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The Journey Begins Here
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Every time I land in Iceland, zipping towards Reykjavík through lava fields, my heart soars. The noise of the world subsides and I immerse – strolling between brilliantly coloured houses and buzzing cafes and bars, and exploring wildly creative museums, galleries and shops. Then, when I head into the countryside, I face a wonderful dilemma…what to choose? Thrilling open-air hot-pots, the jagged inspiration that is the rift valley Þingvellir, adventures across the west, or the monumental volcanoes, waterfalls and shores of the south. Joy and awe in every direction.

[image: jpg]

Alexis Averbuck

alexisaverbuck.com

Alexis paints and writes about her adventures – from living in Antarctica for a year to crossing the Pacific by sailboat – for Lonely Planet, National Geographic UK and other international outlets.
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Meena Thiruvengadam

@meenathiru

Meena writes about travel, culture, art and more, and is the founder and editor-in-chief of travelwithmeena.com.

Eygló Svala Arnarsdóttir

Eygló has written about Iceland for various travel publications.

Egill Bjarnason

@egilssaga

Egill reports for AP and wrote the book How Iceland Changed the World.






THE BEST

Food Experiences

From take-it-to-go hot dogs to gourmet ‘New Nordic’ platters on white-clothed tables, little Reykjavík has an astonishing assortment of places to eat. Outside the capital, eateries range from high-end or farm-to-table to petrol-station grills.

Try one of Reykjavík’s finest restaurants, with elaborate tasting menus of innovative and refined Icelandic cuisine, such as Dill or Matur og Drykkur.
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Dig into food-truck eats at the eclectic Grandi Mathöll. (pictured)

Tuck into waterfront delights on the Snæfellsnes Peninsula at Bjargarsteinn Mathús, with Kirkjufell towering in the distance.

Go beyond farm-to-table at Efstidalur II in the Golden Circle where the ice-cream bar looks straight into the dairy barn. (pictured)
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Seek out two of Iceland's best restaurants, Slippurinn and Næs, in the offshore archipelago, Vestmannaeyjar.

Revel in super-fresh seafood and divine views right on the South Coast in Eyrarbakki and Stokkseyri.






THE BEST

Hot Springs Experiences

Icelandic water is some of the purest in the world. And Icelanders have turned enjoying it into an art. From sprawling lagoon complexes with multistep bathing rituals to tiny, secluded natural pools, you’ll find geothermal plunges all over.

Feel the rich silica mud between your toes as you soak in the iconic blue geothermal water of the Blue Lagoon.
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Indulge in the seven-step bath ritual at Sky Lagoon and allow plenty of time to soak in its warm lagoon overlooking the ocean.

Escape the crowds by visiting the not-so-secret Secret Lagoon.

Hop from Europe’s biggest hot spring at Krauma to Canyon Baths.

Sneak off to Reykjavík’s 1930s swim spot, Sundhöllin, where a rooftop hot tub costs a rock-bottom fee.






THE BEST

Natural Wonder Experiences

It is an absolute must to take a day trip or an overnight outside Reykjavík to take in some of the incredible volcanic landscapes, waterfalls, glaciers and black-sand seashores.
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Roam the awesome Snæfellsjökull National Park from much-loved lava tunnels to whale-rich headlands and shipwreck beaches.
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Marvel at Gullfoss where ‘Golden Falls’ courses down a winding gorge, spraying rainbows as it goes. (pictured)

Walk behind the curtain of Seljalandsfoss cascade, seeing a shimmering waterfall from behind.

Photograph rock arches, black sands and basalt columns on the dusky shore of Reynisfjara.

Blow your mind at Jökulsárlón, the otherworldly lagoon where calving icebergs and black sands meet, seals bobbing in their midst. (pictured)

Roam the enormous and dramatic Katla Geopark from glacier tongues and ice caps topping volcanoes to unusual ice caves.
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THE BEST


Wildlife Experiences

From horses and puffins to behemoth blue whales and playful dolphins, there’s loads of wildlife in Iceland. It isn’t predatory, either, which has made the country a haven for migrating birds.
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Look for puffins between May and August off the coast of Reykjavík or in Vestmannaeyjar islands, home to the world's largest colony.

Ride Icelandic horses on black-sand beaches near Vík and see how they are smaller than average with five gaits instead of the typical three.

Spot pods of orcas off the coast of Snæfellsnes Peninsula.

Witness (and try to avoid) dive-bombing Arctic terns in their summer colony around the Grótta Lighthouse.

Birdwatch in Eyrarbakki’s Flói Nature Reserve where more than 70 types of birds stalk the wetlands.





THE BEST


Active Experiences

With spectacular scenery, excellent infrastructure and an endless list of things to do, you may never want to go inside. Pick your poison: hike a glacier or explore an ice cave, go snowmobiling or simply take a stroll.

White-water raft the Hvítá river – it carves its way through the Gullfoss canyon and is suitable for beginners. (pictured)
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Zoom across magnificent Langjökull glacier on a snowmobile, crisscrossing this snowy expanse while enjoying pristine mountain views.

Hike across the marble-like blue and black ice of Sólheimajökull glacier and walk across a volcanic ash field along the way.

Venture inside the wild blue and black ice caves in the glaciers emanating from the Katla volcano in the Katla Geopark. (pictured)
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Soar over Vík’s black-sand beaches and the magnificent Reynisdrangar rock formations, paragliding off Iceland’s southern coast.

Dive into the Silfra Fissure, the only place in the world where you can swim between tectonic plates.





THE BEST


Shopping Experiences

Reykjavík’s vibrant design and craft culture make for great shopping: from edgy fashion and knitted lopapeysur (woollen sweaters) to unique music and lip-smacking liquor. Many artists form collectives and open shops of handmade work.

Shop for traditional woollen jumpers (pictured) at the top-notch Handknitting Association of Iceland, then go vintage-shop-hopping.
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Stock up on Icelandic beauty products, from herb-infused lotions to silica scrubs at Sóley Organics or the Blue Lagoon Shop.

Sample quality, gorgeously packaged sweet treats at Omnom Chocolate or indulge in decadent ice cream.

Cruise Laugavegur, the main shopping street, for wacky, wonderful Icelandic clothing designs at shops like KronKron and carefully selected crafts from local designers at nearby Skúmaskot (pictured).
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Head to the independent boutiques at the Old Harbour, like Kiosk, a couture collective of quality women’s clothing, or Steinunn with creative knits.





THE BEST


Nightlife Experiences

As evening falls in Reykjavík, many of its sedate cafes undergo a Jekyll-and-Hyde transformation – coffee becomes beer, DJs materialise in dark corners and suddenly you’re in a kick-ass, late-night bar. It's the perfect city for a pub crawl.
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Plan a late night, bar-hop around Laugavegur, from hangouts with house-made brews on tap like Kaldi, to dance-athons at Kiki queer bar.

Party under the midnight sun, from rowdy bars and hopping live-music venues to late-night dance clubs in Old Reykjavík.

Embrace craft-beer culture, from Reykjavík's microbrew bars to Smiðjan Brugghús in Vík, with its own craft ales paired with tasty burgers.

Class it up at the city centre's super wine bars, where you can indulge in the vintages with friendly proprietors and luxe settings.





THE BEST


Art & Culture Experiences

In terms of first-rate galleries and museums, small-city Reykjavík punches well above its weight. Its contemporary art, photography and sculpture collections particularly shine. Heritage and cultural displays are creatively curated, too.

Enjoy three superb branches of Reykjavík Art Museum all on one ticket.
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Embrace contemporary art at the excellent galleries of Marshall House: Nýló Living Art Museum, Kling & Bang and i8 Grandi, which feature cutting-edge working artists.

Peruse all of Iceland’s best artefacts gathered under one well-curated roof at the National Museum. (pictured)

Learn about Iceland's earliest settlement in Borgarnes at the Settlement Centre or at the Aðalstræti Settlement Exhibition with its excavated Viking longhouse.
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Breathe the fresh air where ocean-side sculptures meet totem poles, busts and the Recycled House at Sigurjón Ólafsson Museum. (pictured)

Tour historic Iceland and view creative contemporary images at the Reykjavík Museum of Photography.





THE BEST


Volcanic Experiences

The Reykjanes Peninsula has produced mesmerising eruptions. Hike eruption zones, fly over fresh lava fields or descend into inactive volcanoes, colourful craters and lava tunnels.
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Hike fresh lava fields around the Fagradalsfjall volcano system on the Reykjanes Peninsula to see the effects of recent eruptions.

Trek around Kerið crater for views of this colourful caldera and the bright blue-green lake at its bottom.

Walk through time at Viðgelmir, Iceland’s largest lava tube, or the much-loved lava tunnel Vatnshellir.

See how small-but-mighty Eldfell almost smothered Heimaey in lava in 1973.

Hike the Raufarhólshellir lava tunnel, estimated to have formed around 5600 years ago.

Dive into saga history at the jagged lava-field Berserkjahraun on Snæfellsnes Peninsula, also home to Saxhöll Crater with sweeping lava-flow views.





THE BEST


Tours

A day tour from Reykjavík is one of the most efficient ways to see spectacular natural wonders if you’re on a short holiday. They’re also good if you want to combine sightseeing with activities like snowmobiling, horse riding, rafting or scuba diving. Most provide city pick-up.
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Reykjavík Tours

Your Friend in Reykjavík (yourfriendinreykjavik.com) Folklore- and foodie-themed tours of the centre.

TukTuk Tours (tuktuktours.is) Zip around town on a tuk-tuk.

Free Walking Tour CityWalk (citywalk.is) Pay-what-you-will one-hour Reykjavík tours covering 2km in about two hours.


Bus Tours

Hidden Iceland (hiddeniceland.is) Enthusiastic, off-the-beaten-path tours with sustainability emphasis.

Gateway to Iceland (gtice.is) Small groups and good guides.

Reykjavík Excursions (re.is) Popular large company; extensive summer and winter programmes.

Air Tours

Atlantsflug (flightseeing.is) Offers flightseeing tours from Reykjavík, Bakki Airport and Skaftafell.

Air Iceland (airicelandconnect.is) Air, bus, hiking, rafting, horse-riding, whale-watching and glacier tours.

Norðurflug (helicopter.is) Helicopter flights over Reykjavík and beyond.

Glacierheli (glacierheli.is) Helicopter flights from Reykjavík and Möðrudalur in the northeast.

Horse-Riding Tours

Eldhestar (eldhestar.is) Rides on grasslands surrounding Hveragerði.

Íshestar (ishestar.is) One of the oldest stables with trots through lava fields and longer rides.

Stóri Kambur (storikambur.is) Rides on the Snæfellsnes Peninsula.
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Scan this QR code to check visitreykjavik.is or head to Iceland’s official regional tourist websites for loads of information on activities and tours, maps, and self-guided walking-tour brochures.

Bicycle Tours

Reykjavík Bike Tours (icelandbike.com) Bike hire and tours of Reykjavík and surrounds.

Bike Company (bikecompany.is)Mountain-bike tours throughout the region.

Adventure Tours

Icelandic Mountain Guides (mountainguides.is) Respected outfit specialising in mountaineering, trekking and ice climbing.

Midgard Adventure (midgardadventure.is) One of South Iceland’s best adventure operators.

Troll Expeditions (troll.is) South Coast glacier, ice-cave and volcano tour operator.

Arctic Adventures (adventures.is) Enthusiastic staff deliver action-filled tours.

Inside the Volcano (insidethevolcano.com) Go into a 4000-year-old magma chamber.





THE BEST


Northern Lights Experiences

Iceland brushes the Arctic Circle, and winters are marked by long, dark nights. This combination makes Iceland one of the best places in the world for viewing the Northern Lights: the magical green or red aurora borealis that shimmer across clear skies when there’s increased solar activity.

The best time to see the Northern Lights is around the equinoxes (September/October and March/April). Check forecasts (auroraforecast.is), then head to dark places with clear skies and minimal light pollution.

Head to Þingvellir National Park to watch the Northern Lights over the birthplace of Icelandic democracy. (pictured)
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Take a boat tour from Reykjavík’s Old Harbour to see the Northern Lights not far from the capital.

Walk the trails around the Seltjarnarnes Peninsula to chase the auroras near town for free. (pictured)
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Cope with cloudy skies by viewing panoramic films of the phenomenon at Northern Lights Center: Aurora Reykjavík.






Best for Kids

Awe them with the geyser that shoots water wonderfully high while steaming water burbles through striped earth at Geysir on the Golden Circle.

Boil an egg in the thermal vents at the Geothermal Park in Hveragerði and, if you have older kids, hike out to the hot river valley, Reykjadalur, for a soak.

Pet cute bovidae and then have goat's-milk ice cream at the Icelandic Goat Centre in West Iceland.

Play at the giant outdoor geothermal pool complex Laugardalslaug, with its curling water slide.

Strap ‘em in for a rafting ride down the Hvítá river, flowing south of Gullfoss where the famous Golden Falls tumble down a narrow canyon.





Best for Free

Revel in the vivid, black sands of Reynisfjara near Vík with basalt columns, caves and sea stacks, and prime puffin watching at Dyrhólaey.

Ogle Hallgrímskirkja, take selfies in the plaza and check out the church inside, though the ride up the tower will cost you.

Hike on windswept Viðey island, looking for its art installations including Yoko Ono’s Imagine Peace Tower.

Visit Laugardalur, a green Reykjavík parkland jammed with activities like the Reykjavík Botanic Gardens, home to more than 5000 varieties of subarctic plants.

Embrace the thrilling landscape between two tectonic plates at Þingvellir National Park, where you walk between rifts, pools and falls, and see historic sights (parking is the only fee).







Three Perfect Days

Whether you have 24 hours or several days, you can make unforgettable memories in Iceland’s capital. With these three itineraries you will hit the ground running and not miss a beat.
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DAY ONE

Only Have One Day?

Morning

Take in the views from the top of the Hallgrímskirkja (pictured). Stop at Kaffi Mokka for coffee and a waffle and browse Icelandic music at 12 Tónar. Shop boutiques and vintage stores on Laugavegur.

Afternoon

Grab a hot dog at Bæjarins Beztu then check out gorgeous water-edge concert hall, Harpa. Learn about Iceland’s roots at the Settlement Exhibition or the National Museum. Admire quirky sculptures on a leisurely stroll around lake Tjörnin.

Evening

Finish with dinner at Reykjavík Kitchen and a late-night soak in the Blue Lagoon.
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DAY TWO

A Weekend Trip

Morning

Stop at historic Bakarí Sandholt for a hearty breakfast before an early whale-watching tour. Spend a few hours looking for these majestic creatures from a boat. Return to shore for lunch at Grandi Mathöll.

Afternoon

Take advantage of plenty of daylight and hit the road – rent wheels or join a tour. Explore the rift and historic parliament at Þingvellir National Park (pictured) then watch spouting Geysir and cascading Gullfoss.

Evening

Relax at the Secret Lagoon and have farm-to-table dinner at Friðheimar or Flúðasveppir Farmers Bistro.
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DAY THREE

A Short Break

Morning

Choose the wonderful west or scenic south. If west wins, start at Borgarnes’ Settlement Centre. In the south, revel in the Seljalandsfoss (pictured) falls or take a guided glacier walk in Katla Geopark.

Afternoon

In the west, explore Viðgelmir lava tubes or Langjökull Ice Cave, or hike in Snæfellsjökull National Park. In the south, be wowed by black basalt beach Reynisfjara and the Dyrhólaey headland.

Evening

End your western adventure with dinner at Bjargarsteinn Mathús. In the south, take a late-night run to fantastical Jökulsárlón glacier lagoon.
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Get Prepared


Book Ahead

Six to 12 months before For summer trips, book all accommodation and any car hire.

Three to six months before Reserve a table at high-end restaurants plus any adventure tours.

One week before Check forecasts and road openings – adjust plans accordingly. Book the airport bus and Blue Lagoon tickets if you're heading there first.



Manners Matter

Icelanders have strict hot-springs protocol: always shower completely with soap and wash your hair before getting into a pool or sauna. Don’t wear shoes or socks into the locker room. Take your shoes off when entering a home or a guesthouse.

Only use designated camping areas and actual toilets for pit stops. Never drive off-road or leave marked trails (this is for environmental protection as much as your safety).

What to Wear

Layers. Iceland weather is unpredictable, and layering is your best strategy regardless of when you travel. Pack a waterproof jacket and sturdy waterproof hiking boots. Choose synthetics and waterproof trousers over jeans or cotton for hiking. Don’t forget gloves, a hat and thermal base layers. Leave the sandals, shorts and stilettos at home – you won’t need them, but bring a bathing suit for hot-pots.

Things to Know

Tourist information Iceland has great tourist infrastructure. Visit Iceland (visiticeland.com) and Visit Reykjavík (visitreykjavik.is) have inspiration and information. Reykjavík Grapevine (grapevine.is) is a great English-language newspaper and website.

Weather Changes on a dime. Icelandic Met Office (en.vedur.is) is best for forecasts.

Roads Always check road conditions before heading out. Icelandic Road Administration (road.is) has road openings and conditions.

Safety If you're going hiking, register at Safe Travel (safetravel.is) and learn about staying safe in Iceland.

Podcasts Entertaining and informative Iceland podcasts include All Things Iceland and Stories of Iceland.

Films Iceland has a supporting role in many movies, from Icelandic flicks like 101 Reykjavík, Heartstone and Rams to blockbusters like The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, Prometheus, Die Another Day, Interstellar and Rogue One.



TIPPING

Taxes and service charges are always included in Iceland. However, rounding up restaurant bills or leaving an additional tip for exceptional service is always appreciated.




LISTEN

Greatest Hits (Björk; 2002) A collection of fan favourites from Iceland’s most famous singer, songwriter, record producer and actress.

My Head Is an Animal (Of Monsters and Men; 2011) The album that vaulted this Icelandic folk rock band to global fame.

I Made an Album (Daði Freyr; 2023) The debut English-language album from a beloved Reykjavík-born Eurovision finalist.

Kveðja (Bríet; 2020) The award-winning breakout album from an Icelandic musician who began playing Iceland Airwaves as a teenager.




DAILY BUDGET

Budget: Less than 27,000kr

• Camping: 1500–2500kr

• Dorm bed: 5000–7000kr

• Grill-bar grub or soup lunch: 1700–2500kr

• Golden Circle bus tour: 10,700kr

Midrange: 27,000–42,000kr

• Guesthouse double room: 22,000–29,000kr

• Cafe meal: 2500–5500kr

• Museum entry: 1000–2500kr

• Small-vehicle rental per day: 8000kr

Top End: More than 42,000kr

• Boutique double room: 36,000–51,500kr

• Main dish in top restaurant: 3500–7000kr

• Spa day pass: 6000kr

• 4WD rental per day: from 15,000kr




Currency

Icelandic króna (kr)

Language

Icelandic, English widely spoken

Time

Western European Time Zone (GMT/UTC). No daylight saving time.




TIP

Reykjavík City Card gives admission to Reykjavík’s municipal pools, many of the main galleries and museums, free travel on the city’s Strætó buses and ferry to Viðey, plus discounts on some tours, shops and entertainment. It's less cost-effective for kids and seniors.
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When To Go

Reykjavík is fabulous year-round, but for midnight sun, travel in June or July, and for Northern Lights, visit from September to April.


It’s always a good time to visit Iceland, but you can expect a very different experience depending on when you go. Long summer days are perfect for hiking, revelling in the streets and taking in midnight sunsets. Long winter nights offer the search for dazzling Northern Lights. If getting into the wilds is on your agenda, travel from July to September when roads are all usually open. For puffins, visit from mid-May to mid-August. November to March is best for ice caving. You can go whale watching, snowmobiling, glacier hiking and horse riding year-round.

The Big Events

June: Visit on 17 June to experience Iceland's National Day, a nationwide celebration of Icelandic independence, with family-friendly parades, local fairs and Icelandic-flag-themed treats.

August: Reykjavík Pride is a brilliant extravaganza when some 100,000 people celebrate LGBTIQ+ culture and traditions.

August: The National Festival (Þjóðhátíð;) draws 11,000 people to Heimaey for a long-weekend campout, including a Friday-night bonfire, a Sunday folk-music singalong with a well known local musician, and a light show meant to represent Iceland’s volcanic flames.

November: Iceland Airwaves (icelandairwaves.is) is the biggest music event on the calendar. The four-day, multigenre music festival features hundreds of bands from around the world at venues across Reykjavík.

Reykjavík Weather
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Culture Events

February: The midwinter Þorrablót Food Festival is a celebration of Iceland’s pagan history. Traditional feasts include dried fish, boiled sheep’s head, dung-smoked lamb and pickled ram’s testicles.

March: Help the whole country celebrate Beer Day, 1 March, in recognition of the day in 1989 when the prohibition on beer was overturned. It gets lively…

April: See why Icelanders love books at the Reykjavík International Literary Festival (bokmenntahatid.is) with readings and panels with international authors.

June: Enjoy two weeks of theatre, film, dance, music and visual art at Reykjavík Arts Festival (listahatid.is).

August: On Reykjavík Culture Night (Menningarnótt; reykjavik.is), Reykjavikers turn out in force for a day and night of art, music, dance and fireworks. Many galleries, shops, cafes and churches stay open late. It's held on the same date as the city's marathon.

August: Check out the Reykjavík Jazz Festival (reykjavikjazz.is) which celebrates everything from contemporary jazz and gospel music to Latin jazz and big bands.
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ACCOMMODATION LOWDOWN

Reykjavík lodging prices are high. Save money with hostels, camping or short-term apartment rentals. From June to August, accommodation books out entirely; reservations are essential. Most year-round places have winter discounts. Guesthouses (often with shared bathroom) are usually cheaper than hotels.







Getting There

Most international travellers arrive at Keflavík International Airport (KEF), about 49km southwest of Reykjavík. A few flights from Greenland and the Faroe Islands arrive at Reykjavík Domestic Airport on the edge of the city centre.


From the Airport to the City Centre

By Bus

Two private bus companies connect Keflavík Airport with Reykjavík in under an hour from around 4000kr. It's worth paying extra for a hotel or city-centre drop off. Bus and flight schedules are coordinated.

Public Strætó bus 55 (2300kr) Takes 1¹/₃ hours to BSÍ bus terminal, with two city-centre stops.

Flybus Save time by booking online, or buy a ticket at the airport desk. Either way, check in at the airport desk to get a paper transfer ticket. You need this when you get to BSÍ bus terminal and change to a smaller shuttle if you booked a hotel/city-centre drop off.

