well as entertain you at the
bar with some fun stories. Stop by for
a beer and occasional live music and
sink into their comfy sofas for a relaxed
evening in good company. G9

Runner Up

Runner Up

“We’ve been much more successful
with whale watching here than in Reykjavík,” one panellist said. “Sometimes
if you’re lucky you can even spot seals
on the shore.” Video-camera in hand,
hop on a boat in Húsavík and look for
these majestic sea creatures with a
crew that knows what it’s doing. Just
sit down, lean back, and keep watching
the waves. H7

Ráðhústorg 5, 600 Akureyri

The new kid in town, Into The Arctic,
rests right at the Akureyri harbour,
enjoying a spectacular view over
Eyjafjörður. The museum hosts the
collection of an Icelandic explorer
Vilhjálmur Stefánsson, and a plethora
of taxidermied animals, maps, diaries,
and maritime paraphernalia that give a
unique insight into life in the Arctic. G9

Iceland’s craft beer of excellence
Einstök is brewed right here in the
North of Iceland, so it seems fitting for
a bar in Akureyri to have its own Einstök
lounge. Take your pick amongst local
pale and white ales, or try the new,
uber-popular sour beer, and enjoy the
dimly-lit atmosphere of this downtown
bar. On Sundays, this is also the place to
go to for football aficionados. G9

Gísli, Eiríkur, Helgi Kaffihús
Grundargata 1, Dalvík

A bar, café and restaurant all in one, this
establishment offers good beer and
arguably the best fish soup you’ll ever
get in the North. Bjarni, the manager, is
always ready to provide a good story
when he’s not busy organising concerts
and events in the adjacent cinema
building. Stop by during a stormy evening and enjoy the atmosphere. F7
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„Peaceful, cozy, friendly, healthy and beautiful. Everything you could hope for in a trip around
Iceland. Stop here, stay the night, go for a hike, enjoy the tasty food and the good vibes.“
TRIPADVISOR

HAVARI.IS

HAHAVARI

We offer a very good selection of beers and whiskeys along with other wines and
spirits. R5 offers a wide selection of craft beers, local beers and seasonal beers.
Happy hour every day from 18:00-20:00
Ráðhústorg 5, 600 Akureyri • r5.is • tel: +354 4129933
Opening hours:
Sunday-Thursday 17:00-01:00 • Fridays 15:00-03:00 • Saturdays 17:00-03:00

HAVARIFARM

#HAVARÍ
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Vast fjords, wild nature
and remote towns in
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Höfn í Hornafirði

VESTRAHORN

Stöðvarfjörður
Breiðdalsvík

The Eastfjords
of Iceland are,
PA P E Y
geographically,
one of the
oldest areas of
the country, and the furthest
from the capital. The moun1
tains slump diagonally into the
sea, creating a beautiful and
H VA L N E S
distinctive landscape. Many of
the winding fjords are cut off
from Route One, which runs inland, but for the
relatively few tourists who make it, they contain interesting little towns and tucked-away
villages with many interesting and eccentric
sights, stops, bars and shops.

Djúpivogur

LÓNSÖRÆFI

F206

92

SKRIÐUKLAUSTUR

USEFUL INFO
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gpv.is/east

Our articles, info and
guides for East Iceland
Tourist Information:

East Iceland Regional
Information Centre

Town:
Seyðisfjörður

Culture Centre:
Slaughterhouse

Festivals:
LungA & Bræðslan

Info: visitseydisfjordur.is
Tel: +354 472 1551

Info: slaturhusid.is
Tel: +354 897-9479

Info: lunga.is & braedslan.com
In Seyðisfjörður & Bakkagerði

Over the Fjarðarheiði mountain
pass—which is often snowed
in—lies the town of Seyðisfjörður. Picturesque to the point
of feeling like a snow globe,
it’s a miniature world that’s
well-known as one of Iceland’s
creative hubs. It’s home to the
Skaftafell gallery, as well as the
LungA School and Festival, and a
variety of historical sites, museums, craft shops, outdoor sculptures and restaurants. A gem of
east Iceland. Map square: I8

An old slaughterhouse converted into culture centre,
Sláturhúsið in Egilsstaðir is
a culture centre that focuses
mainly on theatre and dance
performances, but also organises events, exhibitions and
workshops of every kind. Being
a pillar of the cultural community of the East, it's a must-visit
destination for curious souls
in search of some local art and
general cultural intake. H8

These two small but perfectly
formed music and arts festivals
are about as different as you
can get, at least when it comes
to genre. LungA is an arts festival in which the participants
sign up for workshops and
bring the event to life with their
own performances, installations and creations, before a
blow-out party at the finale;
Bræðslan is an annual party in
Borgarfjörður Eystri where the
whole town comes alive with
music. I8 / I7

700 Egilsstaðir, Iceland
www.east.is
info@east.is
Tel: +354 471 2320

Emergency services

Tel: 112 (national helpline)

Weather report

en.vedur.is
Recorded info: +354 902 0600

HOW TO GET THERE
By domestic airline:

Egilsstaðir (EGS)

Flights from Reykjavík.
Sunnudalsvegur, Egilsstaðir
Main airline operator:
www.airiceland.is
Tel: +354 424 4020

Smaller airports

Þórshöfn, from Akureyri with
Norlandair (norlandair.is)
Hornafjörður, from Reykjavík with
Eagle Air (eagleair.is)
Vopnafjörður, from Akureyri with
Norlandair (norlandair.is)
By ferry from Denmark or Faroes:

Smyril Line Ferry

Lake:
Lagarfljót

Drive:
Reyðarfjörður

Activity:
Horse Riding

Info: east.is
Tel: +354 471 2320

Directions:
Route 953 from Reyðarfjörður

Various providers
around the East Fjords

Lagarfljót is a large, serpentine lake with an undulating,
wooded shoreline. There are
various forests around the lake
containing some of Iceland’s
tallest trees, making for some
interesting hiking routes. It’s
also the alleged home of the
mythical Lagarfljót Worm—
Iceland’s version of the Loch
Ness Monster—which hit
international headlines when
it was allegedly caught on film.
The Hengifoss waterfall—one
of Iceland’s tallest— and the
Hallormsstaður forest are also
nearby. G9

This long, pretty, and surprisingly populous fjord leads all
the way to the easternmost
town in Iceland. Detouring from the ringroad to
Reyðarfjörður, the scenery
is beautiful, and you’ll pass
several quirky and picturesque towns along the way.
Reyðarfjörður has the unexpected sight of rural apartment
blocks for the smelter workers.
After Eskifjörður and through a
brand new tunnel lies Neskaupstaður, which has a great museum and a wonderful swimming
pool to bask in. H10

After a long road trip to the East,
abandoning the steering wheel
for a while in favour of horse
reins will be a relief. It will give
you a chance to see the nature
up close, riding through the
snowy countryside and breathing in the crisp winter air. All
kinds of horse riding trips are
available along the fjords from
Neskaupstaður to Djúpivogur,
so take your pick.

Leaves from Seyðisfjörður
to the Faroe Islands & Denmark,
once a week
Schedule & Info:
www.smyrilline.com
By car:

Road conditions

www.road.is
Tel: 1777
(Summer hours: 08:00-16:00 /
Winter: 06:30-22:00)
By bus:

National Bus Network
www.bus.is
Tel: + 354 540 2700
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Distance from
Reykjavík:
677km

How to get there:
Route One North to Egilsstaðir,
then route 925

The Big Earth

Exploring the giant stones of
Stórurð
Words John Rogers Photos Timothée Lambrecq
“Stórurð” is a trick y word to
translate. The “Stór” part is
easy enough, meaning “big.”
“Urð,” at first glance, seems
to mean “earth”—but that ’s
the similar-sounding “jörð.” It
turns out that “urð” is a word
specific to Icelandic, with no
direct translation—it means a
long slope littered with loose
stones.
Although it’s a less poetic
tran slation of Stór urð than
“big earth,” you can’t fault the
name for accuracy. Stórurð is
a remote valley near Borgarfjörður Eystri in east Iceland,
only accessible on foot. It lies

b en e at h t h e hu g e D y r f j ö l l
mountain range, where hi ki ng pat h s converge on t h i s
famously w ild and beautif ul
spot from four directions. One
path comes over the mountains from the coasta l tow n
of Ba k kagerði. A nother t wo
descend f rom the d i rect ion
of the Vatnskarðsheiði mountain pass. The fourth route,
and the one we choose to take
on a cloudy May morning, is a
gentle 7.5km hike that begins
in the grassy lowlands of the
Rjúpnafell valley.