Airport Direct Slightly less-expensive bus to the city (3900kr to BSÍ bus terminal, 4990kr with hotel drop off).

By Rental Car

You can pick rentals up at the airport if exploring beyond Reykjavík (a car is unnecessary in the city centre). Pre-booking is best.

By Taxi

A taxi to the city (40 minutes) is relatively expensive at about 17,000kr. Uber and Lyft do not operate in Iceland.

Other Points of Entry

Reykjavík Domestic Airport

This airport is in central Reykjavík, just 2km south of lake Tjörnin. Some flights to/from Greenland and the Faroe Islands fly here, as do sightseeing services and domestic flights. There’s a taxi rank at the airport. Bus 15 stops near the Air Iceland Connect terminal and goes on to the Hlemmur bus stop.


Boats

A weekly return ferry runs from northern Denmark to Seyðisfjörður in East Iceland, stopping at the Faroe Islands. Several cruise lines sail to Iceland from Canada, Europe and the UK.







Getting Around

Reykjavík is a small, walkable city. It's easy to get around without a car, and you can take the bus if you're heading across town. Uber and Lyft are not available, and there are no trains. For the countryside, nothing beats the freedom of a car, but tours can take you there, too.


Walking

The best way to get to know this compact city is on foot. Many of the city's top sights are within walking distance of one another.

Bus

Reykjavík has an extensive bus system operated by Strætó (bus.is) but it’s harder to get around by bus beyond Selfoss on the southern coast and Borgarnes to the north. Reykjanesbær (the area around Keflavík) has a local bus system.

Car or Camper

Driving in Iceland gives you unparalleled freedom to discover the country. Major roads, like the Ring Rd (Rte 1), are paved and well maintained. Secondary roads may be gravel but are accessible to all types of vehicles. F roads are challenging mountain roads which frequently involve river crossings – they should only be driven by experienced 4WD drivers when the roads are open and with the permission of your rental-car company. Learn more at safetravel.is and check road conditions at road.is.
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Road Rules

Drive on the right. Seatbelts are required for all occupants. City speed limits are usually 50km/h (30mph) unless posted otherwise. It is illegal to use a mobile phone while driving. Never drive off-road.
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ESSENTIAL APP

Check the state of the roads on the Safetravel app or website (safetravel.is), and learn about minimising risks while travelling.

[image: jpg]




Parking

Street parking in the city centre is limited and costs 600kr per hour in the Red/Pink zone 1 and 220kr per hour in the Blue, Green and Orange zones (zones 2, 3 and 4, respectively). The hours of operation vary (check reykjavik.is). Pay with coins, card (with PIN only) or Easypark and Parka apps. Parking outside the city centre is free. Vitatorg Car Park is a relatively central, covered lot.

Taxis & Rideshares

Uber and Lyft don't operate here. Book taxis online or via the Hreyfill app. Taxis are metered and can be pricey. Tipping is not expected. There are usually taxis outside bus stations, airports and bars on weekend nights.

Iceland has a vibrant carpool scene. People submit routes they’re driving on samferda.net, and passengers can request rides and offer to split costs.

Cycling & Scooters

Reykjavík has a steadily improving network of cycle lanes and you can rent a bike. In summer, you can zip around on an electric-scooter (using Zolo, Hopp or Wind).

Tours

Most tour operators pick up in the city at designated bus stops on the fringes of central neighbourhoods – few are more than five minutes' walk from most accommodation.

Ferries

The Viðey island ferry takes five minutes from Skarfabakki, 4.5km east of the city centre. During summer, two boats a day also start from Elding at the Old Harbour.

Herjólfur (seatours.is) connects Landeyjahöfn in South Iceland to Vestmannaeyjar islands.

Baldur (seatours.is) connects Stykkishólmur in West Iceland to Brjánslækur in the Westfjords, via the island of Flatey.

Public Transport Essentials

Bus

Reykjavík has an extensive network of local buses connecting all the suburbs, and running to Akranes, Borgarnes, Hveragerði and Selfoss. Buses only stop at designated bus stops, marked with a yellow letter ‘S’.

Download the Strætó app called Klappið to purchase individual bus tickets. Activate your ticket before you ride.

Service Hours & Frequency

Buses in the city centre and environs run 7am until 11pm or midnight daily (from 11am on Sunday). There are night services on some routes, running from around 1am to 4.30am on Saturday and Sunday. See bus.is for information on routes and timetables. Services depart at 15-minute or 30-minute intervals.


Long-Distance Buses

Iceland has a shrinking network of long-distance bus routes, with services provided by a handful of main companies. The Public Transport in Iceland (publictransport.is) site has an overview. From roughly June to August there is a regular schedule, but the rest of the year these regional buses are cut way back or stopped altogether.

[image: jpg]

OLEG SENKOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BUS TICKETS

Buy tickets at the bus terminal, pay on board (though no change is given) or by using the Strætó Klappið app. Check online for other vendors like a few 10-11 convenience stores. Validate your ticket at the machine by the driver when you board. If you need to transfer between two buses, get a skiptimiði (transfer ticket) from the driver; it’s good for 75 minutes in the city, 120 minutes in the countryside. The Reykjavík City Card also acts as a Strætó bus pass.
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Travel Costs

Bus

630kr per ride in Reykjavík

Car rental

10,800kr per day

EV charging

1900–3750kr for a full charge



MAIN BUS HUBS

Two central Strætó stops are at Hlemmur, at the eastern end of Laugavegur, and Lækjartorg Sq, in the centre of town. Mjódd, 8km southeast of the city centre, is the main bus terminal, and where you’ll catch long-distance Strætó buses. Many buses make a loop around Tjörnin lake and serve the city centre, the National Museum and BSÍ bus terminal before heading onwards.





A Few Surprises

Reykjavík feels like a small town but has a huge, quirky personality – from unique food and music experiences to street art celebrating the power of civil disobedience.


Music

Reykjavík’s live-music scene has launched international names like Björk, Sigur Rós and Of Monsters and Men. Many Icelanders play in a band, and the country produces a disproportionate number of world-class musicians. Don't miss uber-creative, live local music – rub shoulders with Reykjavikers at tiny venues like Mengi. Visit icelandmusic.is for a sampling and website/paper Grapevine for music news and performances. If your trip coincides with one of the many music festivals, go!

Wild Icelandic Foods

This is a city where, for years, people made the most of what they had through long, harsh winters. Salt and fermentation extended shelf-life, and eating every part of every creature was the norm. High-end restaurants such as Matur og Drykkur showcase traditional and local ingredients. Icelandic lamb is hard to beat, with free-range sheep munching chemical-free grass and herbs.

In the past, Icelanders merely kept the cheeks and tongues of þorskur (cod) – a delicacy – and exported the rest. Dishes like harðfiskur (dried-haddock snack) and svið (boiled sheep’s head cut in half) were also common.

Today, if you see a queue in Reykjavík, it probably ends at a pýlsur (hot-dog) stand like Bæjarins Beztu. In late January and February, sup on fermented meat, rams' testicles and other delicacies at the Þorrablót Food Festival.
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Sweet Treats

Icelandic bakarí (bakeries) can’t be praised enough. Hit Reykjavík's superb pastry pit stops like Sandholt or Brauð & Co for goodies like kleinur (twisted doughnuts) and ástar pungur (‘love balls’; deep-fried, spiced balls of dough.)
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OFFBEAT REYKJAVíK

Browse subterranean toilets lined with indie-music history at the Icelandic Punk Museum.

Every night is different at Gaukurinn, it could be drag night or heavy metal.

Peer at the array of penises at the Icelandic Phallological Museum.

Spot outdoor sculptures at Sigurjón Ólafsson Museum and Recycled House.








Explore Reykjavík & Southwest Iceland


Old Reykjavík

Old Harbour

Laugavegur & Skólavörðustígur

Golden Circle

South Coast

Snæfellsnes Peninsula

Borgarnes & Around



Worth a Trip


Laugardalur

Viðey Island

The Blue Lagoon

Reykjanes Peninsula

Jökulsárlón



Reykjavík’s Walking Tours


Old Reykjavík

Seltjarnarnes

Laugavegur & Skólavörðustígur
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Explore

Old Reykjavík


Old Reykjavík is the jaunty heart of the capital and its cultural centre. Anchored by placid Tjörnin lake, the neighbourhood is tops for a wander: from the seafront to the Settlement Exhibition and Austurvöllur park, via the Alþingi (Parliament) and on to the National Museum. If you’re looking to spend a day museum-hopping, shopping and snacking on street food, this is the place to do it. Independent cafes and souvenir shops line its streets, punctuated by interesting surprises, such as The Black Cone, a giant slab of cracked rock that celebrates the power of civil disobedience. A batch of bars and dance clubs dot the neighbourhood, too, making it part of the city’s famed bar crawl under the midnight sun.
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See for eating and shopping listings
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Getting Around
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Old Reykjavík is super compact and walkable. You’ll get to most places on foot.
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City buses 1, 3, 6, 11, 12, 13 and 14 from Hlemmur all stop in Old Reykjavík at Lækjartorg and Ráðhús. Bus 14 connects Laugardalur, Hlemmur and Old Reykjavík, and the Old Harbour.
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Parking in central Reykjavík is limited and governed by meters/payment apps. It’s easiest to park on the edge and walk in.


THE BEST

Stroll beside TJÖRNIN, pausing to admire the Ráðhús and Parliament.

Head to the artefact-laden NATIONAL MUSEUM for history and culture.

Enliven your imagination at the Viking longhouse at the AÐALSTRÆTI SETTLEMENT EXHIBITION.

Mark happy hour at SKÚLI CRAFT BAR before heading to the clubs.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Explore the National Museum


The superb National Museum beautifully provides a meaningful overview of Iceland’s history and culture. Brilliantly curated exhibits lead you through the struggle to settle the forbidding island, the radical changes wrought by the introduction of Christianity, the lean times of domination by foreign powers and Iceland’s eventual independence.



map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

The free audio-guide app has loads of useful detail in nine languages. The one for kids is in Icelandic or English only. Leave extra time for the museum’s rotating photographic exhibitions.
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Scan this QR code for full opening hours and to book ahead.



Settlement-Era Finds

The premier section of the museum describes the Settlement Era – including the rule of the chieftans and the introduction of Christianity – and features swords, drinking horns, silver hoards and a powerful bronze figure of Thor. Start with a look at the kind of ship medieval explorers would have used on their journey to Iceland.

Exhibits explain how the chieftains ruled and how people survived on little, lighting their dark homes and fashioning bog iron. There’s everything from the remains of early skyr (Icelandic yoghurt) production to intricate pendants and brooches. Look for the Viking-era hnefatafl game set (a bit like chess). This artefact’s discovery in a grave in Baldursheimar led to the founding of the museum.

Viking Graves

Look down! Encased in the floor are Viking-era graves with precious burial goods: horse bones, a sword, pins, a ladle, a comb. One of the tombs containing an eight-month-old infant is the only one of its kind ever found.

Ecclesiastical Artefacts & the Modern Era

The section of the museum that details the introduction of Christianity is chock-a-block with rare art and artefacts. Make sure to seek out the priceless 13th-century Valþjófsstaðir church door carved with the story of a knight, his faithful lion and a passel of dragons. There’s also a giant bronze Thor and Guðbrandur’s Bible. The Bible was the first book printed and widely distributed in Iceland. About 500 copies were printed, and this one still has its original binding intact.

Upstairs, collections span from 1600 to today and give a clear sense of how Iceland struggled under foreign rule, finally gained independence and went on to modernise. Simple objects use every scrap of materials – check out the gaming pieces made from cod ear bones, and the wooden doll that doubled as a kitchen utensil. Also look for the perfectly preserved papers and belongings of Jón Sigurðsson, the architect of Iceland’s independence.


QUICK BREAK

The ground-floor Café Kaffitár offers wi-fi and a welcome respite, with wraparound windows looking out on a flowing fountain.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Time Travel at the Aðalstræti Settlement Exhibition


This is one of those museums kids visit on school field trips and for good reason. The Aðalstræti Settlement Exhibition, a fascinating archaeological-ruin-museum spanning Aðalstræti 10 and 16, is based around a 10th-century Viking longhouse and other Settlement Era finds from central Reykjavík, and reconstructs how the city came to be.



map Google map
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PLANNING TIP

Excellent English-language tours run at 11am May to August. Multilingual audio guides are free. The kids’ corner has traditional Icelandic toys, rune spelling exercises and computer games.
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Scan this QR code for info on the full Aðalstræti complex.



Viking Longhouse

The Aðalstræti complex is constructed around a 10th-century Viking longhouse unearthed here in 2001–02. Mainly a series of foundation walls now, it was thought to be inhabited for only 60 years. Look for areas of the longhouse with animal bones deliberately built into the structure (for good fortune, perhaps) and for the old spring.

Tephra layers are the layer of fragments from a volcanic eruption, and they are used to date sites around Iceland. The longhouse was built on top of the 871 layer, but don’t miss the fragment of boundary wall at the back of the museum, which was below the tephra layer, and is thus older still. It’s the oldest human-made structure in Reykjavík.

Ancient Artefacts & High-Tech Displays

Fine exhibitions imaginatively combine technological wizardry and archaeology for a glimpse into early Icelandic life. Through a series of interactive exhibits, the museum tells the story of how Reykjavík evolved from rugged farmstead to modern capital. Arcing around the side of the exhibit, softly lit niches contain artefacts found in the area, from great auk bones (the bird is now extinct) to fish-oil lamps and an iron axe. More recent finds from ancient workshops near the current Alþingi include a silver bracelet and a spindle whorl (for making thread) inscribed with runes (reading ‘Vilborg owns me’).

Among the captivating displays are interactive multimedia tables explaining the area’s excavations, which span several city blocks. Don’t miss the wraparound panorama showing how things would have looked at the time of the longhouse and a space-age-feeling panel that allows you to steer through different layers of the longhouse’s construction.

Aðalstræti 10

This quaint, dark-brown wooden building is the area’s oldest and has been incorporated into the museum. Take your time to follow exhibits illustrating Reykjavík through time and wander through a replica of an old general store.


QUICK BREAK

Pop down the street to Gæta Gelato or the Uppsalir Bar & Café in Hótel Reykjavík Centrum (map) if you need a refreshment.






WALKING TOUR

Explore Old Reykjavík


Take in the highlights of Reykjavík’s earliest settlement, dating to just before 871 and centred in the Old Reykjavík quarter. Norwegian Viking Ingólfur Arnarson is credited with being the country’s first permanent inhabitant. He made his home in this promising-looking bay that he named Reykjavík (Smoky Bay), after the steam from its thermal springs.



START

Aðalstræti 10

END

National Museum

LENGTH

1.6km; 1½ hours
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1 Historic House & Viking Longhouse

Reykjavík’s oldest timber house dates to 1762, and sits at Aðalstræti 10, on one of the capital’s oldest streets. The house is now part of Reykjaviík City Museum’s Settlement Exhibition (at Aðalstræti 16;), and contains exhibits about the city’s history. Within the Settlement Exhibition lies an excavated 10th-century Viking longhouse and curators have augmented the building’s dimly lit mood with intriguing multimedia displays.

2 Skúli Magnússon Statue

Across from the Settlement Exhibition, there’s a statue of powerful town magistrate-sheriff Skúli Magnússon (1711–94), who organised the building of weaving, tanning and wool-dyeing factories in the capital – the foundations of the modern city of Reykjavík.

3 Austurvöllur Square

Grassy Austurvöllur park sits next to the Alþingi (Parliament) and in its centre there’s a statue of Jón Sigurðsson (1811–79), who led the campaign for Icelandic independence. The city’s cathedral, Dómkirkja, sits next door.

4 Photo Op at Iðnó

As you approach lake Tjörnin, you’ll see the waterside Ráðhús (city hall). Iðnó (Iðnaðarmannahúsið; the Craftsmen’s House) was designed and built by Einar Pálsson in 1896 and was the city’s main meeting hall, and for many years a theatre.

You can’t miss Magnús Tómasson’s enthralling sculpture where The Unknown Bureaucrat is being crushed in stone just in front, the perfect spot for a photo op.

5 Strolling Around the Pond

As you make your way around the banks of Tjörnin, which is called ‘the Pond’ by locals, you’ll pass the quaint church, Fríkirkjan í Reykjavík, the National Gallery of Iceland and Hljómskálagarður Park, which contains sculptures by five historic Icelandic artists.

6 National Museum & Relaxing Cafe

The National Museum traces human history in Iceland, from the earliest settlement to the modern era. There are also rotating photographic exhibits and a welcoming cafe, the perfect spot for a rest.
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1Top Experiences

 National MuseumA6

 Aðalstræti Settlement ExhibitionB3




1Experiences

1Reykjavík Art Museum – HafnarhúsC1

2i8 GalleryB1

3TjörninC4

4Hljómskálagarður ParkC6

5RáðhúsC3

6AlþingiC3

7AusturvöllurC3

8DómkirkjaC3

9Icelandic Phallological MuseumD2

10Skúli Craft BarC2

 Radar(see 11)

11GaukurinnC2

12PalomaC2

13LemmyD3

14Bæjarins BeztuD2

15Kolaportið Flea MarketD2

16Pósthús MathöllD2

17Hafnartorg GalleryD2

18Reykjavík Museum of PhotographyC1

19Nauthólsvík Geothermal BeachB6

20Laundromat CafeC2

21Kaffi Ó-leD2

22Café RosenbergC2

23IðaB1

24Hótel BorgD3

25Apotek Kitchen + BarD2




5Eating

26FiskfélagiðC2

27FiskmarkaðurinnC2

28MessinnD3

29Le KockB1

30Icelandic Street FoodD3

31Gæta GelatoC2

32Sónó MatseljurB6

33Vegan World PeaceC2

34GlóD2




7Shopping

35KirsuberjatréðC1

36FischerB2










EXPERIENCES

Peruse Paintings at Reykjavík Art MuseumMuseums & Galleries

map Google map

The Reykjavík Art Museum is Iceland’s largest institution dedicated to the visual arts. It’s split across three locations. The Hafnarhús, near the waterfront in Old Reykjavík, is a marvellously restored warehouse converted into a soaring steel-and-concrete exhibition space. Browse well-curated exhibitions of cutting-edge contemporary Icelandic art, which change frequently – expect installations, videos, paintings and sculpture. And you can always count on the comic-book-style paintings of political artist Erró (Guðmundur Guðmundsson). Nearby i8 Gallery map Google map exhibits some of the country’s top working artists, many of whom show overseas as well.

Reykjavík Art Museum – Kjarvalsstaðir is in Klambratún Park, an urban green space not far from the city’s core and the third site, Reykjavík Art Museum – Ásmundarsafn is in Laugardalur.

You can also create an art walk using the Reykjavík Art Walk Mobile app (listasafnreykjavikur.is).

Stroll Lake TjörninPond & Sculptures

map Google map

Take a stroll around idyllic city-centre lake Tjörnin and you’ll find lots of surprises. It echoes with the honks and squawks of more than 40 species of visiting birds, including swans, geese and Arctic terns. Pretty, sculpture-dotted parks like Hljómskálagarður (map Google map) line the southern shores, and their paths are much used by cyclists and joggers. Take a minute to check out The Unknown Bureaucrat, a sculpture of a man being crushed by a rock, and The Black Cone, a cracked rock-based sculpture designed as an ode to peaceful civil disobedience. The lake is adjacent to the postmodern Ráðhús map Google map (Reykjavík City Hall) which has a topographical map of Iceland – a good way to get acquainted with this unique terrain.


Iceland’s Earliest Settlers

Rumour, myth and fantastic tales of fierce storms and barbaric dog-headed people kept most explorers away from the great northern ocean, oceanus innavigabilis. Irish monks who regularly sailed to the Faroe Islands looking for seclusion were probably the first to stumble upon Iceland. It’s thought that they settled around the year 700 but fled when Norsemen began to arrive in the early 9th century.




Appreciate Icelandic Independence at the AlþingiCapitol

The imposing grey Alþingi map Google map (Parliament House) is the centre of modern Icelandic government, and it’s home to the oldest public garden in Iceland, Austurvöllur map Google map, a favourite spot for cafe lounging or lunchtime picnics. The statue in the centre is of Jón Sigurðsson, who led the campaign for Icelandic independence.

The parliament building was constructed of Icelandic basalt to replace parliament’s original meeting place in Þingvellir National Park, and it opened its doors in 1881. It was designed by Danish architect Ferdinand Meldahl (1827–1908) when Iceland was still under Danish rule. Check the website (althingi.is) to attend sessions (four times weekly mid-September to early June) when parliament is sitting.

To the left you’ll see Iceland’s main cathedral, the small but perfectly proportioned 18th-century Dómkirkja map Google map, with a plain wooden interior animated by glints of gold.

Embrace the Icelandic Phallological MuseumMuseum

Oh, the jokes are endless here… Enjoy the unique Icelandic Phallological Museum map Google map with its huge collection of phalluses – actually very well done. From pickled pickles to petrified wood, browse 286 different members, representing all Icelandic mammals and beyond. Featured items include contributions from sperm whales and a polar bear, minuscule mouse bits and silver castings of each member of the Icelandic handball team.

Party Under the Midnight SunBars & Clubs

There’s nothing quite like sunlight for days on end. If you’re up for a summer night out unlike anything you’ve experienced, head to the historic city centre for Reykjavík’s booming nightlife. You can start in the east on Lauguvegur then head down towards Ingólfur Sq (Ingólfstorg) where you’ll find loads of pubs and bars, like excellent Skúli Craft Bar map Google map, which stocks 130 craft brews, has 14 rotating taps and pours beer flights, too.

Nightclubs and live-music spots in Old Reykjavík offer some of the city’s best late-night DJ sets and intense dance scenes, but start late – after midnight. To get deals on drinks, though, pop in early for happy hour, circling back to dance in the wee hours.

Try the new large electronica venue, Radar map Google map or grungy and glorious Gaukurinn map Google map for live music, comedy, karaoke and open mikes. Keep dancing at nightclubs like classic Paloma map Google map or eclectic Lemmy map Google map, taking a breather for a late-night hot dog.


Rummage for Finds at the Kolaportið Flea MarketMarket

map Google map

Dive into the huge industrial building near the harbour to find Kolaportið, a Reykjavík institution. Wend through a vast tumble of secondhand clothes, old toys, antiques and cheap imports. A food section sells traditional eats like rúgbrauð (geothermally baked rye bread) and brauðterta (‘sandwich cake’; a layering of bread with mayonnaise-based fillings). If you’re looking for a wool sweater that won’t break your budget, this is the place to try. Bring cash in case that must-have-item’s seller doesn’t take cards or digital payments.

Find Something for Everyone at Pósthús Mathöll & Hafnartorg GalleryFood Halls

You could eat your way around Reykjavík’s eclectic and wonderful food halls. Both a place to grab a bite and a place to meet up with friends, they’ve become a feature of the cityscape. Old Reykjavík’s newest entry, Pósthús Mathöll map Google map, is aptly named, in the former main post-office building. A creative collection of eateries, from Italian to sushi, and drinks joints make it easy to settle in and stay awhile. One favourite is Funky Bhangra, where burgers meet India – think lamb or vegetarian – with chutney on the side.

Need more? You can bounce across the way to Hafnartorg Gallery map Google map which blends its array of eateries with high-end shopping.


FAVOURITE HOT DOGS

Bæjarins Beztu

map Google map

Icelanders swear the city’s best hot dogs are found at the Bæjarins Beztu truck near the harbour (patronised by Bill Clinton, Anthony Bourdain, Kim Kardashian and late-night bar-hoppers). Use the vital phrase ‘eina með öllu’ (one with everything) to get the quintessential favourite with sweet mustard, ketchup and crunchy onions.



Browse the Reykjavík Museum of PhotographyMuseum

Dive deep into Icelandic photography at the unassuming Reykjavík Museum of Photography map Google map, which shares a building with the city library and archives. The collection includes more than six million photographs dating as far back as 1860, with work from professional photographers as well as amateurs. If you take the lift up, descend by the stairs, which are lined with vintage B&W photos.

Do Your Laundry or Browse Books at a CafeCafe Culture

No one wants to spend their holidays doing laundry, but sometimes you just need clean clothes. The book-lined Laundromat Cafe map Google map doubles as a laundrette, making it easy to wash and dry your clothes while you enjoy a delicious meal in a vibrant diner that serves brunch until 4pm every day.

Beloved Kaffi Ó-le map Google map delivers a warm, wood interior and some of the best brews in the city. You’ll find welcoming Café Rosenberg map Google map in a historic brick building with worn wooden floors, plump couches and a spacious main room. Settle in for coffee, cake or soup, and watch the world go by. Nearby Iða map Google map is both bookstore and cafe, perfect for wiling away a chilly day.


HEAD TO THE BEACH

Believe it or not, Reykjavík is a beach town. Small, sandy Nauthólsvík Geothermal Beach map Google map is at the southern edge of central Reykjavík near the domestic airport. Warm geothermal baths overlooking the beach are free to use, though you have to pay to use the changing rooms. Prepare for the cold water of the North Atlantic and be grateful for the warm pools just across the sand. Depending on the tide, a natural geothermal lagoon forms where you can soak as well. You’ll find more locals than tourists here – an excellent alternative to happy hour.



Hedonism at Hótel Borg & ApotekHistoric Hangouts

This art-deco luxury hotel on Reykjavík’s main square ran Iceland’s only legal pub in the 1940s. Its founder made a fortune as a circus performer in the US, and dreamed of investing in a magnificent luxury hotel back home. Since opening in 1930, Hótel Borg map Google map has become a magnet for heads of state and visiting celebrities. You don’t need to stay in one of its 99 rooms to enjoy its elegance. Hit the glamorous restaurant (it has an off-the-charts Christmas Buffet during December) or its decadent spa. Afterwards, go to nearby stylish Apotek Kitchen + Bar map Google map located inside a historic pharmacy.

Catch a HelicopterFlightseeing tour

A helicopter tour may be one of the most expensive ways to explore Iceland, but seeing this incredible landscape from above can be worth the price. Several companies offer a variety of flights from Reykjavík Domestic Airport. Soar over volcanic eruptions, geothermal-area hot springs and colourful mineral-streaked landscapes. Land on a glacier, a volcano, or both.

Helicopter tours from Reykjavík will set you back 40,000kr to 75,000kr, but they provide a view that no bus, snowmobile, ATV or walking tour can match. Tours range from half an hour to two hours or longer.




LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Cheap  € € Moderate  € € € Pricey
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Eating

Fish Forward

Fiskfélagið € € €

map Google map

The ‘Fish Company’ takes Icelandic seafood through far-flung inspirations, from Fiji coconut to Spanish chorizo. 11.30am-2.30pm & 5-10.30pm, closed Sat & Sun lunch

Fiskmarkaðurinn € € €

map Google map

Dramatic presentations at an intimate restaurant, where chefs infuse local seafood with Asian flavours and sushi bar. 5.30-10pm

Messinn € € €

map Google map

Amazing pan-fried dishes: where fish is served in a sizzling cast-iron skillet, with buttery potatoes and salad. 11.30am-9pm, to 10pm Fri & Sat

Quick Eats

Le Kock €

map Google map

Pop in for some of Reykjavík’s best burgers or grab a bagel at its neighbouring bakery called Deig. 11.30am-midnight Mon-Thu & Sun, to 1am Fri & Sat

Icelandic Street Food €

map Google map

For a budget taste of old Iceland, squeeze into this tiny canteen showcasing home-cooked food, from fish stew and lamb soup to pancakes dusted with sugar. 11am-10pm

Gæta Gelato €

map Google map

Italian gelato meets Icelandic dairy. What’s not to love? noon-11pm

Vegetarian & Vegan

Sónó Matseljur € €

map Google map

In the Nordic House cultural centre, this endlessly creative spot aims to give foraged plants a more prominent place in the restaurant world. 10am-5pm Tue-Sat

Vegan World Peace € €

map Google map

Tried and true for a broad range of salads and vegan fare with Asian flourishes. 11am-9pm, from 4pm Sun

Gló €

map Google map

Daily specials loaded with herbs and spices. Not exclusively vegetarian, but a wonderland of raw and organic foods, with an elaborate salad bar. 11am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat & Sun
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Shopping

Creative Crafts & Clothes

Kirsuberjatréð

map Google map

Women’s art-and-design collective with handmade clothes, brightly coloured fishskin-leather purses and beautiful bowls made from radish slices. 11am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 5pm Sat

Fischer

map Google map

Formally the recording studio of musician Jónsi, this concept store feels like walking through an immersive exhibition: perfumes, herbs, ethereal music and visual art. noon-6pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat






Explore

Old Harbour


This natural harbour was a key force in helping Reykjavík transform from remote farmland into a national capital and fishing powerhouse. Largely service harbours until recently, the Old Harbour and, on its western edge, the Grandi (Örfirisey) area, have blossomed into tourist hot spots, with key art galleries, museums, restaurants and shops. Whale- and puffin-viewing trips depart from the Old Harbour, and as boat bells ding, photo ops abound with views of snowcapped Mt Esja and Harpa concert hall. Nearby Seltjarnarnes Peninsula is one of the city's premier walking areas, with a well-maintained trail along the wave-crushed coastline. It's also a top spot for winter Northern Lights viewing.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: img] Walk

A very short walk from central Reykjavík, this compact, characterful neighbourhood is ripe for exploring on foot.

[image: img] Bus

Strætó bus 14 runs to the Old Harbour from Laugardalur, via Hlemmur, the BSÍ terminal and Lækjartorg Sq in Old Reykjavík. Choose the Mýrargata stop for whale watching and Grandagarður for the Reykjavík Maritime Museum.


THE BEST

Learn about Old Harbour history at REYKJAVíK MARITIME MUSEUM.

Catch cutting-edge art at the free galleries of the MARSHALL HOUSE.

Feast on street food at GRANDI MATHÖLL.

Sight the WHALES leaping off Iceland’s shores

Book ahead for innovative Icelandic cuisine at MATUR OG DRYKKUR.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Encountering Whales & Wildlife


Iceland is one of the best places in the world for whale watching, and you can join the boats departing year-round from Reykjavík's Old Harbour to catch glimpses of these magnificent beasts as they wave their fins, spout and dive. Trips are also tops for birdwatching.



map
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PLANNING TIP

Book tours ahead. They run year-round, with more from May to August. Some companies have summer sea-angling and puffin-viewing trips. If you don’t spot whales, many outfitters offer vouchers to try again. Trips are cancelled when sea conditions are foul.



Whales

Iceland is home to more than 20 species of whale, and on boats from Reykjavík you're most likely to see humpback and minke whales. The humpback is known for its curious nature and spectacular surface displays. The minke has a streamlined, slender, black body, a white striped pectoral fin and a tendency to leap entirely out of the water. If you’re lucky you might also spot a sleek black-and-white orca, either solo or in a pod.

Porpoises & Dolphins

Tiny, shy harbour porpoises are easiest to spot in placid conditions. More gregarious white-beaked dolphins (pictured) often travel in larger pods and approach the boats year-round.

Puffins & Seabirds

Birdlife is abundant, especially during the warmest months when migrating species arrive to nest. You may see Arctic terns, gannets, guillemots and kittiwakes, but the zippy, cute puffins are the real stars. In April, the divinely comedic puffin arrives in huge numbers (an estimated 10 million birds) for the breeding season, departing for warmer climes by mid-August. Three uninhabited islands off the coast (Akurey, Engey and Lundey, referred to as the Puffin Islands) are hot spots.


Tour Operators

Elding Adventures at Sea is the most established outfit with whale-exhibition, angling and puffin-watching trips, and combo and Northern Lights tours. It also runs the ferry to Viðey Island. Special Tours has a small, fast boat for sea angling and whale watching. It also runs puffin, combo and Northern Lights tours. Whale Safari runs whale-watching and puffin tours in a Zodiac. Mr Puffin specialises in birdwatching.

What to Wear

Whale-watching tours last about three hours and take guests around the often-windswept Faxaflói bay. Dress warmly, with hats and gloves, especially during winter, though boats typically have indoor and outdoor viewing areas.


QUICK BREAK

Local institution Sægreifinn rustles up fresh fish grilled on skewers, or a few steps away Hamborgara Búllan dishes out legendary burgers.





WALKING TOUR


Walk Seltjarnarnes


Surrounded by wild ocean, Seltjarnarnes Peninsula at the western edge of Reykjavík is a place to escape for wild sea and abundant birdlife. For a scenic hike without crowds, follow the loop trail encircling the tiny promontory. The route is popular with runners, hikers and cyclists, and is considered easy.



START

Church of Seltjarnarnes

END

Sundlaug Seltjarnarness

LENGTH

6.7km; 2 hours


[image: 11-seltjarnarnes-wt-pk-rey5-jpg]



1 Church of Seltjarnarnes

Begin near the peaked Church of Seltjarnarnes and follow the coastal trail for sweeping sea views, an idyllic lake and seasonal bird sightings. As you go you'll see waves rushing in to lava-strewn beaches, fish-drying racks sitting by the shore and Arctic terns screaming overhead. The air has that salt-sea tang. There are also super views across the fjord to Mt Esja (909m).

2 Pizza Break

If you're feeling peckish, one of Reykjavík's best Italian restaurants, Raðagerði Veitingahús, lies along the way. Cosy inside, the eatery has friendly staff who masterfully work Icelandic birch-smoked salmon into its menu of pizzas, bruschetta and more.

3 Charming Coastal Footbath

This tiny geothermal pool is an idyllic piece of art by Icelandic artist Ólöf Nordal. Nordal carved the 90cm-diameter and 30cm-deep Kvika Footbath out of a coastal rock, and it’s fed by a nearby spring. There’s just enough room for one or two people to soak their feet in piping-hot water while taking in mountain and water views.

4 Spot the Northern Lights

When winter conditions are clear and auroras active, the Seltjarnarnes Peninsula, with minimal light pollution, is prime for Northern Lights viewing. Search for green and red flickers between Kvika Footbath and Grótta Lighthouse, or further along towards the golf course.

5 Postcard-Perfect Lighthouse

Grótta Lighthouse anchors a nature reserve surrounded by rugged coastline and black sand. On a clear day you can see as far as Snæfellsnes Peninsula. This is one of the best birdwatching sites near Reykjavík – a favourite spot for about 110 visiting bird species, several of which nest here over summer. Arctic terns form a colony on the rocks (stick to marked paths) while tufted ducks hang out in an adjacent pond. You can only safely walk to the lighthouse’s islet when tides are low.

6 Golf Course with a 			 Top Restaurant

The trail curves around the flat, verdant expanse of the Nesvöllur golf course where you can play a game of golf as wild Atlantic waves crash into the coastline. At the golf club, the excellent restaurant Ness creates seasonally rotating menus featuring fresh fish, local produce and expansive views.

7 Hot Soak & Cold Ice Cream

Finish with a hot soak at the local pool, Sundlaug Seltjarnarness with its water slide and steam bath followed by soft-serve ice cream and milkshakes at Ísbúð Huppu, just down the street.
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1Experiences

1Reykjavík Maritime MuseumC4

2NýlóF2

 Kling & Bang(see 2)

 i8 Grandi(see 2)

 Stúdíó Ólafur Elíasson(see 2)

3La PrimaveraF2

4Grandi MathöllD3

5ValdísB4

6Omnom Chocolate & Ice Cream ShopE1

7SteinunnB4

8KrínolínC3

9KioskC4

10Farmers & FriendsF1

11Matur og DrykkurB4

12Whales of IcelandC2

13Aurora ReykjavíkB4

14Kvika FootbathA4

15ÞúfaH3

16Lava ShowD1

17FlyOver IcelandC2

18Saga MuseumB4




5Eating

19KaffivagninnC4

20Hamborgara BúllanD6

21Flatey PizzaB4

22KjötkompaníC4

23ForréttabarinnC6

24SægreifinnD6

25Fish & ChipsC5

26Reykjavík Fish RestaurantD6

27HöfninD6




6Drinking

28Hygge Coffee & Micro BakeryA5

29NoztraC3

30Reykjavík RöstD6

31Lady BreweryE1

32Bryggjan BrugghúsB4

33SlippbarinnC6




7Shopping

34JensC4

35SmiðsbúðinD6










EXPERIENCES

Dive Deep at the Reykjavík Maritime MuseumMaritime Museum

If you want to understand Iceland, you have to understand how the country has been defined by its relationship with the sea. There’s no better place to do that than the Reykjavík Maritime Museum map Google map. This museum chronicles 150 years of fishing. Learn how traditional and modern fishing methods differ and what it took to survive the rough seas without the technology of today. The museum is housed in a building that used to be a fish-freezing plant and there’s a 816-tonne Icelandic coastguard ship on site.

Embrace Art & Culture at Marshall HouseArt Studios

The restoration of Marshall House is a key factor in Grandi's rise as an arty enclave. Once a massive fishmeal factory, it's now home to several innovative arts spaces. The artist-run exhibition space Nýló map Google map (Living Art Museum) was founded by a group of local artists in 1978 and houses a collection of more than 2000 items dating as far back as the 1960s. The space was designed to serve as a canvas for artistic experimentation; a place for up-and-coming artists to display even their most avant-garde projects.

Then swing in to Kling & Bang map Google map and i8 Grandi map Google map, two perennially cutting-edge art galleries that are favourites with locals. The spaces close between exhibitions, so check online before you go.

Alas, closed to the public, Stúdíó Ólafur Elíasson map Google map is where internationally acclaimed Icelandic-Danish artist Ólafur Elíasson (responsible for the iconic honeycomb glass-and-steel facade of the Harpa concert hall) works his magic.

Finish with a fine meal at excellent restaurant La Primavera map Google map .

Tuck into World Street Food at Grandi MathöllFood Hall

Food halls have taken off in a big way across Iceland, and Grandi Mathöll map Google map is a pioneering street-food hall in a former fish factory. Hunker down at long trestle tables harbourside beside stalls selling a diverse range of lamb, Korean food, fish and chips, plus plenty of veggie delights. Look out for the Gastro Truck – its succulent signature chicken burger has quite a jalapeño kick.

Shop at Independent Boutiques & DesignersClothing

Hidden among the docks and warehouses of the Grandi area are excellent clothing stores begging to be browsed. Steinunn map Google map houses the couture collection of celebrated Icelandic designer Steinunn Sigurðardóttir, featuring her innovative knitwear. If you didn't pack a heavy enough coat, head to Krínolín map Google map for creative Icelandic outerwear.

You never know what you'll find at Kiosk map Google map , a designers' cooperative lined with creative women's fashion. Designers take turns staffing the store.

Farmers & Friends map Google map is more commercial, with gorgeous boots, clothes and accessories in earthy tones filling the shelves of this design company's flagship store. The emphasis is firmly on natural fabrics and materials.

Savour Icelandic Cuisine at Matur og DrykkurTop Restaurant

The name of one of Reykjavík's best high-concept restaurants, Matur og Drykkur map Google map means 'Food and Drink', and you'll surely be plied with the best of both. The brainchild of brilliant chef Gísli Matt Auðunsson (who also runs the excellent Slippurinn in the Vestmannaeyjar Islands), it creates inventive versions of traditional Icelandic fare including a seasonal six-course tasting menu inspired by old Icelandic recipes. Book ahead in high season and for dinner – it's usually packed.


BEST PLACES TO EAT ICE CREAM & SWEETS

Valdís

map Google map

This may be one of the most creative ice-cream shops in the world: it has tested hundreds of ice-cream flavours over the years, including bacon, curry, rye bread and lavender. Two of its most popular are Turkish pepper and salted-peanut and caramel.

Omnom Chocolate & Ice Cream Shop

map Google map

This boutique chocolate factory (you'll now find its sophisticated chocolate bars all over Iceland) also runs a small-batch ice creamery. Its colourful creations are adventurous works of art with homemade toppings and sauces.



Gaze at the Whales of IcelandWildlife Exhibition

You don’t have to go out on a boat to get up close to whales in Iceland. Head inside Whales of Iceland map Google map to see a collection of nearly two dozen life-sized replicas of the whales found off the coast. See a huge blue whale like those that surface near Húsavík. Check out a sperm whale and snuggle up to an adorable beluga whale. These models are soft, squishy and made to be touched.

The museum worked with marine biologists to create a collection of audio guides in more than a dozen languages. One of its missions is to promote marine preservation through education.

Set Sail for the Northern LightsWinter Cruises

Witnessing the aurora borealis anywhere can be magical, but there’s nothing quite like watching the Northern Lights dance above you at sea. From September to April, Northern Lights cruises depart from Reykjavík’s Old Harbour (map) in the evening. Try Elding Adventures at Sea or Special Tours.

The aurora borealis can be fickle, requiring solar activity (check auroraforecast.is) and clear, dark skies. Being at sea virtually guarantees light pollution won’t be a problem, and unlike a bubble hotel – a clear dome accommodation designed for comfortable aurora viewing – a ship captain can change locations for better viewing conditions.

Cruises are typically between two and three hours long and offer another cruise should your search not pan out the first time. Dress warmly, choose between a boat or a yacht, and set out in search of the lights.

If weather doesn't cooperate, head to Northern Lights center: Aurora Reykjavík (map Google map) to learn about the classical tales explaining auroras and the scientific explanation, then watch a surround-sound, panoramic, high-definition re-creation of Icelandic auroras.


ETHICS & EATING

Some Icelandic restaurants tout dishes like whale (hvál/hvalur), shark (fermented and called hákarl) and puffin (lundi). Before ordering, consider that what may have been sustainable with 350,000 Icelanders becomes taxing on species and ecosystems when 2 million tourists annually get involved. Find whale-free restaurants at icewhale.is/whale-friendly-restaurants.

Fin whales Classified as endangered globally; their status in the North Atlantic region is hotly debated.

Greenland shark Used for hákarl, it has a conservation status of ‘near threatened’ globally.

Atlantic puffin Iceland’s iconic puffin is classified as a vulnerable species globally because of rapid European population decline.




Climb Þúfa HillScenic Viewpoint

This subtle, but grand piece of public art – it's one of the largest pieces of public art in Iceland – comes from Ólöf Nordal, the same artist who created the Kvika Footbath (map Google map) on the Seltjarnarnes Peninsula. Þúfa map Google map is an 8m, perfectly round, grassy mound made from about 4080 tonnes of gravel and covered in grass. Climb the hill for sweeping views of Reykjavík's harbour and the bay, Faxaflói. And ponder the reminder of the country’s rich fishing history – it's topped with a style of hut that would have historically been used to dry fish.

Sizzle at a Lava ShowVolcanic Performance

It isn’t always possible to time your Icelandic holiday with a volcanic eruption. Even if you could, you might not want to. That doesn’t mean you can’t see real flowing lava. Started by an Icelandic couple who visited the site of the Fimmvörðuháls volcanic eruption in 2010 and haven’t been able to stop thinking about it, Lava Show map Google map re-creates a volcanic eruption by superheating real molten lava and letting it flow. Lava Show has a second location in Vík.

See It All at FlyOver IcelandPOV Footage

As close as Iceland gets to an IMAX theatre, FlyOver Iceland map Google map is an excellent indoor activity for a cold rainy day. It does one thing that’s impossible to do on a single trip in real life: experience Iceland in every season. It’s also a way to catch a glimpse of remote destinations like Landmannalaugar that are only accessible for a few months each year.

Go Viking at the Saga MuseumModel Museum

The endearingly bloodthirsty Saga Museum map Google map is where Icelandic history is brought to life by eerie silicon models and a multi-language soundtrack featuring the thud of axes and hair-raising screams. Don’t be surprised if you see some of the characters wandering around town, as moulds were taken from Reykjavík residents (the owner's daughters are the Irish princess and the little slave gnawing a fish). At the end of the exhibits, there’s a station where visitors can try on Viking gear for photos.




LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Cheap  € € Moderate  € € € Pricey
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Eating

Casual Eats

Kaffivagninn € €

map Google map

This historic harbourside restaurant serves good breakfasts and hearty seafood-based lunches and dinners with a view from broad windows looking out onto bobbing boats. 7.30am-9pm Mon-Fri, from 9am Sat & Sun

Hamborgara Búllan €

map Google map

The Old Harbour’s outpost of burgerdom and Americana (also called Hamborgarabúlla Tómasar) proffers savoury patties that are perennial local favourites. Hollywood film stars have been known to come here to feed, too. 11am-9pm

Flatey Pizza €

map Google map

Flatey raises pizza-making to something akin to an art form. Its sourdough circles are made from organic wheat and are baked for just one minute at 500°C to keep the toppings tasty. It's a very hip and very classy place. As you can't book, be prepared to queue. 11.30am-9pm

Kjötkompaní €

map Google map

This deli has a tempting array of meat dishes, pickles, sauces and oils – perfect for a picnic on a warm summer day. 11.30am-6.30pm Mon-Thu, 10am-7pm Fri, 10am-5pm Sat

Catch of the Day

Forréttabarinn € € €

map Google map

Tapas restaurants are popular in Reykjavík, and this on-trend joint near the harbour is a favourite for its menu of creative plates with loads of seafood, but also for its duck, beef and lamb dishes. Kick back at its airy and relaxed bar area. 4-10pm, bar to 11pm

Sægreifinn (Sea Baron) €

map Google map

Sidle into this green harbourside shack for some of the most famous lobster soup in the capital, or choose from a fridge full of fresh fish skewers to be grilled on the spot. Though the original sea baron sold the restaurant years ago, the place retains its unfussy, down-to-earth charm. 11.30am-10pm

Fish & Chips Wagon €

map Google map

Delicious, piping-hot fish and chips are on offer at this simple food truck near the Maritime Museum. Check its website to see if it's open at fishandchipsvagninn.is. 11am-9pm, closed winter

Reykjavík Fish Restaurant € €

map Google map

This relaxed restaurant (facebook.com/reykjavik.fish) is a solid spot for basic fish and chips and traditional fish stew. 11am-10pm


Höfnin € € €

map Google map

Smack on the harbourfront with views of the fishing boats putting into the quay, this elegant spot makes for a great date night. 11.30am-2pm & 5.30-10pm
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Drinking

Coffee, Pastries & Creativity

Hygge Coffee & Micro Bakery

map Google map

Linger over excellent coffee, fresh bread and creative pastries like pear croissants with almond cream, and blue birch rolls. 8am-5pm

Noztra

map Google map

Book ahead online (opening hours are divided by age range so that kids can have dedicated play) to paint your own ceramics while sipping rich coffee, hot chocolate or wine. 10am-7pm

Reykjavík Röst

map Google map

A local favourite for its richly brewed coffee and equally decadent baked goodies right on the harbourfront. It also has brews on tap if you're leaning in that direction. 8am-6pm

Brews & Cocktails

Lady Brewery

map Google map

This woman-owned microbrewery and taproom has an impressive lineup including a signature lager that’s available year-round. The market is open when they are there, but you must book ahead if you want a brewery tour or tasting (ladybrewery.com).

Bryggjan Brugghús

map Google map

Come here for the fresh meat, fish and seasonal produce. Stay for the wide selection of local beer at this harbourfront brewery. 11.30am-11pm

Slippbarinn

map Google map

Bedecked with vintage record players, this is an excellent place to sip a favourite cocktail or try something new while looking out onto the Old Harbour. 7-10am daily, 1-11pm Sun-Thu, to midnight Fri & Sat
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Shopping

Original Jewellery

Jens

map Google map

Fine jewellery featuring Icelandic runes and stones from a well-established family of designers who also have shops in the Smáralind and Kringlan shopping centres. 11am-3pm Mon-Fri

Smiðsbúðin

map Google map

A pair of skilled goldsmiths create the lustrous works of art in this harbourside studio. noon-6pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat






Explore

Laugavegur & Skólavörðustígur


Reykjavík’s main shopping and people-watching street is bustling Laugavegur. At its western end, its name changes to Bankastræti, then Austurstræti. Uphill off Bankastræti, artists’ street Skólavörðustígur ends at the spectacular modernist Hallgrímskirkja. Concert hall Harpa glistens at the city’s waterfront offering excellent views of Faxaflói bay and majestic Mt Esja, as does the cheery, bright-yellow Höfði lighthouse. This is prime Reykjavík, where colourful houses hide the central city’s best swimming pool, and shopping, galleries and cafes vie for your attention.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: img] Walk

Within the neighbourhood it’s easiest to walk as many of the roads are one-way or pedestrianised.

[image: img] Bus

Buses 1, 3, 6, 11, 12 and 13 run between the key Hlemmur bus stop at the eastern end of Laugavegur, through to central Lækjartorg Sq, before continuing onward.

[image: img] Car

Public parking is tough to find and zoned with different rules and prices. Pay with a meter or app.


THE BEST

Marvel at glistening HARPA then get lost in art at the NATIONAL GALLERY or REYKJAVÍK ART MUSEUM.

Zip to the top of HALLGRÍMSKIRKJA for views.

Graze at delicious bakeries like SANDHOLT and BRAUÐ & CO.

Take in an Icelandic flick at BÍÓ PARADÍS.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Gawk at Hallgrímskirkja


Reykjavík’s iconic soaring church defines the city skyline and is one of the tallest structures in Iceland, visible from 20km away. Named after poet Reverend Hallgrímur Pétursson (1614–74), who wrote Iceland’s most popular hymn book, Passion Hymns, Hallgrímskirkja is also one of the best places to get a bird’s-eye view of the city.



map Google map
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TIPS

Try for a local’s pronunciation: Hallgrímskirkja is pronounced hatl-krims-kirk-ya. It’s free to visit this church, but admission to the tower is 1300/200kr (adult/child).

[image: barcode]

Scan this code for opening hours and schedules.



Sweeping Facade

The columns on either side of the white-concrete church’s signature tower represent volcanic basalt, part of architect Guðjón Samúelsson’s desire to create a national architectural style. The church’s size and radical design caused controversy, however, and Samúelsson (1887–1950), never saw its completion – it took 41 years (1945–86) to build.

Thrilling Tower Views

Head to the top of the 74.5m-high tower to look out on Reykjavík’s colourful houses, the Atlantic Ocean and Mt Esja. On a clear day, it’s possible to see as far as the Snæfellsjökull glacier. A lift carries visitors part of the way up the tower, but you have to climb a few flights of stairs to reach the very top.

Austere Interior & Grand Organ

In contrast to the high drama outside, the Lutheran church’s interior is plain. The most eye-catching feature is the vast, gleaming 5275-pipe organ, installed in 1992. It was made in Germany by Johannes Klais Orgelbau and individuals sponsored each pipe – their names are inscribed on them. Towards the altar is the quaint older organ, still in use. The foyer hosts occasional art exhibitions.


Uplifting Concerts & Services

The church’s best-kept secret may be its organ recitals (listvinafelag.is) and 50-person choir (scholacantorum.is) that regularly performs concerts. Schedules and prices are online. Mass is held at 11am Sunday and 10am Wednesday, and a 2pm English service on the last Sunday of the month. The tower is closed during some of these – check online.

Imposing Central Statue

On the church’s front plaza, gazing proudly into the distance, is a statue of the Viking Leifur Eiríksson, the first European to discover America. A present from the USA on the 1000th anniversary of the Alþingi (Parliament) in 1930, it was designed by Alexander Stirling Calder (1870–1945), the father of modern mobile-creator and sculptor Alexander Calder (1898–1976).


QUICK BREAK

Stroll down Skólavörðustígur for eateries like classic Kaffi Mokka, Reykjavík’s oldest coffee shop, for a light meal. Or hit one of the food trucks sometimes parked near the church.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Djammið Nightlife


Join Reykjavík’s renowned wild, wonderful party scene. Called djammið (meaning ‘going out on the town’), the nightlife is at its most colourful on weekends: many cafes and bistros transform into raucous bars. But it’s not the quantity of drinking dens that makes Reykjavík’s nightlife special – it’s the crowd’s good vibes.



map
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PLANNING TIP

Most action is near Laugavegur and Austurstræti. Things get going late. Places stay open to 1am (4am or 5am Friday and Saturday). Some places have cover charges after midnight.

[image: barcode]

Download the Reykjavík Appy Hour app to find happy hours and save cash.



Beer Chaser

As any good pub crawler knows, you gotta warm up so you don’t break something. Start at Kaldi while you’re still in the mood to discern quality beer. Effortlessly cool with mismatched seats plus a popular smoking courtyard, Kaldi carries the full range of its own microbrews and anyone can play the piano. Or hit Einstök Bar, where the friendly bartenders serve 10 of the famed brewery’s beers on tap. Boutique brews are also the name of the game at low-key Microbar with 14 microbrews on tap, beer flights and a happy hour (3pm to 6pm).

The Beautiful People

The old house with the London Underground symbol over the door has one of Reykjavík’s coolest bars: Kaffibarinn. It had a starring role in the cult movie 101 Reykjavík (2000), and at weekends you may need a famous face or a battering ram to get in, it’s so packed. Röntgen is also a perennial favourite – it alternates between laid-back lounge and party scene as the night progresses. Sidle up to the copper-top bar and pick your poison.

Dance It Out

For beer, beards and the odd flying bottle…atmospheric Dillon is a RRRRROCK pub with a great beer garden. Frequent loud, live bands hit its tiny corner stage. Get dark and get sweaty. Or go towards the light at queer bar Kiki. It’s the place to get your dance on. It’s only open Thursday to Saturday, but if you can squeeze beyond the rainbow-striped tin siding, you’ll find one of Reykjavík’s best dance parties.

Staggering Home

This may be the moment when you’re rolling with the locals: pubs and late-night dives abound throughout the centre. The atmosphere at one of Reykjavík’s oldest joints, Prikið, falls somewhere between diner and saloon, though it usually gets dancey in the wee hours. If you’re still standing and longing for greasy eats, tuck into a burger or the popular ‘hangover killer’ breakfast.


QUICK BREAK

Need a breather? Pop into one of Reykjavík’s wine bars, or grab a meal at a food hall or burger joint.





WALKING TOUR


Walk Laugavegur & Skólavörðustígur


Icelanders have a knack for arresting art and design. The city is littered with local creations, including modernist architecture, contemporary art, and shops full of functional but creative crafts and design gadgets. This walk gives you a sample of the disciplines in this compact, popular area of central Reykjavík.



START

Kjarvalsstaðir

END

Harpa Concert Hall

LENGTH

3km; 2 hours
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1 Relaxed Art & Park

The peaceful museum Reykjavík Art Museum – Kjarvalsstaðir looks onto Miklatún Park, and is named for Jóhannes Kjarval (1885–1972), one of Iceland’s most popular classical artists. He was a fisherman until his crew paid for him to study at the Academy of Fine Arts in Copenhagen, and his wonderfully evocative landscapes share space alongside changing installations of mostly Icelandic 20th-century paintings.

2 Evocative Sculpture Garden

Einar Jónsson (1874–1954) was one of Iceland’s foremost sculptors, with his dramatic allegorical style. Chiselled representations of Hope, Earth and Death burst from basalt cliffs, weep over naked women and slay dragons. The Einar Jónsson Museum fills the studio he designed and the upper stories have good city views. Jónsson designed the building, built between 1916 and 1923, when this hill was on the outskirts of town. The sculpture garden with 26 bronzes behind the museum is free, so wander in and have a look.

3 Iconic Church

Guðjón Samúelsson (1887–1950), perhaps Iceland’s most renowned 20th-century architect, created a distinctive Icelandic aesthetic. Reykjavík’s Hallgrímskirkja is the pinnacle of his work. Pop around the corner to classic 1937 swimming pool Sundhöllin to see another example.

4 Design Shops

Icelandic artists and designers create many objects that combine beauty and practicality. The streets here are loaded with shops selling designers’ work. Skúmaskot, on Skólavörðustígur, is packed with unique handmade art and clothing. KronKron and Kron, on Laugavegur, have top clothes and wild and wonderful shoes.

5 Waterfront Photo Op

Walk to the ocean’s edge for the popular Sun Voyager (Sólfar) sculpture. Sun Voyager was created by Jón Gunnar Árnason, and its skeletal, shiplike frame sits powerfully along the water, with snow-topped mountains in the distance.

6 Shimmering Concert Hall

Reykjavík’s dazzling Harpa concert hall, with its facade of glimmering hexagons, opened in 2011 and was designed by Danish firm Henning Larsen Architects, Icelandic firm Batteríið Architects and Danish-Icelandic artist Olafur Eliasson. Be sure to zip inside to see its vaulted glass panels and wonderful harbour sightlines or browse its shops.
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1Top Experiences

 HallgrímskirkjaD6




1Experiences

1HarpaC1

2PerlanF6

3Handknitting Association of IcelandC4

4AttikkG5

5SpúútnikD4

6VerzlanahöllinD4

7StefánsbúðC3

8Blue Lagoon ShopC3

9SundhöllinF6

10Icelandic Punk MuseumB3

11National Gallery of IcelandA4

12House of CollectionsC2

13Ásgrímur Jónsson CollectionB6

1412 TónarC4

15Lucky RecordsH5

16Reykjavík Record ShopD4

17Reykjavík RoastersD5

18Kaktus EspressobarE5

19Reykjavík RoastersH6

20Kaffi MokkaC3

21Emilie & the Cool KidsF4

22BabalúC4

23Bakarí SandholtD4

24Brauð & CoD4

25Grái KötturinnC3

26MengiC4

27HannesarholtB4

28National TheatreC3

29Bíó ParadísD4

30Vínstúkan Tíu SoparD3

31Aperó VínbarC3

32Port 9D3




5Eating

33DillE4

34ÓxE4

35Reykjavík KitchenH5

36Mama ReykjavíkB3

37GarðurinnC4

38HnossC1

39Hamborgara BúllanG6

402GuysG5

41VitabarE5

42Hlemmur MathöllH5

43FlatusF4

44Arabian TasteF5

45101 Reykjavik Street FoodB3

46Café LokiD5




6Drinking

47Lebowski BarC3

48BravóD4

49Bastard Brew & FoodC3




7Shopping

50RammagerðinC4

51KaolinC3

52ListvinahúsiðD5

53SkúmaskotC4

54Jokla Icelandic DesignG5

55KronKronF4

5666° NorthB3

57AurumB3

58OrrifinnD5

59Hildur HafsteinC4

60OrrC4

61Mál og MenningC3










EXPERIENCES

Sparkle Inside HarpaConcert Hall

map Google map

With its ever-changing facets glistening on the water’s edge, Reykjavík’s sparkling Harpa concert hall and cultural centre is a beauty. The award-winning glass-and-steel facade was designed by Icelandic-Danish artist Olafur Eliasson. His mission was to prism the city, its light and Iceland’s changing weather in kaleidoscopic reflections inside the building.

Don’t just marvel at Harpa’s beauty from the outside without going in. It’s the home of the Iceland Symphony Orchestra, Icelandic Opera, Reykjavik Big Band, a classical music series and a local jazz club. It hosts regular concerts but even a wander inside when nothing is happening is an experience. The lobby houses design boutiques and a cafe, and restaurant La Primavera perches on the upper level.


NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM

Perlan map Google map sits atop Reykjavík’s highest hill. Inside the dome, get a taste of volcanoes, ice caves and the natural forces that shape Iceland. At the planetarium, revel in high-def Northern Lights, a lava show and a human-made ice cave. The virtual fish tank incorporates augmented reality, and there’s a section dedicated to climate change. There is a restaurant, bar and ice-cream shop, and an observation deck for 360-degree city views. You can visit just the observation deck, but you’ll need to buy the ticket on site. Museum tickets can be booked online.



Shop for Sweaters & Vintage GoodsLocal Shops

Independent boutiques, restaurants and souvenir shops dominate Laugavegur, making it easy to spend hours browsing handmade jewellery, local crafts, bags and clothes.

If you’re hankering for some local knitwear, the Handknitting Association of Iceland map Google map sells traditional hats, socks and sweaters. You can also buy yarn and knitting patterns if you want to make it yourself. For a wool sweater that won’t break your budget, browse the Kolaportið flea market.

Everything is more expensive in Reykjavík, and that’s made vintage shopping an art. The city centre has a batch of well curated secondhand shops like Attikk map Google map and Spúútnik map Google map . Other names include Verzlanahöllin map Google map and Stefánsbúð map Google map – a smorgasbord of bargain hunting.

Indulge in Icelandic Beauty ProductsBath & Beauty

Iceland’s pure water and wild herbs plus traditions of homemade unguents and salves have led to a thriving beauty- and bath-product industry. To stock up on facial masks, creams and balms, visit a local pharmacy like ÍslandsApótek, Lyfjabúrið or Lyfja. Look for the excellent line by Sóley Organics (which also has a flagship store in the Grandi area), which emphasises handpicked, organic herbs. Other independent brands with a focus on sustainability include Villimey, made in the Westfjords, and Angan.

Blue Lagoon (map Google map) on Laugavegur (and at the airport) sells its signature brand – not necessarily sustainable, but with big name recognition.


Shopping Icelandic Style

Laugavegur is the densest shopping street. You’ll find interesting shops all over, but fashion concentrates near the Frakkastígur and Vitastígur end of Laugavegur. Skólavörðustígur is strong for arts and jewellery, while Bankastræti and Austurstræti have touristy shops. Don’t forget all visitors are eligible for a 15% tax refund on their shopping, under certain conditions.



Soak in a Rooftop Hot Tub at SundhöllinSwimming & Hot-Pots

Iceland’s public pools are some of the best in the world, and Sundhöllin map Google map is particularly special. This pool complex near Hallgrímskirkja has a sauna, steam rooms, cold plunge pools and several heated pools.

Relax in its rooftop hot tub gazing at the open sky. And at 1210kr admission it’s a fraction of what you’d pay for the Blue Lagoon or the Sky Lagoon. There are no cocktails or selfie spots, just warm Icelandic water and an authentic local experience.

Rock Out at the Icelandic Punk MuseumMuseum

If you’re into punk music or Björk, Iceland’s best-known musician, you can’t miss the small Icelandic Punk Museum map Google map in the heart of Reykjavík. This may be the only museum in the world that occupies a city’s former public toilets. Follow the music and head downstairs to enter this ode to punk culture. Walk through exhibits, news clippings, quotes and the stories of punk legends glued to the white tiles of the bathroom stalls. There’s also a listening station featuring music from artists including the multifaceted Björk, who was in an all-girl punk band as a teenager.

Take a Trip through Icelandic Art at the National GalleryArt Museums

map Google map

The pretty stack of marble atriums and spacious galleries overlooking Tjörnin at National Gallery of Iceland has ever-changing exhibits drawn from a 10,000-piece collection. The museum can only show a small sample at any one time and exhibitions range from 19th- and 20th-century paintings by Iceland’s favourite artists (including Jóhannes Kjarval and Nína Sæmundsson) to sculptures by Sigurjón Ólafsson and others.

It also has rotating exhibits at the House of Collections map Google map, as well as stewardship of the Ásgrímur Jónsson Collection map Google map and home. Iceland’s first professional painter, Jónsson (1876–1958) was the son of a farmer. You can visit his former atelier to see his work, which incorporates folk tales and Icelandic nature.


ICELANDIC MUSIC SHOPS

12 Tónar

map Google map

The indie label 12 Tónar has launched some of Iceland’s favourite bands. Its two-floor shop is a cool place to hang out: listen to tunes, drink coffee, grab a beer and catch a gig (summer concerts and DJs).

Lucky Records

map Google map

Sells an eclectic array of modern Icelandic music, plenty of vintage vinyl, too, and stages occasional live music.

Reykjavík Record Shop

map Google map

Scratch your vinyl itch at this central record shop.



Slide into the Cafe SceneCoffee

The city’s ratio of coffee houses to citizens is staggering. The folks at Reykjavík Roasters map Google map and Kaktus Espressobar (map Google map) take their coffee seriously. They’re the first stop for local coffee aficionados. Reykjavík Roasters also has a sunny branch in the Hlemmur area. Or soak up the vibe at Reykjavík’s oldest coffee shop, Kaffi Mokka map Google map where little has changed since the 1950s, from its original mosaic pillars and copper lights to its waffles, sandwiches and coffees.

There’s no better place for a freshly baked cookie or stacked bagel than the Icelandic outpost of Emilie & the Cool Kids map Google map, a small bakery chain from the south of France, that serves cookie chunks with its coffees.

Adorable Cafe Babalú (map Google map) is central and best known for its crepes, waffles and coffee, but also gets good reviews for its tomato soup and hot chocolate.

Indulge at Brilliant Bakeries & BrunchBakeries & Breakfast

Prepare to take sides in the battle for Reykjavík’s best bakery. Bakarí Sandholt map Google map is usually crammed with folks hoovering up fresh baguettes, croissants, pastries and sandwiches. The soup of the day comes with delicious sourdough bread. Or queue for some of the city’s best home-baked breads and pastries at tiny Brauð & Co map Google map, where you can watch hipsters make the goodies while you wait.

For a heartier brunch, don’t blink or you’ll miss Grái Kötturinn map Google map, a tiny six-table cafe and favourite of Björk. It looks like a cross between an eccentric bookshop and an art gallery, and serves toast, bagels, pancakes, or bacon and eggs served on freshly baked bread. Hnoss has a weekend brunch buffet, too, and Prikið dishes a solid brekky for after a late night out.

Catch Live Local Music or an Indie FlickCinema & Theatre

The ever-changing vibrant Reykjavík performing-arts scene features shows at bars and cafes, local theatres and Harpa. For the latest in Icelandic music and performing arts, and to see who’s playing, consult free English-language newspaper Grapevine (grapevine.is), websites Visit Reykjavík (visitreykjavik.is) and What’s On in Reykjavík (whatson .is/ magazine) or city music shops.

It may be small, but edgy Mengi map Google map has an innovative program of music and visual and performing arts. Hannesarholt map Google map, deep in the residential streets, is a gallery and intimate music venue in the house of a former prime minister. The National Theatre map Google map puts on everything from modern Icelandic works to musicals, opera and Shakespeare. The five performance areas include a main stage and studio and kid’s and puppet spaces.

Cool cinema Bíó Paradís map Google map, decked out in movie posters and vintage officeware, screens specially curated Icelandic films with English subtitles and international flicks. It’s a chance to see movies that you may not find elsewhere.

In Vino VeritasWine Bars

Reykjavík’s wine bars are an inviting bunch, either to pregame before a night out at the clubs or for a more genteel evening. Chat with the friendly owner at Vínstúkan Tíu Sopar map Google map to decide on the vintage that’s right for you and pair it with small plates. French wines play a starring roll at comfy Aperó Vínbar map Google map. Low lighting, an arty clientele and a secret hangout vibe (it’s tucked down a tiny street) make it worth tracking down Port 9 map Google map.