Flight: airicelandconnect.is
Car provider: hertz.is
Hotel: gistihusid.is

Familiar reverie
We st a r t t he h i ke i n go o d
spirits. The morning rain has
stopped, and tiny windows of
blue sky are visible through the
smudgy clouds. It’s a relatively
warm day, and butterflies flit
bet ween the yel low f lowers,
and purple shrubber y growing on the grassy heathland of
Rjúpnafell. To the right lies the
distant Jökulsá river, the main
tributary of Lake Lagarf ljót,
winding through the valley and
glittering silver in the morning light. To the left, waterfalls

East
trickle down from high in the
mountains, becoming streams
and sometimes torrents that
we have to pick our way across.
Within half an hour of walking, I’m sinking into a familiar
reverie: the thud of my boots on
the dirt, the smell of flora and
fresh air, and the bright colours
of nature take over my senses,
and my mind starts to slowly
relax.
The path meanders through
shallow valleys and up into the
hillside before, after about an
hour, it turns left into the valley leading to Stórurð. The road

“With an immaculate sense
of theatre, the wind blows
the curtain of clouds away,
revealing the vast, jagged
Dyrfjöll mountains.”
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and river of the valley drift out
of sight, and the mountains
rear up around us. Finally, it
feels like we’re being swallowed
completely by the nature, and,
other than the well-worn wooden hiking poles, there’s no sign
of any man-made intrusion at
all.

Drama and revelations
The first boulders of Stórurð
start to appear in the distance.
They look out of place, somehow, a series of car-sized grey
rocks that lie strew n across
the floor of the gradually narrowing valley. The path winds
ever upwards into a wall of grey
mist. Larger shapes start to appear in the murk, silhouetted
against the whitening fog—a
chunk of rock the size of a cabin, and then, the size of a house.
We veer off the trail and take a
little time climbing the rocks
and looking at the view back
towards the river.
We cross burbling streams
and bands of old snow, treading carefully to test if there’s
running water beneath. Sometimes, we see old footprints
showing that the way is safe.
The rocks grow bigger and bigger until we’re suddenly surrounded by huge chun k s of
grey, mossy stone. Ahead, the
mist starts to thin suddenly before the wind, with an immaculate sense of theatre, blows the
curtain of clouds away.
What’s revealed is the toweri ng, va st, jagged D y rf jöl l

mountains that lurk behind
Stórurð, complete with a huge
horseshoe-shaped gouge where
a glacier pulled down the rocks
that lie scattered around us. My
breath catches in my throat,
and my heart skips a beat—it’s
an unforgettable moment in an
almost bewilderingly beautiful
landscape.

Centre of the maze
There’s a circular hiking path
leading around the Stór urð
area, but it runs into suspiciously snowed in ruts w ith
the sound of running water
beneath. We decide to play it
safe and deviate from the path,
climbing through clusters of
h ig h ro ck s, sc ra m bl i ng up

scree slopes, squeezing through
small passages, and tiptoeing
along huge boulders to various
viewpoints over the area.
After a while, we arrive in a
grassy clearing with a crystal
clear river meandering through
it. Surrounded by rocks that
shelter it from the breeze, it
feels almost fantastically perfect, like reaching the centre
of a labyrinth. The sun breaks
through the clouds, illuminating a bright green lagoon at
the far end, and a shallow pool
of bright blue water, slowly
defrosting from the long winter. We take off our shoes and
socks, hang them on a boulder to dry, and walk over the
warm grass to an information
sign with a map of the various

routes to Stórurð.
There’s a small plastic box
there containing a weathered
guestbook. I leaf through the
warped pages, noticing comments and signat ures from
Iceland, France, Greece, Spain,
China and Japan. The last entry
was made in August 2017, and I
realise that this route is only
open for a short window each
year, much like the Highlands,
so I’m probably the first person
to open the book this year. I add
my name, and put the book back
in its spot, feeling privileged
to be among the lucky few who
made it to the rugged natural
wonderland of Stórurð.
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East