Local Liquors

Brennivín is a caraway-flavoured ‘black death’ schnapps; Ölgerðin is a leading producer. Opal is a flavoured vodka in several menthol and liquorice varieties. Flóki Whisky is an Icelandic single malt whisky. Myriad gins include Ólafsson Gin, Reykjavík Gin and Wild Icelandic Pink Gin.






LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Cheap  € € Moderate  € € € Pricey
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Eating

The Finer Things

Dill € € €

map Google map

Exquisite New Nordic cuisine at an elegant Michelin-starred bistro. Book ahead. 6-10pm Tue-Fri or Wed-Sat alternate weeks

Óx € € €

map Google map

Rarefied Michelin-starred place seating 16. Exquisite Icelandic with wine pairings. Book ahead. 6.30-10pm Wed-Sat & 1-3pm Sat

Reykjavík Kitchen € €

map Google map

Family-owned restaurant specialising in fresh fish, beef and lamb. 11.30am-3pm & 5-10pm

Vegetarian & Vegan

Mama Reykjavík € €

map Google map

Globally inspired vegan stews, juices, salads and sandwiches in a space dedicated to wellness, art and spirituality. 11am-9pm

Garðurinn € €

map Google map

Asian, Middle Eastern and Mediterranean flavours infusing vegetarian and vegan soups and dishes. 11am-6.30pm Mon-Thu, to 7pm Fri, noon-5pm Sat

Hnoss € €

map Google map

Seasonal menus and all dishes incorporate fresh Icelandic produce. In Harpa. 10am-6pm Mon-Wed, to 9pm Thu & Fri, 11.30am-9pm Sat, 11.30am-6pm Sun

Burger Joints

Hamborgara Búllan €

map Google map

Several locations serving burgers and fries since 1981. Relaxed vibe and fresh buns. 11am-9pm

2Guys €

map Google map

Perennial favourite near Hlemmur bus station, bedecked with dartboards. 11am-9pm or 10pm, to midnight Fri & Sat

Vitabar €

map Google map

Local tile-and-Formica kind of joint, with hand-cut chips and rock on the stereo. 11.30am-11.30pm, from noon Sat & Sun, bar to 1am or 2am Fri & Sat

Best Easy Eats

Hlemmur Mathöll €

map Google map

Ten vendors rustle up multicultural foods including Danish smørrebrød (rye sandwich), Mexican tacos, and Vietnamese street food. 10am-11pm

Flatus €

map Google map

Kex Hostel’s pop-up pizzeria with live music, beer, a sea view and 1920s Vegas vibe. 11.30am-11pm

Arabian Taste €

map Google map

Superb late-night Syrian eatery. 10am-11pm, to 2am Fri & Sat

101 Reykjavík Street Food €

map Google map

Perfect for a quick bowl of soup or casual feast of fish and chips. 11am-10pm

Café Loki € €

map Google map

Classic home-style Icelandic dishes and delicious skyr (yoghurt-like dessert). 8am-10pm
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Drinking

Eclectic Bars

Lebowski Bar

map Google map

With The Big Lebowski on multiple screens, this is the fan bar you didn’t know you needed. 11am-1am, to 4am Fri & Sat

Bravó

map Google map

Friendly bartenders, great people-watching, cool tunes, laid-back vibe. 1pm-1am, to 4.30am Fri & Sat

Bastard Brew & Food

map Google map

Microbrewery with a creative menu, delicious sweets and bottomless weekend brunch. noon-1am
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Shopping

Souvenirs & Ceramics

Rammagerðin

map Google map

One of the city’s better souvenir shops with loads of woollens, crafts and collectables. Branches at Skólavörðustígur 7 & 12 and Harpa. 10am-7pm

Kaolin

map Google map

Artist-run gallery with interesting ceramic arts and crafts. 10am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat, noon-4pm Sun

Listvinahúsið

map Google map

Family-made pottery with a distinctive Viking flair. 10am-6pm Mon-Fri

Local Designers

Skúmaskot

map Google map

Handmade porcelain, women’s and kids’ clothing, paintings and cards. 11am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 5pm Sat, noon-4pm Sun

Jokla Icelandic Design

map Google map

Chunky jewellery, fine boots and elegant women’s clothes. noon-6pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat

KronKron

map Google map

High fashion with labels such as Marc Jacobs and Vivienne Westwood, plus Scandinavian designers’ silk dresses, knit capes and woollen underwear. 10am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 5pm Sat

66° North

map Google map

Iceland’s premier outdoor-clothing company began by making all-weather wear for Arctic fishers. This metamorphosed into costly street fashion 10am-7pm Mon-Wed & Sun, to 8pm Thu-Sat

Jewellery

Aurum

map Google map

Guðbjörg’s whisper-thin silver jewellery is sophisticated stuff, often inspired by leaves and flowers. 10am-6pm Mon-Sat, to 5pm Sun

Orrifinn

map Google map

Subtle jewellery that captures the natural wonder of Iceland and its history: delicate anchors, axes and pen nibs. 10am-6pm Mon-Fri, noon-5pm Sat

Hildur Hafstein

map Google map

Wander through the incense haze to browse eclectic jewellery made right here with local stones and gems. noon-6pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat

Orr

map Google map

A creative couple craft delicate, nature-inspired jewellery using pearls, semiprecious stones and lustrous metals. 10am-6pm Mon-Fri, to 4pm Sat

Live Music Bookstore

Mál og Menning

map Google map

Friendly, well stocked bookshop, cafe and live music. noon-late





WALKING TOUR

Walk Laugardalur


The beloved park at Laugardalur, 4km east of the centre, was once the main source of Reykjavík’s hot water. Now it’s a local favourite for its huge geothermal swimming complex, spa, arenas, skating rink, botanical gardens, cafe and kids’ zoo and entertainment park. Nearby are top museums and public art.



START

Ásmundarsafn

END

Sigurjón Ólafsson Museum

LENGTH

5km; 2 hours
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1 Local Art

Visit Ásmundur Sveinsson’s playful sculptures at Reykjavík Art Museum – Ásmundarsafn. Monumental concrete creations fill the garden, while inside are works in wood, clay and metals. Visit the dome: acoustics create the museum’s ‘must-sing policy’.

2 Hot Springs & Cool Cream

Laugardalur means ‘Hot Springs Valley’, and you’ll still find relics from the old wash house in this verdant park. Reykjavík’s natural hot water is the heart of the city’s social life and at Laugardalslaug you’re likely to hear far more Icelandic than foreign accents. The pool complex has the largest, best facilities: Olympic-sized pools, a string of hot-pots, saltwater tub, steam bath and curling 86m water slide, plus beach volleyball.

For refreshments afterwards, kids and grownups alike head to Skúbb for some of the city’s best ice cream.

3 Workout & Pampering

The neighbouring Laugar Spa has six saunas and steam rooms, a seawater tub and a vast, well-equipped gym. For the softer side, try the cafe and beauty and massage clinics. The spa is 18+ and includes access to Laugardalslaug.

4 Gourmet Gardens

The Reykjavík Botanic Gardens contain over 5000 varieties of subarctic plant species, colourful seasonal flowers and birdlife, and a wonderful summer cafe, Café Flóra. The garden aims to help visitors understand the variety of flora that can flourish even in northern climates where harsh conditions are common.

5 Family Fun

The Reykjavík Zoo & Family Park gets packed with happy local families. Don’t expect lions – think seals, foxes and farm animals. The family park section has a mini-racetrack, child-size bulldozers, a giant trampoline, boats and rides.

6 Waterfront Sculptures

The peaceful seafront studio of sculptor Sigurjón Ólafsson (1908–82) is now the Sigurjón Ólafsson Museum, showcasing his powerful busts and driftwood totem poles.

Just adjacent, a Viking warrior greets visitors to Harfn Gunnlaugsson’s unusual property along the coast that’s come to be known as the Recycled House but has nothing at all to do with recycling. You’ll find small temples paying homage to Norse gods, Christian deities and Buddhist icons.




WALKING TOUR

Walk Viðey Island


On a fine day, tiny uninhabited Viðey island (borgarsogusafn.is) makes a wonderful day trip. Less than 1km off Reykjavík’s Skarfabakki harbour, it feels a world away. Surprising modern art, an abandoned village and great birdwatching add to its spell. The only sounds are the wind, waves and bumblebees buzzing among the tufted vetch and hawkweed.



GETTING THERE

Ferry Depart from Skarfabakki year-round (weekends-only September to mid-May) and the Old Harbour June to August.

Bus Bus 16 stops at Skarfabakki.

LENGTH

6km; 2–3 hours
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1 Viðeyarstofa & Church

Skúli Magnússon (1711–94), the powerful sheriff, built Viðeyarstofa as his home in the 1750s. Now it houses a cafe serving basic fare like burgers and waffles. The adjacent 18th-century wooden church has Skúli’s tomb. You can enjoy occasional cultural tours in summer, while in late August, some Reykjavikers come to pick wild caraway.

2 Local History

Viðey was settled around 900CE and farmed until the 1950s. It was home to a powerful monastery from 1225, but in 1539 it was wiped out by Danish soldiers during the Reformation. The remains of the monastery are behind the Viðeyarstofa.

3 Explore the Island 			& Birdwatch

The island is crisscrossed with walking paths. A good map at the harbour shows which paths you can cycle, and which are more precarious. There’s great birdwatching (30 species breed here) and botany (over one-third of all Icelandic plants grow on the island).

4 Bike It

In summer you can hire a bike at the Old Harbour at Reykjavík Bike Tours (icelandbike.com) and bring it with you on the ferry. There’s nothing quite like the free, wind-in-your-hair feeling of cycling along the island paths.

5 Imagine Peace Tower

Visit Yoko Ono’s Imagine Peace Tower (2007), a ‘wishing well’ for world peace that blasts a dazzling column of light into the sky every night between 9 October (John Lennon’s birthday) and 8 December (the anniversary of his death). See Viðey’s website for how to send your own peace wish to be buried around the tower.

6 Open-Air Barbecue

Locals in the know come prepared with cook-out supplies and head to glass-fronted Viðeyjarnaust day hut. It’s situated on a beautiful headland and has a public BBQ.

7 To the North: Ponds, 			Cliffs & Standing Stones

Trails leading northwest take you around ponds, shipwreck monuments, the low cliffs of Eiðisbjarg, and Vesturey at the island’s northern tip. American sculptor Richard Serra, one of the most influential sculptors of the postwar era, installed huge basalt sculptures, Áfangar (Standing Stones; 1990), across this part of the island.

8 Southern Ruins

In the southeast lies abandoned fishing village Sundbakki. Making your way back towards the ferry doc, trails lead past tiny grotto Paradíshellir (Paradise Cave) and the natural sheepfold Réttin.





WORTH A TRIP

Get Wet at the Blue Lagoon


The Blue Lagoon is one of Iceland’s top sights – and for good reason. In a magnificent black-lava field, 47km southwest of Reykjavík, this luxe spa is a place where steam rises from teal blue water and people float by daubed in white mud…like you’re on another planet. Steam roils from milky-teal water surrounded by mossy-green lava fields in summer or snow-covered, moon-like lava fields in winter. If you're on a long layover and have time for just one thing, this is an excellent option.
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PLANNING TIPS

Pre-book or be turned away. Get e-tickets online or vouchers from tour firms. Avoid summer between 10am and 2pm. Go early or after 7pm. Luggage checks enable stops to/from the airport.
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Scan this QR code for hours, amenities and to pre-book.



A Good Soak

Take in the unreal scenery while soaking in warm geothermal water that’s bright blue because of its nourishing silica, algae and minerals. Flowing from the futuristic Svartsengi geothermal plant, the super-heated spa water (at a perfect 38°C) is 70% seawater, 30% freshwater.

The Blue Lagoon’s world-famous silica may work wonders for your skin, but it isn't as good to your hair. Wear a swimming cap or use a leave-in conditioner to keep your hair from getting stiff. Always practice Iceland pool etiquette: have a thorough naked pre-pool shower using soap and shampoo.

Lounge Around

Spend a day here or settle in at one of two on-site hotels. Sample Michelin-starred Icelandic cuisine without leaving the property, and take a piece of this magical place home, with products from its skincare line. The complex includes eateries, a rooftop viewpoint and a shop; the pool has hot-pots, steam rooms, a sauna, a floating noodle station, a silica-mask station, a bar and a piping-hot waterfall delivering a powerful hydraulic massage that feels like being pummelled by a troll. A VIP section has its own wading space, lounge and viewing platform.

Massage & Spa

Get a massage as you float. Enjoy a calming facemask and a mul tistep bathing ritual that makes the most of the elements. Walk through three connected chambers, slathering your skin with silica in the first and algae in the second. Finally, exfoliate with a scrub that's a mixture of local minerals. Book spa treatments well in advance.

Getting There & Tours

Reykjavík Excursions runs frequent bus services from Reykjavík and the airport.

If taking a tour, always check whether you need to book lagoon tickets separately. Some tours offer add-ons like ATV or bicycle riding.


QUICK BREAK

On site, choose between cafeteria-style Blue Café, à la carte at Lava, or Michelin stars at Moss. Or stop nearby at Max's for a casual meal in the lava fields.






DRIVING TOUR

Drive Reykjanes Peninsula


The Reykjanes Peninsula (visitreykjanes.is) is special for the Blue Lagoon and Sky Lagoon, but also other favourites, from fishing hamlets with lighthouses and birdwatching, to untamed landscapes of volcanoes, mineral lakes, hot springs and ATV-ready mountains. Plus, you can walk across a bridge from Europe to North America.



GETTING THERE

Car is the best way to travel, but from Keflavík town, Strætó bus 89 serves Garður and Sandgerði, bus 55/1 goes to Reykjavík and 88 connects to Grindavík.

LENGTH

150km; 3–5 hours
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1 Sky Lagoon

There’s nothing like soaking in warm water with an ocean view. Sky Lagoon is a human-made geothermal lagoon with swim-up bar and cascading waterfall. Its seven-step bath ritual includes a cold plunge, sauna and homemade salt scrub.

2 Garður Headland

Look for birds, seals and whales or the Northern Lights at Garður’s beautiful windswept Garðskagi headland. Two quaint lighthouses add drama, and there's a small folk museum.

3 Local History & Seafood

In Sandgerði, peruse the fascinating exhibit about shipwrecked explorer Jean-Baptiste Charcot at the Sudurnes Science & Learning Center then enjoy a seafood lunch at excellent Sjávarsetrið.

4 Birds & Bards

Isolated beaches dot the coast south of Sandgerði, and the surrounding marshes are frequented by more than 190 species of birds. A lonely church at Hvalsnes was featured in a famous Icelandic hymn by Hallgrímur Pétursson (1616–74), written at the death of his young daughter, who was buried here. Look for whooper swans, geese, ducks and red-necked phalaropes at the Stóra-Sandvík inlet.

5 Cross Between Continents

An epic geological journey in just a few metres – the Bridge Between Two Continents lets you traverse a rift created when the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates shifted. They drift about 2cm further apart each year. Walk across the 18m bridge or stand in the canyon below.

6 Lava & Hot Springs

One of the most wild and wonderful spots on the peninsula is the Valahnúkur lava fields. Hike to the top of the hill for a bird’s-eye view of this magical stretch of coastline. Dramatic cliffs and the Reykjanesviti lighthouse sit near a geothermal area with hot-spring Gunnuhver.

7 Open-Air Action

To explore Reykjanes by foot, ATV or horse, Grindavík is home to outfitters 4x4 Adventures Iceland and Arctic Horses. The tourist office stocks walking-trail maps.

8 Springs, Volcanoes & Lakes

The Fagradalsfjall volcano erupted in 2021, the Litli-Hrútur volcano erupted in 2023 and in 2023–24 volcanoes began erupting around Grindavík. You can hike some of the sites – check visitreykjanes.is for safe routes. Indjánahöfði Nature Preserve in Kleifarvatn and 300-sq-km Reykjanesfólkvangur Wilderness Reserve have Seltún hot springs and lakes like Grænavatn, a volcanic crater lake with a unique green tint caused by high sulfur levels.






Explore

Golden Circle


Diving in glacial waters, absorbing the grandeur of the first-ever parliamentary site and watching the earth belch boiling water 30m high – the Golden Circle has it all. The 300km route features three knockout sights: Þingvellir, where tectonic plates meet; Geysir, where water erupts more than 100 times a day; and the roaring and voluminous waterfall Gullfoss. If you’re completing the Golden Circle in the traditional direction, starting at Þingvellir, then you’ll end with the route from Gullfoss back to the Ring Rd (Rte 1) at Selfoss and the geothermal fields at Hveragerði. Along the way there’s plenty to lure you to stop. Most people follow surfaced Rte 35, which passes through Reykholt, known for river rafting. Flúðir has geothermal greenhouses and hot springs, and Skálholt was once Iceland’s religious powerhouse.
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See for eating and shopping listings
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Getting Around
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The Golden Circle is very easy to drive on your own, and it allows you to visit at your leisure and explore attractions further afield.

[image: img] Tour

Choose from myriad bus/van/jeep tours which can be done in a day. Many operators offer additional activities like ATV rides, horse riding, and glacial adventures or Blue Lagoon or Sky Lagoon visits.

[image: img] Bus

No regular buses serve the main sights of the Golden Circle, but Strætó buses 72 and 73 loop south of it.


THE BEST

Explore the rift valley and roiling waterfalls at ÞINGVELLIR.

Marvel at bubbling GEYSIR.

Snap selfies at misty, roaring GULLFOSS.

Climb the crater at KERIÐ.

While away an evening at the SECRET LAGOON.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Marvel at the Original Geysir


Geysir (gay-zeer; literally ‘gusher’) is the original hot-water spout after which all other geysers are named. Set in the beautiful Haukadalur geothermal region, about a 90-minute drive from Reykjavík, the Great Geysir has been active for around 800 years. Now relatively dormant, its neighbour Strokkur steals the show with steady eruptions. The geysers here have drawn visitors for more than 100 years.
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PLANNING TIP

Stand downwind only if you want a shower. You can grab arresting photos from up the valley, looking back at the volcanic hills and erupting geyser. The Strokkur and Geysir area was free to enter at time of writing, though there are talks of instituting a fee.



Bubbling Haukadalur Valley

You’ll see smoke rising on the horizon as you approach colourful geothermal valley Haukadalur. Vibrant shades of yellow (sulphur), green (copper) and red (iron) colour the ground. You’ll also find mud pools, hot springs and fumaroles – vents in the earth that emit volcanic gas.

Look for Spouts at Geysir & Strokkur

The best-known geyser, Geysir, used to gush water up to 80m. Earthquakes can stimulate activity, though nowadays eruptions are rare. Luckily for visitors, trusty Strokkur (pictured), the valley’s most active geyser, sits alongside, shooting an impressive 15–30m plume before the water vanishes down its enormous hole. Strokkur may not shoot water as high as Geysir, but it’s far more reliable, going off about every 10 minutes.

Walk to Blesi Hot Springs

In calm moments, the Blesi hot springs are beautiful pools of blue and turquoise with hints of green. Steam rises off the boiling water, immensely calming to watch (it rarely erupts). A 2.2km route connects Geysir, Strokkur and Blesi. The walking trail has 110m elevation gain and can be completed in under an hour, and it’s a great option for photographing wildflowers.

Browse the Geysir Center

The large Geysir Center corrals the masses across the street from the geysers. It has a souvenir shop of mall-like proportions, an N1 petrol station and a range of eateries.

Choose Among Outdoor Activities

Enjoy Geysir’s picturesque setting by hiking in nearby Haukadalur forest or hitting the links at the nine-hole Geysir Golf Course. On clear winter evenings, look for the Northern Lights.

Head 4km east of Geysir to Kjóastaðir horse farm to join Geysir Hestar for horse riding in the area or along Hvítá River Canyon to Gullfoss. It has comfortable accommodation, too.


QUICK BREAK

Geysir Center houses a massive restaurant, cafe (Glima), soup outlet (Supa) and fast-food joint (Kantina). Hótel Geysir bustles with tour groups tucking into a daily buffet.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Feel the Roar at Gullfoss


Iceland’s most famous waterfall, Gullfoss (Golden Falls) is a spectacular double cascade dropping a dramatic 32m. As it descends, it kicks up magnificent walls of spray before thundering down a rocky ravine. On sunny days the mist creates shimmering rainbows, while in winter the falls glitter with ice.
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PLANNING TIP

Gullfoss is free except for parking. The falls are open 24 hours year-round. Nearby Hótel Gullfoss has en-suite rooms (get one facing the valley), hot-pots and a restaurant. There are 3.2km of walking paths, but don’t step over the barriers – they’re there to protect you and the fragile environment.



Feel the Power of the Waterfall

Dropping into the rugged canyon of the Hvítá river, Gullfoss has two cascades: the first drop is 11m and the second is 21m, In summer, Gullfoss is at its fullest, and around 38 million tonnes of water charge through daily. Light prisms through the mist into rainbows rising over carpets of bright green moss.

Don’t let winter weather deter a visit. This waterfall is spectacular when it freezes in places, enormous icicles shimmering.

Maximise Views & Photo Ops

A tarmac path leads from the main car park and visitor centre to a grand lookout over the falls. Stairs continue down to the level of the falls. For wheelchair-accessible parking, drive in on the spur below the tourist centre at falls-level. A path continues down the valley towards the thundering falls for the most captivating video shots. On grey days mist can obscure the second drop, making Gullfoss slightly less spectacular.

Saving the Falls

Gullfoss is one of Iceland’s best-known tourist attractions, but in 1907, it almost became a hydroelectric dam. Sigríður Tómasdóttir (1871–1957) and her sisters made the first stairs to the falls, guiding people through formerly impassable terrain. Foreign investors wanted to dam the Hvítá river, which feeds the falls. Sigríður walked barefoot to Reykjavík to protest. When the investors failed to pay the lease, the agreement was nullified and the falls escaped destruction. Gullfoss was donated to the nation, and since 1979 it’s been a nature reserve. Sigríður’s lawyer was later elected the first president of Iceland, Sveinn Björnsson. Look for the memorial to Sigríður near the foot of the stairs from the visitors centre.

Touch the Edge of the Kjölur Route

Gullfoss is the final stop on traditional Golden Circle tours. You can continue along magnificent Rte F35 beyond the falls (the Highland Kjölur route) for 14.8km while it’s paved, after which you need a 4WD, preparation and rental-company permission.


QUICK BREAK

Above the falls is a tourist info centre, shop and cafe (traditional lamb soup, salads, sandwiches, cakes and coffee), plus bathrooms (those inside are free to use).





TOP EXPERIENCE


Walk Through History at Þingvellir National Park


UNESCO World Heritage Site Þingvellir National Park is Iceland’s most important historical spot. Viking settlers established the world’s first democratic parliament, the Alþingi, here in 930CE. Come see where meetings were conducted outdoors in an immense, fissured rift valley, with rivers and waterfalls all around. This is the kind of place that will make even hardcore urbanites grab a pair of hiking boots.
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PLANNING TIP

Þingvellir Service Centre is on Rte 36 on the north side of the lake. Þingvellir Visitor Centre is in the south. There is a parking fee, but no fee to enter the site.
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Scan this QR code for rules, permits and camping details.



Behold Tectonic Plates

Þingvellir (thing-vet-lir) sits on the tectonic-plate boundary where North America and Europe are tearing away from each other at 1–18mm per year. The world’s oldest parliament, Alþingi (al-thingk-ee) was here. From 930–1798, meetings were held among this awe-inspiring geology, which created a natural amphitheatre. The plain is scarred by dramatic fissures, ponds and rivers, including the great rift Almannagjá. A path skirts the fault between the clifftop visitor centre and Alþingi, and trails are 1.5km to 10.5km long, so it’s easy to find a hike to suit. South is Þingvallavatn where you can descend into Silfra Fissure (pictured) between the tectonic plates. The Öxarárfoss falls are on the cliffs’ northern edge. In the Middle Ages, people were put to death by drowning in this pool below the 20m cascade.

Compare Ancient Ruins to Historic Buildings

Near the dramatic Almannagjá fault and fronted by a boardwalk is the Lögberg (Law Rock), where the Alþingi convened annually, and the lögsögumaður (law speaker) recited existing laws. After Iceland’s conversion to Christianity the site shifted to the foot of the Almannagjá cliffs, marked by the Icelandic flag.

Straddling the Öxará river are ruins of temporary camps called búðir (booths). These stone foundations were covered during sessions and acted like stalls, selling food and beer. The largest, and one of the oldest, is Biskupabúð, north of the church. Þingvallabær, the rift farmhouse, was built for the 1000th anniversary of the Alþingi in 1930 by state architect Guðjón Samúelsson. It’s now the park warden’s office and prime minister’s summer house. Þingvallakirkja was one of Iceland’s first churches. Originally consecrated in the 11th century, the current building dates from 1859.


QUICK BREAK

There’s a basic cafeteria in the service centre north of the lake and a snack bar at Þingvellir Visitor Centre in the south. Silfra Restaurant (south side of Þingvallavatn) has slow-food ingredients and a bar.




Enjoy Iceland’s Largest Lake

Fish for brown trout and Arctic char on þingvallavatn, Iceland’s largest lake, from late April to mid-September. Get a permit on the park website or at the visitor center.

The dark skies make for ideal aurora-borealis viewing. On clear winter nights look for bright greens, reds and pinks dancing through the sky.

Descend into Silfra Fissure

Diving at Silfra tops many bucket lists. This water-filled crack between the tectonic plates is the only place in the world to swim between continents. The crystal-clear water flows 60km from Langjökull glacier, winding through porous lava rock for decades before emerging here. Marine life is limited to bright green algae, known as ‘troll hair’, and other algae. This glacial water maintains a consistent temperature of 2–3°C. You can only dive or snorkel on a guided tour – check Scuba Iceland (scuba.is) or Dive.is (dive.is).

You can park in lot No 5 for walking trails offering glimpses of the fissure and marvel at the rocks you see through the pure glacial water.

Go Horse Riding

Icelanders have been crisscrossing this area on horseback for generations. Eldhestar takes guests on a 125km ride through Maradalur, a valley of unusual volcanic formations, before cutting across the lava fields and forests.


CAMPING

Two campsites at Syðri-Leirar and Vatnskot are open for summer camping (1 June to 1 September). A year-round campsite at Nyrðri-Leirar is adjacent to the park’s service centre. Restrooms and laundry are available year-round. Showers close December to March.
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EXPERIENCES

Spa Day at LaugarvatnHot Springs & Lake

Recharge on a road trip with a visit to Laugarvatn Fontana map , a spa complex of natural geothermal pools. Locals have been enjoying natural steam baths here since 1929. Steam simmers up from the ground through grids in the wooden floors located directly above the hot springs. The sounds and scents of the springs seep in, making it hard to do anything but relax. The complex also includes outdoor mineral baths with varying temperatures and depths, a traditional Finnish sauna, playful stone artwork surrounding the pool and a panoramic view. When it’s time to cool off, walk along a black-sand beach and into the lake.

Time your visit around daily geothermal bakery tours to watch fresh bread emerge from hot, black sand. Sample this special bread with local smoked trout and Icelandic butter. Tours are year-round at 11.45am and 2.30pm. During summer, there’s a third tour at 10.15am.

Journey into a Lava TubeLava Cave & History

For the cave curious, visit the abundant lava formations and ice sculptures at 1100ft-long Gjábakkahellir map , a textbook example of an Icelandic lava tube a 20-minute drive from Þingvellir National Park. Part live performance and part museum, the nearby Cave People Museum map  invites visitors to get to know characters in period costumes, revealing what rural Icelandic life was like 100 years ago.

See Bright Blue Cascades at BrúarfossWaterfalls

Brilliant blue Brúarfoss map  originates at the Langjökull glacier, and it’s that glacial meltwater flowing in the rivers Bruar and Hvítá that gives this waterfall its bright blue colour. The falls plunge 3m into an azure pool punctuated by white rapids.

You can pay to park in the main lot and the falls are just a few minutes’ walk away, or take the scenic route by parking for free in the Brúará Trail car park and making the 7km round-trip hike to the waterfall. Give yourself about an hour each way, longer if you stop frequently for photos. And there’s plenty to stop for – unbelievable river views and two more bright blue waterfalls. Hlauptungufoss bottlenecks to create a small, forceful stream of blue water. Miðfoss sits between Brúarfoss and Hlauptungufoss, with a drop under 2m. The trail isn’t particularly steep, making this hike accessible to beginners with sturdy footwear.


Nature’s Oven

Icelanders have used hot springs to bake rye bread for generations. Hverabrauð (hot-spring bread), is steam-cooked underground for 24 hours in the heat of the geothermal springs. Bakers bury stainless-steel pots of flour, sugar, baking powder, salt and milk, digging up the pots of bread the next day. The Icelandic rye that emerges is cakey with just a hint of sweetness, and goes perfectly with creamy Icelandic butter. Sample it at Laugarvatn Fontana and Geothermal Park Hveragerði.



Learn about Literature at Gljúfrasteinn Laxness MuseumLiterary Home & Museum

Nobel Prize–winning author Halldór Laxness (1902–98) lived in Mosfellsbær all his life. His riverside home is now the Gljúfrasteinn Laxness Museum map , which is easy to access from the Reykjavík to Þingvellir road (Rte 36). The author built this classy, 1950s-style house, and it remains intact with original furniture, writing room and Laxness’ fine-art collection (needlework is by his wife Auður). An audio tour leads you around. Look for his beloved Jaguar parked out the front.

Hike Breccia Rock FormationsHiking Trail

Brúarhlöð canyon map  is an overlooked spot where the voluminous Hvítá river cuts through extraordinary breccia rock formations. Sharp cliffs rise from glacial water running through this narrow gorge, showing off hints of blue and green as it flows. The best views of this unique canyon are from above and don’t require an arduous hike to access. The trail is under 1.5km each way with an elevation gain of just 29ft. Expect it to take between 15 and 20 minutes each way and to be tempted by the peaceful picnic spots you pass on the way.


PLANNING YOUR JOURNEY

There are a few options if you want to spend the night in the relatively small region. Laugarvatn has good services, otherwise, you can camp at Þingvellir. To go on to West Iceland afterwards, complete the Circle backwards, finishing with Þingvellir.

Ion Adventure Hotel

map 

Luxe it at Ion or choose from accommodation along Rte 35.




Journey 900 Years, Just Minutes from the Roadruins & replica

In the majestic Þjórsárdalur Valley, Stöng map  is an ancient farm which was buried by white volcanic ash in 1104 during one of Hekla’s eruptions. It once belonged to Gaukur Trandilsson, a 10th-century Viking who lived a tempestuous life. Excavated in 1939 (Iceland’s first proper archaeological dig), it’s an important site, used to help date Viking houses elsewhere. The ruins include the foundations of a farm, house, barn, smithy and church. Find it at the end of a rough 5km dirt road (Rte 327), off Rte 32 about 26km northeast of Árnes.

Easier to access just off Rte 32, the Commonwealth Farm map ; Þjóðveldisbærinn; open from 1 June to 31 August), is a replica of Stöng. Take a seat around the small fire and let your imagination take you on a journey through Icelandic history.

For cafe refreshments (and superb art exhibitions), visit Listasafn Árnesinga map Google map in Árnes.

Go Whitewater Rafting on the Hvítá riverRiver Rafting

Ride the Hvítá river through a majestic river-sculpted canyon just below thundering Gullfoss. Giant rock walls seem to softly rise out of the water and it may be one of the most picturesque rafting locations in the world. The glacial river’s name means ‘white river’, a reflection of its white caps, and the rapids (Class II) are suitable for first-time rafters – expect waves, splashes and at least a little thrill. It’s only warm enough between May and September. Tour companies provide life jackets, helmets and wetsuits, but rafters must be at least 11 years old and know how to swim. A base camp offers showers, saunas, changing rooms, a restaurant and a bar. Book ahead with Arctic Adventures (adventures.is) or Arctic Rafting map , a local company that’s been leading river-rafting tours here since 1985.

Fish for Salmon at FaxafossFishing & Waterfall

Faxafoss map  is an underrated waterfall just a 20-minute drive from its famous neighbour, Gullfoss. What this waterfall boasts in height (30.5m), it adds to with its width (79m) and with fish. It’s located on the Tungufljót, one of Iceland’s best-known rivers for catching sea trout. The sea trout can weigh up to 13.5kg, and from late June through September, you’ll also find a wide pool filled with salmon at the base of the cascade. Salmon measuring more than 68.5cm must be released back into the water. Fishing permits are required, and only fly-fishing is allowed.

Even if you aren’t fishing, stop at Faxafoss to watch jumping salmon navigate the fish ladder.


Soak in the Secret LagoonHot Springs

Unwind in a broad, calm geothermal pool, mist rising and ringed by natural rocks. It’s Iceland’s oldest swimming pool, Gamla Laugin, a remote oasis that traces its history to 1891. Many Icelanders learned to swim here in the early 1900s, and it is now known as Secret Lagoon map . The water is consistently around 38°C and the walking trail along the edge of this lovely hot spring passes the local river and a series of sizzling vents and geysers. Surrounding meadows fill with wildflowers in summer. The lagoon gets packed with tour-bus crowds at midafternoon, so come earlier or later.

You’ll find changing rooms, lockers and a cafe, plus swimsuits and towels available for rent.

Discover the Secluded Hrunalaug Hot SpringHot Spring

The Hrunalaug Hot Spring map , just outside the town of Flúðir, is so far off the beaten path you might get it all to yourself. This tiny hot spring has three small pools, each at a different temperature. Admission operates on an honour system (it’s privately owned by a local farmer); you’ll need to pay the 1000kr entry fee in cash. There aren’t bathrooms and the changing room is an old sheep barn.


BEST FARM-TO-TABLE EXPERIENCES

The Haukadalur and Hvítá valleys near Geysir and Gullfoss are dotted with farms and geothermal greenhouses, a sustainable-produce paradise.

Efstidalur II

map 

Working dairy farm with brilliant views of hulking Hekla, serving tasty, farm-fresh meals and amazing ice cream. The fun ice-cream bar has windows looking into the dairy barn.

Friðheimar

map 

Dine in a Reykholt greenhouse where the restaurant’s tomatoes are grown year-round. Rarities include tomato beer and tomato ice cream.

Flúðasveppir Farmers Bistro

map 

Run by operators of Iceland’s only mushroom farm (outside Flúðir), which grows white, chestnut and portobello mushrooms. Try mushroom soup or mushroom ice cream.



Visit a Spiritual Capital at SkálholtChurch Complex

map 

The current Skálholt site was the backdrop to about 700 years of Icelandic history where the country’s early political, spiritual and cultural identity were formed. A church was first built on this site in 1056 at a time when religious disputes were common – Christianity was trying to take hold of an island where pagan belief systems were the norm. This is also where the last Catholic bishop of Iceland, Jón Arason, was killed in 1550.

The great cathedral that once stood here was destroyed by a major earthquake in the 18th century, but visitors can step inside the huge Evangelical Lutheran church at Skálholt, built from 1956 to 1963. It has a museum, a restaurant and summertime concerts.

Hike Colourful Kerið CraterVolcanic Crater

One of Iceland’s best-known volcanic craters, Kerið map  is a 6500-year-old magma chamber that collapsed leaving vivid red and sienna earth surrounding an ethereal green lake. It’s less than a half-hour’s drive from Selfoss and is the most striking of several crater lakes in Iceland’s western volcanic zone. Much of Kerið is made of rich, red volcanic rock, but its least steep slope is a bed of mossy green during summer. Hints of yellow are a reflection of the sulphur content.

Visitors can walk around the lake – Björk once performed a concert from a raft in the middle of it – in about 30 minutes or walk from the viewing platform down to the lake in about 15 minutes. There’s a lakeside bench with epic sunset views at the bottom of the stairs. The lake usually freezes during winter and the caldera isn’t as colourful, but there’s something charming about seeing it covered in snow and icicles. There’s a small fee to access the crater and its car park, but no restrooms or cafe.

Sizzling Sights Around HveragerðiGeothermal Valley

The small town of Hveragerði emerges from otherworldly lava fields and hills pierced, surreally, by natural steaming vents. It’s the hot-springs capital of the world, with a highly active geothermal field, which heats hundreds of greenhouses.

Hike out to Reykjadalur map , a popular geothermal valley where you can bathe in a hot river (bring your swimsuit). From the trailhead car park, it’s a 3km hike through fields of sulphur-belching plains (it takes roughly one hour, one way). Stick to marked paths, lest you melt your shoes, and leave no rubbish.

In town, the geothermal park Hverasvæðið map Google map has mud pots and steaming pools where visitors can dip their feet (but no more). There’s also a small cafe serving tea, coffee and geothermally baked bread. Head to the Tourist Information Centre map Google map at Sunnumörk shopping centre for a look between tectonic plates. The crack was discovered during construction.




LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Cheap  € € Moderate  € € € Pricey
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Eating

Meals to Linger Over

Lindin € €

map

This cosy restaurant facing Laugarvatn lake serves high-concept Icelandic fare featuring local or wild-caught ingredients. Book ahead for dinner in high season. noon-10pm May-Sep, shorter hours Oct-Apr

Tryggvaskáli € € €

map Google map

Antique-laden and romantic in Selfoss’ first house (built for bridge workers in 1890). Some tables have riverfront views. 4-9pm Mon-Thu, to 10pm Fri, 11.30am-3pm & 5-10pm Sat & Sun

Kaffi Krús €

map Google map

Popular Selfoss cafe and restaurant in a charming orange house along the main road. Excellent pizza (try the duck or langoustine) and burgers. Great outdoor space. 11am-9pm

Varmá € € €

map Google map

Wonderfully scenic restaurant with floor-to-ceiling windows looking over the gorge in Hveragerði. Icelandic dishes are made using fresh, local ingredients and herbs, and often with geothermal cooking techniques. 6-9pm

Eclectic Eateries

Vínstofa Friðheima € €

map

Reykholt wine bar with an extensive selection and yummy small plates, located inside a greenhouse. 1-10pm, shorter hours winter

Minilik Restaurant € €

map

This colourful Ethiopian restaurant in Fluðir offers authentic food, including vegetarian options and a welcoming vibe. 6-9pm Tue-Sun

Restaurant Mika € €

map

Everything from bread to chocolate is made from scratch at this family-run restaurant in Reykholt. noon-4pm & 5-10pm

Best Bakeries

Almar Bakari €

map Google map

Stop in Hveragerði or Selfoss for a quick lunch and to pick up some lava-baked bread for the road. 7am-6pm Mon-Fri, from 8am Sat & Sun

GK Bakarí €

map Google map

Selfoss bakery with a huge selection of pastries. 7am-5pm Mon-Fri, 8am-4pm Sat, 8am-2pm Sun

[image: img]
Shopping

Sweaters & Souvenirs

Vinnustofan Rosin

map

This small, family-run shop is a 10-minute drive from Geysir. It sells handmade wool sweaters, socks and mittens. Cash only. hours vary

Gallerí Laugarvatn

map

Local handicrafts, from Icelandic sweets and ironwork to ceramics and woollens with a cafe and guesthouse. 8am-6pm






Explore

South Coast


The Ring Rd (Rte 1) sweeps southeast of Reykjavík through wide coastal plains before the landscape grows wonderfully jagged near Skógar and Vík, in the Katla Geopark. Inland, mountains thrust upwards and volcanoes are wreathed by mist (such as Eyjafjallajökull, which erupted in 2010, disrupting much of Europe). Here awesome glaciers glimmer as rivers carve their way to black-sand beaches and the sea. The South Coast is enormous, so either pick a focus or sample widely. Hella is just one of the towns with great horse riding, and you can't miss grand Seljalandsfoss sparkling roadside. Skógar is a gateway to more than two dozen more waterfalls and the Icelandic highlands. Or visit Vestmannaeyjar, the islands offshore, whose fate was forever changed when a volcano erupted in 1973.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around
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Gives the most freedom. Roads are good except for deep inland.

[image: img] Tour

Almost all Reykjavík-based tour companies head south. Many southern operators also pick up in Reykjavík.

[image: img] Bus

This region has some of the most popular routes. Strætó (bus 51 and 52) and Reykjavík Excursions have lines. From Skógar you can catch a summer bus to the highlands.

[image: img] Ferry

Herjólfur, a 45-minute ferry ride from Landeyjahöfn, serves Vestmannaeyjar several times a day.


THE BEST

Horse ride along the coast at VÍKURFJARA.

Hike the ice tongue at SÓLHEIMAJÖKULL.

Search for puffins in VESTMANNAEYJAR.

Birdwatch in STOKKSEYRI and EYRARBAKKI fishing villages.

Go chasing waterfalls at SKÓGAFOSS and SELJALANDSFOSS.






TOP EXPERIENCE

Adventure Through Katla Geopark


Katla is one of Iceland’s fiercest and most striking volcanoes. It's surrounded by a UNESCO World Heritage geopark that accounts for nearly 10% of the land in Iceland. Chances to get out into this raw landscape of glaciers, canyons and craters abound. Book an adventure tour or simply gaze in awe.



map 
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PLANNING TIP

It’s possible to walk on glaciers in Iceland year-round, but never do this on your own. Professional guides know the terrain and provide essential safety equipment.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for loads of park info and how to visit.



Journey into an Ice Cave

Head underground into Katla Ice Cave to see black ash from centuries of eruptions encased in ice (key for determining the age of glaciers). Notice the older, blue-ice layers and trapped air bubbles as you move underneath an offshoot of Iceland’s fourth-largest glacier. Steps carved into the ice make it easier to navigate; otherwise, this ice cave is in its natural state. Tours typically visit the oldest part where the ice can be clear blue.

Go Glacier Hiking

Take a half-day hike on a small-group tour of Sólheimajökull, one of the easiest glacial tongues to reach. This icy outlet glacier unfurls, 8km long and 1.6km wide, from the main Mýrdalsjökull ice cap and is a favourite spot for glacial walks and ice climbing. It isn’t surrounded by tall mountains so there are brilliant views. The year-round hike is suitable for beginners. To get here, you walk across a field of ash and sand from the 2010 Eyjafjallajökull volcanic eruption. The glacier is retreating, and hiking offers a fascinating geology lesson. Never attempt to climb onto the glacier unguided.


Top Tip

For glacier hiking, opt for a warm inner layer and a waterproof outer layer. Choose sturdy shoes to which you can easily attach crampons. Specially modified trucks that aren’t available for rent are the only way to access these areas. Batteries drain faster in cold temperatures. Bring a power bank.

Hike a Magical Canyon

The part of the Geopark heading northeast from Vík is the terrain of magnificent glaciers, volcanoes and adventures. This area is dotted with farms, churches and waterfalls. Tiny town Kirkjubæjarklaustur is a perfect pit stop with delicious restaurants, Kjarr and Systrakaffi.

West of Kirkjubæjarklaustur, 3km north of the Ring Rd via Rte 206, the lush, green twisting canyon, Fjaðrárgljúfur (pictured), is topped by waterfalls and carved out by the river Fjaðrá. It's been well and truly discovered, thanks to Instagrammers and Justin Bieber (who filmed a video here). Park at the top to reach the metal-barriered overlook with the best views. Or follow the well maintained walking trail down its southern edge to gaze into the gorge's writhing depths and emerald-green surrounds. It's a couple of kilometres down to the larger car park (rumoured to be getting a cafe). When you leave the Geopark you'll find Skaftafell and Jökulsárlón beyond.


QUICK BREAK

In Vík, swing into Skool Beans Cafe, a micro roaster located inside an old, yellow school bus for creative coffee drinks and pastries. Or hit Black Crust Pizzeria for delicious pizza.
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Behold Lakagígar

Fissure eruptions and their craters are probably the most common type of eruption in Iceland. The still-volatile Lakagígar crater row (pictured) around Laki mountain (818m) is the prime example. It’s impossible to comprehend the immensity of the 18th-century Laki eruptions, one of the most catastrophic volcanic events in human history, producing a 565-sq-km lava flow, 12m deep. Nowadays the smoothly variegated scree hills and twisted lava fields covered with delicate green moss are fascinating to hike, with few visitors. You'll need a large, robust Jeep and 4WD experience (rivers must be forded) or join the Secret Iceland tour (secreticeland.com), a local operator that takes you to all the top spots (including hidden waterfalls).

Tours

For a list of recommended operators, see.