Best Meal

Must-See Spot

Havarí

Borgarfjörður
Eystri

Havarí, a farm in Beirufjörður has a lot
going on. The proprietors, Svavar &
Berglind, run a hostel, organic farm,
veggie snack factory, and a café and
concert venue in the summer months
(open April-September). They serve their
very own veggie "Bulsur" sausages plus
other tasty meals in the café, which
is within a renovated sheep house.
Concerts happen roughly every second
weekend, with some great Icelandic
acts coming through. "Everything is
tasty and organic,” said the panel.
“They're doing super nice work." H11

“Borgarfjörður Eystri is not to be
missed,” said the panel. This remote
fjord is home to the tiny fishing village
of Bakkagerði, surrounded by beautiful
mountains. Just outside the village, “The
puffin colony at Hafnarhólmi is the best
place to come and see these colourful
birds up close,” said the panel. “In early
summer there are hundreds of them all
over the place and they are so relaxed
that you can almost reach out and
cuddle them.” I7

Runners Up

Runners Up

Norð Austur & Skaftfell
Seyðisfjörður

Teigarhorn, Near Djúpivógur

This tucked away nature area lies close
to Djúpivogur in Berufjörður, conveniently just off Route One. "It's a geosite
where you find zeolites that look like
diamonds,” said the panel. “There’s a
very old farm—one of the first female
photographers in Iceland lived there.
They had a great mineral collection
there, but they were robbed—they are
slowly assembling a new collection."
Please don’t take any rocks with you:
the area is protected. H12

Hvalnesviti
Near Höfn

If west is the best, east is the... beast?
Best Accommodation

Berufjörður

Wilderness Centre
Fljótsdalur

Visiting the Wilderness Centre in Fljótsdalur is like stepping back
in time, and you can stay in the past overnight by booking at the
Baðstofa. “It has wonderful communal sleeping quarters that are
set up just like they used to be for hundreds of years,” said the
panel, “only with electricity, soft mattresses and access to hot
showers.” The hosts, Denni and Arna, offer a warm welcome, and
there are lots of activities on offer: an exhibition, horse riding,
highland hikes, and stargazing complete with marshmallows, an
open fire, and a telescope. Map square: F10
Runner Up

Runner Up

Norð Austur is possibly the best
sushi place in Iceland, immaculately
prepared using incredibly fresh fish,
and beautifully presented. They’re only
open in summer, and they’re sometimes
booked out, so check ahead. But fear
not if you miss out—just down the road
is the Skaftfell gallery, coffee house and
pizzeria, which serves mouth-watering
pizzas all year round. I8

Fosshotel Fáskrúðsfjörður
Fáskrúðsfjörður

Hostel Hafaldan
Seyðisfjörður

Klausturkaffi
Miðvangur 2, Egilsstaðir

This quaint hotel is in a beautiful old
building that was once a hospital in
this "French town" of the East. There's
a museum about the town's heritage, a
good restaurant with French wines, and
old-style, cosy rooms with a lot of atmosphere. “It feels more connected to
Iceland than the newbuild Nordic-minimal hotels," said the panel. I10

Another grand old hospital-turned-hotel is Hafaldan, a cavernous hostel with
a relaxed vibe, located in the heart of
the beautiful seaside town of Seyðisfjörður. "It’s beautifully converted,
with a great open-plan kitchen, and
nice views of the mountains,” said the
panel. “It now also has a sauna in the
basement." I8

There are so many great eastern eateries that it was hard to choose, but the
lunch buffet at Klausturkaffi—located
in the charming and historic Skriðuklaustur cultural centre—is met with
particular praise. “They have a great
selection of dishes made out of local
ingredients and with local traditions at
heart,” says the panel. G10

This humble, wind-whipped lighthouse,
just down a dirt track close to Route
One, is located in a spot of amazing natural beauty. Look in any direction and
you’ll see towering, jagged mountains,
black beaches, and the sea crashing in,
creating a mist across the area. You’ll
leave feeling fresh, with the taste of
sea salt lingering on your lips. H13
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Best Hike

Best Road Trip

Stórurð

Kárahnjúkur

Beginning near Borgarfjörður Eystri, this
lengthy hike got glowing praise from
the panel. Translating as "Giant Boulders," the route takes 2.5 hours each
way, passing lava formations, bright
ponds, and the huge tuff boulders from
which it gets its name. “After enjoying
the up-close view of Dyrfjöll—or the
“Door Mountains”—you pass the incredible giant boulders of Stórurð. You can
return via a different route. The nearby
Stapavík offers an easier alternative
with some nice sea cliffs and the
remains of commercial activities in
the last century to gaze upon.” It’s only
open in summer, so check ahead. I7