SNOWMOBILE ON A GLACIER

Snowmobile on Mýrdalsjökull glacier, the ice cap atop 1512m Katla. Tours start at Midgard base camp and include monster-truck rides to the site. This has to be booked as a tour. You need a driver’s licence to drive a snowmobile. Thermal suits and helmets are provided.
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1Top Experiences

 Katla GeoparkF4




1Experiences

1Raufarhólshellir Lava TunnelA3

2Elves MuseumA4

3DraugasetriðA4

4Flói Nature ReserveA3

 Við Fjöruborðið(see 2)

5Rauða HúsiðA3

6Hafið BláaA3

7KeldurD4

8Íslenski Bærinn Turf HouseB3

9Lava CentreC4

10Seljalandsfoss & GljúfrafossD4

11Vatnajökull National ParkG2

12Skaftafellsstofa Visitor CentreH3

13Skógar MuseumE5

14SkógafossE5

15LandmannalaugarF3

16ÞórsmörkE4

17Vík Horse AdventureH1

18EldfellB6

19EldheimarB6

20SkansinnB5

21LandlystB5

22Beluga Whale SanctuaryA5

23SlippurinnA5

24NæsA5

25Herjólfur FerryA5

26ReynisfjaraG2

27HálsanefshellirG2

28ReynisdrangurG2

29VíkurfjaraH1

30DyrhólaeyE2

31KirkjufjaraF2

32Zipline IcelandH1

33True AdventureG1




5Eating

34Gamla FjósiðD5

 Suður-Vík(see 39)

35Auðkúla Dome CafeC3

 Eldstó Art Café(see 9)

36Mia’s Country VanE5

 Freya Café(see 13)

37Hótel Skógafoss Bistro-BarE5




6Drinking

38Brothers BreweryA5

39Smiðjan BrugghúsG1




7Shopping

40Uppspuni Mini Mill & Yarn ShopB3

41ÞingborgB3

 Una Local Products(see 9)










EXPERIENCES

Hike Raufarhólshellir Lava TunnelRock Formations

map 

Iceland is filled with lava tunnels, tubes and caves. At almost 1.4km, Raufarhólshellir (aka The Lava Tunnel) is one of the longest lava tunnels in Iceland. It’s just 30 minutes outside Reykjavík and walking into it is surreal. The tunnel was created by hot-flowing lava an estimated 5000 years ago. The lava bashed against the mountains here, creating falls and clearing a path that’s up to 10m high and nearly 30.5m wide. The interior carries a red tint. A hole at the top of the tunnel allows light in during the day and occasionally lets in the Northern Lights on dark winter nights. Expect to feel small against the forces of nature.

This tunnel can only be visited on guided tours, best done in sturdy hiking shoes and a light jacket, even during summer. Temperatures inside the tunnel are typically around 2°C (35°F). Helmets and headlamps are included with your visit.

Embrace Fishing Village Life & Go BirdwatchingQuirky Sights

South of the Ring Rd, the tiny fishing villages of Stokkseyri and Eyrarbakki are refreshingly local-feeling. Stokkseyri has a quirky Elves Museum map  and Draugasetrið map , a haunted house run by a gaggle of bloodthirsty teens. Eyrarbakki’s Flói Nature Reserve (map ) is super for birdwatching. More than 70 types of birds have been spotted in the wetlands here. In spring and summer, greylag geese and white-fronted geese pass through, as do wigeon, tufted duck and waders such as snipe.

Come supper time, duelling restaurants Við Fjöruborðið map  and Rauða Húsið map  contend for the ‘best lobster bisque’ award. Or stop in to Hafið Bláa map  for fresh lobster and ocean views.


TOUR COMPANIES

Most local tours offer Reykjavík pick-ups and Reykjavík companies tour Katla Geopark.

Midgard Adventure has bespoke adventures including hiking, super-Jeeps, canyoning and ice climbing (midgardadventure.is).

Katlatrack tours ice caves and glaciers, and does Game of Thrones tours from Vík (katlatrack.is).

Tröll Expeditions has glacier and ice-cave tours (troll.is).

Southcoast Adventure has super-Jeeps, hiking, snowmobiling and glacier walks (southadventure.is).

Icelandic Mountain Guides does glacier walks and ice climbs (mountainguides.is).



Tremble Through an Earthquake at the Lava CentreSeismic Museum

The Lava Centre map  in Hvolsvöllur, a 40-minute drive from Selfoss, appropriately sits in the shadows of several volcanoes, including the notorious Eyjafjallajökull, whose 2010 eruption caused the closure of large swaths of European airspace; Katla, one of Iceland’s largest volcanoes; and Hekla, one of Iceland’s most active volcanoes.

This museum offers a hands-on geology lesson that fills in the backstory of Iceland’s wildest landscapes. Interactive displays bring the Icelandic terrain to life, explaining how volcanoes work and why there are so many of them here. Head into the museum to experience a few seconds of shaking and get an idea of what an earthquake would feel like at three different strengths. You can touch lava rocks and there’s even an exhibit that looks almost like real, flowing lava. Don’t leave before heading to the building’s roof to check out the volcano views.


TURF-HOUSE FARMS

Icelanders historically lived in turf houses, which use soil as insulation from the elements.

Keldur

map 

Keldur dates from the 12th century, figures in Njál's Saga and was a thriving village of about 20 buildings. It's home to what’s thought to be Iceland's oldest turf house. It's only open in summer, but you can see the outside any time.

Íslenski Bærinn Turf House

map 

You’ll find another well-preserved turf farm just south of Selfoss. At Íslenski Bærinn, exhibits (and the owner, who lived here as a child) explain how turf houses were built and how they’ve evolved over time.



Walk Around the Famous SeljalandsfossWaterfalls

map 

Unless you’re planning to move here, there are many more waterfalls in Iceland than you’ll have time to visit. Seljalandsfoss is top tier. Justin Bieber filmed a music video here. Shah Rukh Khan danced here with Kareena Kapoor in a Bollywood movie. There’s a good chance you’ve seen this 200ft beauty on a screen, but there’s still nothing like experiencing it for yourself.

One reason Seljalandsfoss is special is that you can walk all the way around it. This is the only opportunity you’ll have to get a 360-degree view of a waterfall in Iceland. The views from the sides and behind the falls are some of the best, but prepare to get wet – this area is always misty and walking paths get slippery. The water comes from the Eyjafjallajökull glacier. A 2km trail connects Seljalandsfoss with Gljúfrafoss (aka Gljúfrabui), a 40m waterfall too often overlooked.


SKAFTAFELL & VATNAJöKULL NATIONAL PARK

Vatnajökull National Park

map 

This massive park absorbs nearly 14% of the entire country. Skaftafell, the jewel in its crown, encompasses a breathtaking collection of peaks and glaciers. Here thundering waterfalls, twisted birch woods and tangled rivers border the brilliant blue-white Vatnajökull with its enormous ice tongues, many visible from the Ring Rd in the southeast.

Skaftafellsstofa Visitor Centre

map 

Has exhibitions, a summer cafe and information on walks, like the 1.8km walk to Svartifoss (Black Falls), a moody waterfall flanked by geometric black, basalt columns.

Guided tours

Arctic Adventures (glacierguides.is) and Icelandic Mountain Guides (mountainguides.is) lead glacier walks and adventure tours.



Go Back in Time in SkógarHistory Museum

Skógar is a tiny village atthe southern edge of the Eyjafjallajökull glacier. It’s renowned for its namesake waterfall, but in summer this is a gateway to the majestic mountains and colourful valleys of the highlands. Discover rural Icelandic history at the Skógar Museum map , where visitors can wander through old turf houses, get up close to an old fishing boat and learn how transport across this vast, wild geography has changed over the decades. There’s also a reconstructed elementary school from the early 1900s and a small hydroelectric power plant from 1929.

Chase Waterfalls at SkógafossWaterfalls

Skógar is built alongside Skógafoss map , one of the largest waterfalls in Iceland. The 25m-wide waterfall is a popular filming location, from The Secret Life of Walter Mitty to Eurovision Song Contest: The Story of Fire Saga. Its width and 62m drop come together to create a powerful spray and unforgettable scene. There’s a staircase on the eastern edge of the falls that leads to a sweeping view over the cascades. Experienced and prepared hikers can find out more about Fimmvörðuháls, the 26km hike from Skógar into the þórsmörk Valley in the Icelandic highlands. For a more casual hike, chase the two dozen waterfalls you’ll find along the 8km stretch of the Skógá river that leads to Skógafoss.

Hike the Highlandshiking

Most visitors reach the bubbling springs of Landmannalaugar map  and the spectacular valley of Þórsmörk map  on a tour. But the experienced trekker with enough time can tackle the two- to five-day hike (55km) between them – commonly known as Laugavegurinn. It means ‘Hot Spring Rd’, and takes in a harsh, otherworldly landscape where much of the earth steams and bubbles from the intense activity below its surface. Expect wildly coloured mountainsides, glacial rivers and the glaciers themselves.

Prepare well ahead, prebook huts months in advance and log your plan with safetravel.is before setting out. Download the 112 app and check in en route. Also be sure to register at the information hut in Landmannalaugar. It is imperative not to attempt the hike out of season (season is generally early July to early September), as conditions can be lethal. Even in summer there will be snow and fog, and rivers to cross – prepare accordingly.

Ride Horses on a Black-Sand BeachHorse Riding

To ride horses along a black-sand beach is to feel wild and free. Head to Víkurfjara, the beach just alongside Vík town, where Vík Horse Adventure map  has a stable. It offers half- and full-hour rides suitable for beginners, making it easy for just about anyone to tour this area with a four-legged guide.

Many other top-notch horse farms around the south, especially near Hella and Hvolsvöllur, and between Skógar and Vík, offer rides or multiday tours, and most have accommodation. Regional outfitters include Skeiðvellir (skeidvellir.is), Hella Horse Rental (hellahorserental.is), Eldhestar (eldhestar.is/tours), Sólhestar (solhestar.is), Sólvangur Icelandic Horse Centre (hesturinn.is), Bakkahestar Horse Riding Tours (bakkahestar.is/en) and multiday specialists Hekluhestar (hekluhestar.is).


Don't Call Them Ponies

Icelandic horses have five gaits or paces. Most horses have three: walk, trot and gallop. Icelandic horses add tölt, a relaxed pace that’s perfect for taking in the scenery; and flying pace, a faster, more adventurous full gallop – more commonly used with show horses. As you’re mounting your horse, you’ll notice Icelandic horses are shorter than most, coming in at around 1.3m to 1.4m when they’re full-grown. For comparison, full-grown quarter-horses are generally between 1.5m and 1.6m while Clydesdales are around 1.8m. Whatever you do, don’t call these petite horses 'ponies'.




Explore Offshore VestmannaeyjarFascinating Islands

Vestmannaeyjar (or Westman Islands) form 15 eye-catching silhouettes off the shore. Heimaey is the only inhabited island, and its town lies between escarpments and volcanoes, like Eldfell map Google map (part of a 1973 eruption that almost covered the village). Today the ground is still hot enough in places to bake bread. Eldfell is an easy climb from town, up the collapsed northern wall of the crater – stick to the path.

Heimaey is also famous for its 10 million puffins; the National Festival Þjóðhátíð (dalurinn.is) with music, dancing, fireworks, a big bonfire, gallons of alcohol and a light display – attended by about 17,000 people; plus its excellent eruption museum, Eldheimar map Google map, where you can walk through some of the ruins. The 15th-century fort Skansinn map Google map is a fun ramble, with the interesting Landlyst historical museum (map Google map). You can also meet Little Grey and Little White, a pair of Beluga whales who call the world’s first Beluga Whale Sanctuary map Google map home.

Don’t miss a superb meal at Icelandic-best Slippurinn map Google map or its sister restaurant Næs map Google map, in the hometown of head chef Gísli Matthías Auðunsson.

It’s a great day trip or overnight on the Herjólfur ferry map Google map.


PUFFIN SPOTTING

Vestmannaeyjar is home to the world’s largest Atlantic puffin colony. Puffin season runs April to August (prime for baby puffins). Head to Heimaey’s western coast or southern tip for puffin viewpoints – the lookout near Stórhöfðaviti is one of the best.

Ribsafari

See the millions of puffins that nest here from a speedboat. Sometimes you can spot orcas, too (ribsafari.is).

Eyjatours

Combine puffin spotting with a trip to Eldfell volcano and the farmstead where the island’s first Viking family settled (eyjatours.com).

Kayak & Puffins

Kayak across Klettsvík bay looking for puffins, eider ducks and more on rugged cliffs (kayakandpuffins.is).



Marvel at Rock Formations & Black BeachesSea Stacks & Beaches

On the western side of Reynisfjall, the high ridge above Vík, Rte 215 leads 5km down to the black-sand beach Reynisfjara map . The most famous of the black-sand beaches, it’s backed by an incredible stack of basalt columns that look like a magical church organ, and there are outstanding views west to Dyrhólaey. Surrounding cliffs are pocked with caves, like Hálsanefshellir map , formed from twisted basalt, and puffins belly-flop into the sea during summer.

Immediately offshore are the towering Reynisdrangur map  sea stacks. These iconic basalt spiky cliffs soar from the ocean, more than 61m into the air, and are a favourite among nesting Arctic terns, puffins and fulmars. Folklore suggests they’re the remains of trolls that were out too late and turned to stone as the sun came up.

At all times watch for rogue waves, especially strong, unpredictable and deadly: people are regularly swept away.

Visit Sweet VíkSmall Town

The little town of Vík (aka Vík í Mýrdal) is home to fewer than 1000 people and is the wettest place in Iceland, so don’t forget your raincoat. Because Vík has several hotels and restaurants, a hostel and a well equipped campsite as well as grocery stores and petrol stations, it’s an ideal stop on a road trip. The village sits in the shadow of the Mýrdalsjökull glacier. Head to the church for a bird’s-eye view of Vík’s black-sand beach, Víkurfjara map , and the Reynisdrangar rock formation. Black-sand beach Reynisfjara is on the other side of the point. These beaches are great for careful birdwatching but never for swimming because the water is dangerous.

Hike DyrhólaeyHeadlands

One of the South Coast’s most recognisable natural formations is the rocky plateau and huge stone sea arch at Dyrhólaey map  (deer-lay), which rises dramatically from the surrounding plain 17km west of Vík, at the end of Rte 218. Visit its lagoons and black-sand beaches and get awesome views from atop the promontory, the southernmost point of the Icelandic mainland. The headland is a nature reserve that’s rich in birdlife, including puffins – some or all of it can be closed during nesting season (15 May to 25 June).

This stretch of coastline makes for one of the most scenic drives in Iceland, and reaches two parking areas, one on the top of the headlands near the Dyrhólaey Lighthouse and one at the base. A hiking trail connects Kirkjufjara map  with the peak of Dyrhólaey. The nearly 5km hike is considered moderately challenging and hits all the highlights – the beach, the arch and the lighthouse.

Take to the AirZipline & Paraglide

map 

In Vík, you can zipline over a river canyon and epic South Icelandic valleys with Zipline Iceland, the country’s first zip-line operator, with four zip lines between 100ft and 460ft long. Getting to the zip-line platform requires a short car ride as well as a short hike. Or, paraglide in tandem with a guide from True Adventure map  over this spectacular section of the South Iceland coast. You’ll get a panoramic view of the Reynisdrangar basalt stacks. If you think Icelandic scenery is unreal on the ground, just wait until you see it from above.




LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Cheap  € € Moderate  € € € Pricey
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Eating

Icelandic Eateries

Gamla Fjósið € € €

map

(Old Cowhouse) In a former cowshed, this charming eatery’s focus is on farm-fresh and grass-fed meaty mains, from burgers to spicy meat stew. 11am-9pm Jun-Aug, shorter hours Sep-Nov & Feb-May

Suður-Vík € €

map

The friendly ambience, in a warmly lit building with exposed beams and interesting artwork, elevates this restaurant beyond its competition. noon-10pm, shorter hours Sep-May

Cool Cafes

Auðkúla Dome Cafe €

map

Adorable Hella cafe set inside a clear dome that makes you feel like you’re eating in a dreamy forest greenhouse. 10am-10pm Jun-Aug

Eldstó Art Café €

map

Cosy space with freshly brewed coffee, homemade daily specials (eg traditional Icelandic flatbread with smoked lamb), plus triple-stacked homemade cakes. 10am-10pm Jun-Aug, shorter hours Sep-Nov & Feb-May

Skógar’s Best Restaurants

Mia’s Country Van €

map

Food truck specialising in fish and chips, perfect for a road-trip lunch. 12-4pm

Freya Café € €

map

Pretty cafe inside the Skógar museum serving beautiful coffee drinks and scrummy desserts. 9am-6pm Jun-Aug, 10am-5pm Sep-May

Hótel Skógafoss Bistro-Bar € €

map

Hotel restaurant with a varied menu built around fresh, locally sourced ingredients. 11am-9pm

[image: img]
Drinking

Craft Breweries

Brothers Brewery

map Google map

Take a brewery tour and have a beer flight at this small and excellent craft brewery in Vestmannaeyjar. 2-10pm Sun-Wed, to midnight Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat May-Aug, shorter hours Sep-Apr

[image: jpg]
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Smiðjan Brugghús

map

Vík’s hippest hangout is warehouse-style with windows looking onto the brewing room and 10 craft beers on tap. Try Icelandic IPAs, porter and farmhouse ale with bar food (including a vegan patty). noon-11pm Sun-Thu, to 1am Fri & Sat
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Shopping

Wool & Souvenirs

Uppspuni Mini Mill & Yarn Shop

map

The wool here is made from the farm’s own sheep and processed in a mill downstairs, west of Hella. Check out the workshop before picking out your yarn. 9.30am-3pm Mon-Fri

Þingborg

map

Handmade wool products made by a local collective of women in South Iceland specialising in farm-to-sweater clothing, between Selfoss and Hella. Or pick up yarn. 10am-5pm Mon-Sat

Una Local Products

map

Large hangar in Hvolsvöllur is loaded with all manner of handmade Icelandic crafts, from fishskin purses to woolly sweaters, jewellery and leatherware. 9am-6pm





WORTH A TRIP

Thrill at Jökulsárlón


Make the pilgrimage to one of Iceland’s most magical sights, Jökulsárlón (pronounced yokul-sar-lon) glacier lagoon, and you'll marvel at spectacular, luminous-blue icebergs from Breiðamerkurjökull glacier drifting out to sea or onto its black-sand beach. Scout for seals from the shore or boat around the wondrous ice sculptures.
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GETTING THERE

Car is easiest: two car parks on the ocean side of the Ring Rd (Eystri- and Vestri-Fellsfjara) are best for campers. There are day tours from Reykjavík or year-round Strætó bus 51.

[image: barcode]

Scan for Vatnajökull National Park parking fees and trail maps.



The Lagoon

This gorgeous lagoon at the foot of Breiðamerkurjökull, an offshoot of Vatnajökull ice cap, looks like it’s been here since the last ice age, but it's only about 80 years old. Until the mid-1930s the glacier reached the Ring Rd. It’s now retreating rapidly (up to 500m per year), and the lagoon is growing. Icebergs can spend up to five years floating in the 25-sq-km-plus, 260m-deep lagoon before travelling out to sea.

Lagoon boat trips are excellent, but you can get almost as close by walking along the shore (on the Ring Rd west of the car park, designated parking areas allow you to stroll less-touristed stretches). Rangers lead daily tours mid-June to mid-August from their hut in the main car park. Keep a lookout for seals bobbing in the lagoon between the brilliant bergs. The zooming Arctic terns nest not only on the shore but also on some of the larger ice chunks.

Boat & Kayak Tours

Take a memorable 40-minute trip with Glacier Lagoon in an amphibious boat, which trundles along the shore before driving into the water. It also offers Zodiac tours, as does Ice Lagoon Adventure Tours, which speed up to the glacier edge (not done by the amphibious boats) before cruising back slowly. Book ahead. Or take a quiet kayak paddle with IceGuide.


Fellsfjara aka Diamond Beach

Tourists dubbed Fellsfjara ‘Diamond Beach’, and the name has stuck. You’ll see why if you cross from the main lagoon car parks underneath the Ring Rd bridge to the mouth of the Jökulsá river: ice boulders and bergs glitter photogenically on the black-sand beach.

TIPS & TRICKS

Boat trips run from May to October. Consider sleeping over on the South Coast: Jökulsárlón is 375km from Reykjavík (4½ hours one way). Aim for early morning or evening for fewer crowds.

Flora, fauna and natural features are protected, drones and fires prohibited and rubbish must be carried out.

Stick to marked paths to preserve delicate terrain. Ice Explorers and Glacier Adventure guide glacier hikes on Breiðamerkurjökull.


TAKE A BREAK

Busy year-round Jökulsárlón Cafe has snacks. Better bets are food trucks Heimahumar (lobster bisque, lobster rolls, hot dogs), Nailed It (fish and chips) and Sweet & Savory (crepes and pancakes).








Explore

Snæfellsnes Peninsula


Sparkling fjords, volcanic peaks, sheer sea cliffs, sweeping beaches and crunchy lava flows make up the 100km-long Snæfellsnes Peninsula. Snæfellsjökull National Park encompasses much of the western tip and wraps around the rugged slopes of glacier Snæfellsjökull (sneye-fells-yo-kutl), the icy fist at the end of the long Snæfellsnes arm. Gentle Grundarfjörður harbours iconic mountain Kirkjufell and whale-watching trips ply nearby waters, while charming Stykkishólmur is a great base and the gateway to windswept island Flatey. The broad southern coastal plain has horse riding on beaches, with canyons and waterfalls inland. Good roads and regular buses make it an easy trip from Reykjavík, offering a compact cross section of the best of Iceland.
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See for eating, drinking and shopping listings
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Getting Around
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Easiest with the most freedom.

[image: img]Tour

Many tours from Reykjavík visit the peninsula.

[image: img] Bus

A bus from Reykjavík (2½ hours) changes in Borgarnes. From mid-May to mid-September, a Strætó bus runs daily from Borgarnes to Stykkishólmur (bus 58), and from Stykkishólmur, via Hellissandur, to Arnarstapi (bus 82). Reduced winter service. No public transport on the peninsula's south side.

[image: img] Ferry

Baldur car ferry (seatours.is) runs between Stykkishólmur and Brjánslækur in the Westfjords (2½ hours) via Flatey (1½ hours).


THE BEST

Explore lava caves at SNÆFELLSJÖKULL NATIONAL PARK.

Overnight in characterful STYKKISHÓLMUR.

Go whale- and puffin-spotting on BREIÐAFJÖRÐUR.

Get photos at a Game of Thrones location, iconic KIRKJUFELL.