The Kárahnjúkar area lies just north of
Vatnajökull National Park, and is famous
for a controversial dam that was widely
protested. But as well as this monolithic
structure, our panel said that there
are also many beautiful canyons to
be explored in the area, such as the
dramatic Hafrahvammagljúfur and
Dimmugljúfur. “The dam is a crazy piece
of architecture,” said the panel. “It's so
enormous, it's breathtaking—maybe
not in a good way.” Added another,
mysteriously: “See if you can find the
secret pool.” It’s in the Highlands, so it’s
a summer-only drive—check road.is for
the road conditions. E10

Advanced Option

Runners Up

Seyðisfjörður to Borgarfjörður

Hellisandur & Hellisheiði Eystri

Watch out for the lake monster
Best Bathing Spot

Best Bar

Borgarfjörður eystri

Egilsstaðir Pool

Beljandi Brewery

Egillstaðir’s smart and modern town
pool is a perfect example of Iceland’s
bathing culture. Despite being in a
sports centre, it’s a charming spot,
with trees inside the fence and rocky
outcrops overlooking the glimmering swimming pool. The hot pots are
packed with locals relaxing, passing
the time and talking about anything
and everything. You can do laps to
cool down, then jump back in and soak
some more. A sauna and a cold plunge
pool seal the deal. Map square: H8

The tiny seaside town of Breiðdalsvík
is located on Route One between
Djúpivogur and Stöðvarfjörður, and it’s
the perfect place to stop off for some
refreshments thanks to the Beljandi bar
and brewery. “They have their own beer
on tap, which is brewed downstairs,”
said the panel. “Upstairs, there’s a nice
bar with a pool table. They have funny
opening hours in the winter, so check
ahead, but in summer they’re open
every evening.” I11

Runners Up

Runners Up

Egilsstaðir

Selárlaug
Selárdalur, near Vopnafjörður

Built in 1949 as a training pool, Selárlaug is a rustic rural pool located on the
banks of a salmon-fishing river, near the
tiny town of Vopnafjörður. It has a sun
deck, a hot pot, and a great view over
the surrounding area. You could quite
easily spend an afternoon there. G6

Fáskrúðsfjörður Pool
Skólavegur 39, Fáskrúðsfjörður

This small rural pool comes complete
with a mini-sauna that fits just a handful of people, and an outdoor hot tub.
“It’s probably one of the oldest pools
in the East, and one of the smallest,”
said the panel. “It has a lot of character,
like a micro version of the Sundhöllin in
downtown Reykjavik.” I10

Sólvellir 23, Breiðdalsvík

Já Sæll, Borgarfjörður Eystri

This bar is “probably the most active
live music venue in East Iceland,” said
the panel. “It's usually open until the
locals want to sleep, which is often
quite late. It’s a place where everybody
knows your name—or, at least, they will
by the end night.” I7

Highlands

Easy Option

Driving from the north, this trip is a
great detour from the beaten track.
Turn off Route One towards Vopnafjörður, where “There’s a rustic swimming pool, a turf-house museum, and a
nice café in the village,” said the panel.
After that, if the road is open, you can
continue across the Hellisheiði Eystri
mountain pass. “On a clear day, the view
makes the old gravel road well worth it.
And after the adventure, you’ll be back
on Route One.” G6

Hallormsstaðaskógur, Lagarfljót

Öxi, Lagarfljót to Berufjörður

This adventurous three-day route will
take you through the Víknaslóðir “abandoned fjörds,” past various weathered
churches and tiny settlements. There
are huts and camping places along the
way, and you’ll pass some spectacular
and remote mountains, cliffs and fjords
before arriving in Seyðisfjörður. It’s a serious hike, so do some research first. I8

Newcomer

Tehúsið
Kaupvangur 17, Egilsstaðir

Our panel has great expectations for
this freshly opened hostel bar in the
eastern capital of Egilsstaðir.
“They have big plans to run concerts
there,” said one panellist. “It will be like
a Kex Hostel of the East, but smaller
of course.” We’ll watch with interest! H8

On the other end of the spectrum is
a light, free-form hike through the
lakeside forest of Hallormstaðaskógar.
You can park and explore Iceland’s biggest forest, characterised by gushing
streams, tucked away cabins, views
over Lake Lagarfljót, and the famously
picturesque and mild-weathered
Atlavík camping ground. G10

This mountain road used to be
part of Route One. “They realised that
was a bad idea,” said one panellist,
“as in the Winter it’s almost always
closed.” But in the Summer, it’s a beautiful drive, with very few dwellings or
intrusions on the route—”just glorious
mountains, lakes, waterfalls, and
valleys at each end.” G11
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Best Museum/
Gallery

Best Café

Skaftfell

Salt Café &
Bistro

Where the mountains slump into the sea
Best Tour
Austurvegur 42, Seyðisfjörður
Located in a charming old wooden
house in the picturesque seaside town
of Seyðisfjörður, the Skaftfell gallery is
an outpost of culture in the far reaches
of east Iceland. They have exhibitions,
lectures and events in the airy gallery
space, and host an artist residency.
There’s also a café-bar in the basement
where you can relax afterwards. Those
interested in art and culture should
also check out Slaughterhouse just
over the mountain in Egilsstaðir. I8

Miðvangur 2, Egilsstaðir
Out in the east, seasonal opening
times can be patchy and inconvenient,
but Egillstaðir’s café-bar Salt has you
covered. Whatever the time of year,
you can hole up in this spacious and
comfortable dining room and tuck
into something from the surprisingly
massive and diverse menu, which has
everything from curries to pizzas to
local meat and fish dishes, and more. H8

Runners Up

Runners Up

Petra's Stone Collection
Fjarðarbraut 21, Stöðvarfjörður

Kaupvangskaffi
Hafnarbyggð 4a, Vopnafjörður

Neskaupstaður Museum
Egilsbraut 2, Neskaupstaður

Móðir Jörð, Vallanes

Norðurfjörður Boating
Neskaupstaður

Neskaupstaður is Iceland’s easternmost town, making it the perfect place to take a boat trip out around the Eastfjords. You’ll get
a seaborne view of the various peninsulas, coves and inlets that
make up Iceland’s eastern coast, revealing the landscape from
a different perspective, and there’s a chance of seeing whales,
too. Neskaupstaður also has a variety of other options if the sea is
rough, such as hiking and horseback riding. Map square: I9
Runner Up

Runner Up

Horseback riding
Húsey

Sea Angling
Breiðdalsvík

Horseback riding is always fun
when the conditions are nice, and at
Húsey you’ll get an added bonus. The
horse-riding route here runs along the
seaside, passing a seal colony. So as
well as getting some fresh air and taking in the majestic landscapes of east
Iceland at a gentle pace, you can do
some horseback seal-spotting too. H6

Whether or not you’re an experienced
fisherman, you’ll enjoy the sea angling
day trip that leaves from the small
town of Breiðalsvík. With the equipment
provided, you’ll see seabirds, seals and
puffins while you fish on the islands
around the fjord. The tour ends at Hotel
Bláfell, where the catch will be cooked
for dinner. I11

The tiny town of Stöðvarfjörður was
once a thriving fishing village, but
has recently reinvented itself. The old
fishing factory has been converted
into an arts and culture space; down
the street, Petra’s Stone Collection is
a beautiful display of colourful rocks,
gems and minerals collected locally by
the late Ljósbjörg Petra María, and run
by her family to this day. H11

The museum in the remote and peaceful town of Neskaupstaður is a threefor-one offering with something for
everyone. On the ground floor there’s
an art gallery showing the works of
celebrated local painter, Tryggvi Ólafsson; on the second, there’s a maritime
museum, and on the third, there’s a
museum of natural history. I9

This large, proud, red-painted harbour
house is one of the main buildings in
Vopnafjörður. It contains a local history
museum, an information centre, a
crafts shop, and a cosy and welcoming
café. “Try the stellar local seafood
pizza,” the panel advised. The opening
hours are somewhat sporadic, so check
in advance. G6

Translating as “Mother Earth,” this
charming café and B&B is on the
grounds of an organic farm tucked
away in a wooded area near the shores
of lake Lagerfljót. There’s a store selling
products grown and packed on the
farm, and the café serves delicious and
healthy food in a light dining room with
big windows. It’s only open in summer,
so check ahead. G10
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Glacier
Walks

NEW TOUR

Kayaking by the Glacier

Call sales office from 08:00 - 20:00
or book online.
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