Ride a horse along sandy bays like BREIÐAVÍK.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Experience the Wonders of Snæfellsjökull National Park


When the fog swirling around the glacier at Snæfellsjökull National Park lifts, you'll see the mammoth ice cap with lava fields, caves and craggy coast beneath. Stay on the park's edges (it has no camping) and make forays in – distances are short.



map 

[image: jpg]
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PLANNING TIP

Malarrif and Hellisandur each have a visitor centre with hiking advice. The national park's online map is also excellent and rangers have a summer programme of free guided tours.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for hiking trail maps and wildlife guides.



Towering Snæfellsjökull

It’s easy to see why Jules Verne chose Snæfell for Journey to the Center of the Earth: the huge crater is filled with the Snæfellsjökull ice cap (1446m). Reach the glacial summit on a tour with Summit Adventure Guides or Glacier Tours. You're not allowed to ascend the glacier without a local guide.

Djúpalón Beach & Malarrif Lighthouse

On the southwest coast, black-sand Djúpalónssandur beach offers dramatic walks with rock formations, shipwreck debris, sea stacks and a striking rock arch. Tramp north over the craggy headland to black-sand Dritvík, once the largest Icelandic fishing station, now lonely ruins. Malarrif lighthouse and visitor centre are about 2km south of Djúpalónssandur. Follow a trail 1km east along cliffs to rock pillars at Lóndrangar and Þúfubjarg bird cliffs (also accessible from Rte 574).

Lava Loops

About 11.5km north of the Djúpalón exit, on Rte 574, follow the marked turnoff to the roadside Saxhöll Crater (pictured), which was responsible for some of the lava here. A drivable track leads to the base, from where it’s a 300m climb for magnificent views over the enormous Neshraun lava flows. Or trek south into the greener crater Sauðhóll. The 8000-year-old Vatnshellir lava tube with multiple caverns is 32m below the earth’s surface, 1km north of Malarrif. The car park is visible from Rte 574. The tube can only be visited on a tour with Summit Adventure Guides.

Öndverðarnes Headland

At the westernmost tip of Snæfellsnes, Rte 579, a tiny gravel and occasionally surfaced track, heads west across an ancient lava flow to the tip of the Öndverðarnes (und-ver-thar-nes) peninsula, which is great for whale watching. You’ll pass Skarðsvík, a golden beach with basalt cubes. A Viking grave was discovered here in the 1960s. This road has hiking access to imposing volcanic crater Vatnsborg, the dramatic Svörtuloft bird cliffs (Saxhólsbjarg) with excellent walkways and two lighthouses, plus Fálki, an ancient stone well that was thought to have three waters: fresh, holy and ale!


QUICK BREAK

Fjöruhúsið, by the rocky waterfront in Hellnar, serves soups and coffee with a wonderful view over seabird nests and the shore.
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1Top Experiences

 Snæfellsjökull National ParkB5




1Experiences

1Bárður’s Bathing PoolC6

2BaðstofaC6

3RauðfeldsgjáC5

4BreiðavíkD5

5Ytri-TungaF5

6Stóri KamburD5

7LýsuhóllE5

8LýsuhólslaugE5

9BuðirD5

10BúðahraunD5

11BúðakletturD5

12Láki ToursF1

13MelrakkaeyE3

14SúgandiseyC1

15Norska HúsiðB2

16Library of WaterB2

17SeatoursC2

18Ocean AdventuresB1

19KontikiB2

20Stykkishólmur Swimming PoolB3

21HelgafellG3

22Hótel FlateyG1

23Baldur FerryB1

24KirkjufellE4

25Saga CentreE2

26KirkjufellsfossE4

27BerserkjahraunF4

28BjarnarhöfnF3




5Eating

29FjöruhúsiðC6

30SamkomuhúsiðC5

31Viðvík RestaurantB4

32ReksC4

33Fosshotel Hellnar RestaurantC6

34Bjargarsteinn MathúsE1

 Meistarinn(see 25)

35SjávarpakkhúsiðB2

36NarfeyrarstofaB2

37NesbrauðA3




6Drinking

38Valeria CoffeeE2

39Græna KompaníiðE1

40GilbakkiB4

41Freezer HostelB4




7Shopping

42Gallerí LundiB2

43Gallerí JökullC4










EXPERIENCES

Walk Between Hellnar & ArnarstapiCoastal Trail

Bárður, the subject of Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss, was part giant, part troll and part human. He chose an area near Hellnar, a picturesque spot overlooking a rocky bay, as his home (called Laugarbrekka). Towards the end of his intense saga, he became the guardian spirit of Snæfell. Today Hellnar is a tiny fishing village (once huge) – listen to the shriek of seabirds and look for whales.

Bárðarlaug, up near the main road, was supposedly Bárður’s bathing pool map , though the pond is no longer hot. Down on the shore, the cave Baðstofa map  is chock-a-block with nesting birds. Nearby is the head of the 2.5km walk to/from Arnarstapi. This slender trail follows the jagged coastline through a nature reserve, passing lava flows and eroded stone caves. During tumultuous weather, waves spray through the rocky arches. When it's fine, look for nesting seabirds. Ancient, velvety moss-cloaked lava flows tumble east through the Hellnahraun lava field. Fjöruhúsið is tops for a seafront soup or cake.

Get Wild at Rauðfeldsgjá & BreiðavíkCanyon & Beaches

Just northwest of Arnarstapi on Rte 574, a small track branches off to the stunning Rauðfeldsgjá map  (pronounced roith-felds-gyow), a steep, narrow cleft that mysteriously disappears into the cliff wall. Birds wheel overhead, a stream runs along the bottom of the gorge and you can slink between the sheer walls for quite a distance. The gorge figures in a dramatic part of the local saga of Bárður, described on a sign in the parking area.

East of Rauðfeldsgjá, Rte 574 skirts the edges of an enormous sandy bay at Breiðavík map  (pronounced bray-tha-veek). The windswept coast, with its yellow expanse of sand, is wonderfully peaceful but tricky to access. The deserted farmstead at Ytri-Tunga map , just east of Hof, occasionally has a colony of seals offshore, best seen in June and July.


THE FAR TRAVELLER: GUðRIðUR ÞORBJARNARDÓTTIR

Guðriður Þorbjarnardóttir was among Iceland’s most celebrated explorers, and surely earned her nickname the 'Far Traveller'. Born in Hellnar before the year 1000 (a small sculpture marks the site of her family’s farm at Laugarbrekka), Guðriður had a serious case of wanderlust. Not only was she one of the first Europeans to reach Vinland (thought to be Canada’s Newfoundland), she bore a child while she was there: the first European born in North America! Later, Guðriður converted to Christianity and embarked on an epic pilgrimage to Rome, where some say she met the pope and recounted her experiences. For more about Guðriður, read Saga of Erik the Red, Saga of the Greenlanders, The Far Traveler by Nancy Marie Brown and The Sea Road by Margaret Elphinstone.



Soak in Lýsuhólslaug after Horse RidingHorses & Hot Springs

Embrace the open air and relaxation of the quiet southern coast of Snæfellsnes, the pasture-filled region running along the coastal mountains – one of the best places in Iceland for horse riding. Family-run Stóri Kambur map  offers one- to two-hour rides on the beach, some with a historical saga theme, and all with glacier views when it's clear, plus short kids' rides. Or try friendly horse-farm Lýsuhóll map , which also has a guesthouse and cottages.

Relax later at nearby geothermal Lýsuhólslaug map  where carbonated, mineral-filled waters hit a perfect 37°C to 39°C. Don’t be alarmed that the pool is a murky green – the iron-rich water attracts some serious algae.

Revel in Búðir & Búðahraun's Lonesome LovelinessLava Walks

map 

Búðir has a lonely church and a hotel, but there is no sign of its former fishing village along its craggy, mossy inlets. A walking trail leads across the supposedly elf-infested nature reserve, Búðahraun map  lava field. If you look down into the hollows and cracks in the lava you'll find flourishing flowers and ferns, many of them protected native Icelandic species. The path also leads to the crater Búðaklettur map . According to local legend, a lava tube beneath Búðahraun, paved with gold and precious stones, leads all the way to Surtshellir in upper Borgarfjörður. It takes about three hours to walk to the crater and back.

Whale Watching & Puffin-SpottingWildlife Tours

Snæfellsnes Peninsula is a pleasure playground for puffins and whales. Láki Tours map  has excellent fishing, puffin-spotting and whale-watching trips from Grundarfjörður or Ólafsvík. Whale-watching tours from Ólafsvík (mid-February to September) cover the area's best cetacean habitat – orca, fin, sperm, blue, minke and humpback are all possibilities.

Puffin tours (June to late August) from Grundarfjörður go to wonderful basalt island Melrakkaey map , with puffins, kittiwakes and other seabirds. Cute and endearingly comic, the puffin (Fratercula arctica, or lundi as they’re called in Icelandic) is one of Iceland’s most-loved birds. It's a member of the auk family and spends most of its year at sea. For four or five months it comes to land to breed, generally keeping the same mate and burrow from year to year.

The Good Life in StykkishólmurHarbour Town

The charming town of Stykkishólmur (visitstykkisholmur.is) is built around a natural harbour tipped by a basalt islet, Súgandisey map Google map with its scenic lighthouse and grand views across Breiðafjörður. A laid-back attitude, a sprinkling of brightly coloured 19th-century buildings and a good range of restaurants and places to stay ensure it's an excellent base.

Stykkishólmur’s quaint maritime charm comes from the cluster of historic wooden warehouses and homes around the harbour. One of the most interesting (and oldest) is the Norska Húsið map Google map, now the regional museum. For relaxing views of town and bay, head up the hill to the Library of Water map Google map installation.

Why just look at the water? Get out on it with a boat tour through the fjord's islands, bird colonies (puffins spring until August) and basalt formations. Seatours map Google map runs 'Viking Sushi', a boat ride that includes netted shellfish to devour raw. Try your own hand at angling or go puffin-viewing with Ocean Adventures map Google map. Or kayak with Kontiki map Google map. To actually get in the water, head to Stykkishólmur Swimming Pool map Google map for water slides and hot-pots.

Climbing Helgafell for Good LuckHistoric Hill

The holy mountain Helgafell map  (73m), about 5km south of Stykkishólmur proper, was once venerated by worshippers of the god Þór. Although quite small, the mountain was so sacred in Saga times that elderly Icelanders would seek it out near the time of their death. Today locals believe that wishes are granted to those who climb the mount.

In the late 10th century, Snorri Goði, a prominent Þor worshipper, converted to Christianity and built a church at the top of the hill; its ruins still remain. The nearby farm of the same name was where the conniving Guðrun Ósvífursdóttir of Laxdæla Saga lived out her later years in isolation. Her grave marks the base of the mount.

Loving Grundarfjörður's Carved TerrainMountain

Spectacularly set on a dramatic bay, little Grundarfjörður is backed by waterfalls and surrounded by ice-capped peaks often shrouded in cottony fog. More prefab than wooden, the town feels like a typical Icelandic fishing community with a great vibe. The surrounding landscape can’t be beaten, with its iconic Kirkjufell map  (463m), guardian of the town's northwestern vista. It's said to be one of the most photographed spots in Iceland, appearing in Game of Thrones and on everyone's Instagram. Ask staff at the Saga Centre map  (a tourist information centre, library, internet point and small museum rolled into one) if you want to climb it; they may be able to find you a guide. There are two spots involving a rope climb that make it dangerous to scale when wet or without local knowledge. Kirkjufell is backed by the roaring waterfalls, Kirkjufellsfoss map ; more camera fodder.

Go Berserk at BerserkjahraunLava Field & Museum

About 15km west of the intersection of Rte 54 and Rte 56 lies the dramatic, spiky lava field at Berserkjahraun map  (Berserkers’ lava field). Crowned by looming mountains, this lunar landscape gets its name from Eyrbyggja Saga and an intricate tale of love, betrayal and otherworldly strength (berserkers are insanely violent fighters who were employed as hired thugs in Viking times). Today, a path through Berserkjahraun remains, and a grave was discovered containing the remains of two large men, thought to be the original berserkers.

The adjacent farmstead at Bjarnarhöfn map  is the region’s leading producer of hákarl (fermented shark meat), a traditional Icelandic dish. The museum here explains how the Greenland shark (classified as near threatened – it's the longest-living vertebrate on the planet, with some living over 500 years) is poisonous if eaten fresh. Fermentation neutralises the toxin.


HIDING OUT ON FLATEY ISLAND

Of Breiðafjörður’s countless islands, little Flatey (literally ‘Flat Island’) is the only one with year-round inhabitants. In the 11th century Flatey (flatey.com) was home to a monastery, and today it's a popular stopover for travellers heading to/from the Westfjords, as well as filmmakers. Push the slow-mo button on life, and enjoy a windswept afternoon amid brightly coloured houses and swooping Arctic terns.

Hótel Flatey

map 

The hotel and its restaurant open from the last week in May until the end of August.

Baldur Ferry

map Google map

Flatey can be visited as a day trip in summer when Baldur Ferry goes twice a day to/from Stykkishólmur.






LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Cheap  € € Moderate  € € € Pricey

[image: img]
Eating

Near Snæfellsjökull National Park

Fjöruhúsið €

map

Serves renowned fish soup by the bird cliffs at the scenic Hellnar–Arnarstapi path trailhead. 11am-10pm Jun-Aug, reduced hours Mar-May & Sep-Nov

Samkomuhúsið € €

map

Arnarstapi's old-school eatery for Icelandic specialities like lamb soup and fish and chips. hours vary

Viðvík Restaurant € €

map 

Family-run and eclectic in Hellisandur, with glacier views. From Icelandic fare to sushi with the catch of the day. 6-9pm Wed-Sun Jun-Aug

Reks € €

map

Reliable fish of the day and Icelandic staples in a cosy atmosphere in Ólafsvík. noon-3pm Mon-Wed & Sun, to 8.30pm or 9pm Thu-Sat May-Sep

Fosshotel Hellnar Restaurant € € €

map

Icelandic menu with local organic produce, plus heavenly skyr (yoghurt-like dessert). 6-10pm Mar-Nov

Grundarfjörður's Greatest Hits

Bjargarsteinn Mathús € €

map

Superb waterfront restaurant creating Icelandic dishes with an emphasis on seafood and everything fresh. 4-10pm Jun-Aug, 6-9.30pm Thu-Sun Sep–mid-Dec & mid-Jan–May

Meistarinn €

map

Hot-dog and sandwich wagon with items named after Danish royal family members. Also in Stykkishólmur. noon-8pm Jun-Sep

Best Resaurants in Stykkishólmur

Sjávarpakkhúsið € €

map Google map

Old fish-packing house, now a wood-lined, fine-dining eatery with harbour-front outdoor seating. 6-10pm May-Sep, Wed-Sun rest of year

Narfeyrarstofa € €

map Google map

Book a table on the 2nd floor for the romantic lighting of antique lamps and harbour views from this excellent restaurant. 11.30am-10pm May-Sep, reduced hours Oct-Apr

Nesbrauð €

map Google map

Bakery with sugary confections like kleinur (traditional twisty doughnuts) or ástar pungur (‘love balls’; fried doughballs with raisins). 7.30am-5pm Jun-Sep, to 3pm & closed Sun Oct-May


[image: img]
Drinking

Cafes & Bars

Valeria Coffee

map

Who better than a friendly Colombian ex-pat in Grundarfjörður to import, roast and serve some of the best coffee in Iceland? hours vary

Græna Kompaníið

map

Completing tiny Grundarfjörður's excellent cafe scene. noon-6pm, from 2pm Sat

Gilbakki

map

Hellissandur's quaint cafe, just a few blocks from its graffiti district. 11am-5pm

Freezer Hostel

map

Quirky joint in a former fish factory combines austere dorms with a cool bar, theatre and live-music venue. schedule online

[image: img]
Shopping

Local Crafts

Gallerí Lundi

map Google map

Local handicrafts sold by friendly villagers in Stykkishólmur. Also offers coffee. 12.30-6pm May-Sep

[image: jpg]

Stykkishólmur | ANDREW MAYOVSKYY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Gallerí Jökull

map

Arts co-op in Ólafsvík with loads of woollens. hours vary






Explore

Borgarnes & Around


For such a tiny place, Borgarnes bubbles with local life. One of the original settlement areas for the first Icelanders, it's loaded with history, and sits on a scenic promontory along the broad waters of Borgarfjörður. Zip past the busy petrol stations and go into the old quarter to encounter the fun, small-town vibe and one of Iceland’s best museums, the Settlement Centre. Inland, up the river-twined valley, lie heritage-rich farms, stone-strewn lava tubes and Húsafell, the jumping-off point for activities on and in Langjökull ice cap, plus hot springs and the highlands. Just south, generous Hvalfjörður is home to the hike to Glymur waterfall as well as a swank hot-springs experience – a dreamy way to wrap it all up.
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See for eating and shopping listings
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Getting Around

[image: img] Car

Gives you the most freedom and reach (eg to Húsafell where buses do not run).

[image: img] Bus

Borgarnes is the major transfer point between Reykjavík and Snæfellsnes Peninsula, Westfjords and the North. Strætó bus 57 links Borgarnes with Reykjavík. Bus 58 goes to Stykkishólmur and from September to May bus 81 runs inland to Reykholt. The bus stop is at the cluster of petrol stations (N1, Orkan). All services are reduced in winter.

[image: img] Tour

Select tours pick up in Reykjavík (eg for Langjökull).


THE BEST

Immerse yourself in history at the SETTLEMENT CENTRE.

Snowmobile into the enormous LANGJÖKULL ice cap.

Hop between geothermal springs from BORGARNES to KRAUMA and CANYON BATHS.

Have exquisite cocktails and dinner at the HÓTEL HÚSAFELL RESTAURANT.





TOP EXPERIENCE


Witness the Story of Iceland at the Settlement Centre


Broad Borgarfjörður was the landing zone for several famous Icelandic settlers. The fascinating Settlement Centre, by the Borgarnes harbour, offers insights into the history of the settlers, and brings alive the story of the famous poet-warrior Egill Skallagrímsson – his amazing adventures and his equally intense family.



map Google map

[image: jpg]
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PLANNING TIPS

The museum is divided into two exhibitions; each takes about 30 minutes to visit. Leave time to explore sites from Egill’s Saga. In summer, reserve ahead if you want to eat at the restaurant.

[image: barcode]

Scan this QR code for opening hours, restaurant details and to book.



A Swashbuckling Poet & Settlement Stories

Creative art and dioramas help recount Egill’s Saga, one of the most nuanced and action-packed of the sagas. It begins when warrior-poet Egill Skallagrímsson's grandfather, Kveldúlfur, flees to Iceland during the 9th century after a falling out with the king of Norway. Kveldúlfur grew gravely ill on the journey, and instructed his son, Skallagrímur Kveldúlfsson, to throw his coffin overboard after he died and build the family farm wherever it washed ashore – this happened to be at Borg á Mýrum, near Borgarnes. Egill grew up to be a fierce and creative individual who killed his first adversary at the age of seven, carried out numerous raids on Ireland, England and Denmark, and saved his skin many a time by composing eloquent poetry.

The other exhibit, the Settlement Exhibition, vividly covers the discovery and settlement of Iceland and gives a firm historical context in which to place your visit. The interactive map illustrating where the first settlers made inroads is particularly fun. Multilingual audio guides recounting settlers’ stories illustrate how harsh it was.


Local Landmarks

To explore how the saga ties to the Borgarnes area (pictured), download the Locatify SmartGuide app and load the 'Egill's Saga, Borg on the Moors' tour, which tells the stories of local landmarks from the tale. The Settlement Centre has marked eight of the sites with cairns, including Brákin, Borg á Mýrum and Skallagrímsgarður, the burial mound of Skallagrímsson's father and son. The town celebrates an annual festival, Brákarhátíð (brakarhatid.is), in honour of Egill's heroic nursemaid, Þorgerður Brák.

Egill's Farm

Borg á Mýrum, northwest of Borgarnes on Rte 54, is where Skallagrímur Kveldúlfsson, Egill’s father, made his farm. It was named for the large rock (borg) behind the farmstead. You can walk up to the cairn for super views. The small cemetery includes an ancient rune-inscribed gravestone. Ásmundur Sveinsson’s sculpture out front represents Egill mourning the death of his sons and his rejuvenation in poetry.


QUICK BREAK

The Settlement Centre has a top-notch restaurant built into the rockface with a popular lunch buffet. Or stroll to fjord-side Englendingavík for a casual cafe with great views.
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1Top Experiences

 Settlement CentreE4




1Experiences

1War & Peace MuseumC3

2Hvammsvík Hot SpringsC4

3Mt EsjaC4

4GlymurD3

5SaurbæjarkirkjaC3

6HestalandB2

7OddsstaðirD2

8SnorrastofaD2

 Snorralaug(see 8)

9Borgarnes Swimming PoolF3

10DeildartunguhverC2

 Krauma(see 10)

11LindinE1

12Icelandic Goat CentreD1

13ErpsstaðirC1

14LangjökullF2

15Into the GlacierE1

16HraunfossarD1

17Viðgelmir – the CaveE1

18HafnarfjallB3




5Eating

19BaraF4

 Englendingavík(see 20)

20Settlement Centre RestaurantE4

21Blómasetrið–Kaffi KyrrðE3

 Hótel Húsafell(see 15)

22Skemma CafeB2

 Hraunfossar Cafe(see 16)




7Shopping

23LjómalindF3

 Ullarselið(see 22)










EXPERIENCES

Enjoy Hvalfjörður Hot Springs & Hike to GlymurFjord, Spa & Waterfall

Sparkling Hvalfjörður (kval-fyur-thur) feels soaringly pastoral despite being a mere 30-minute drive from the capital, and it offers excellent day-trip fodder. During WWII the fjord had a submarine and warship station; more than 20,000 American and British soldiers passed through. Learn more at the War & Peace Museum map , which houses artefacts from that time as well as a small cafe and campground with a swimming pool.

Book ahead for this highlight: Hvammsvík Hot Springs map , where you soak in fabulous fjord-front hot-pots and then cold plunge just offshore if you dare.

On the south side of Hvalfjörður, dramatic Mt Esja map  (914m) beckons for great wilderness hiking. Or go up Botnsdalur valley to hike to Glymur map , one of Iceland’s highest waterfalls (198m). It's a tricky hike, with rivers to cross (only bridged by a log in summer). Plan a couple of hours to reach the cascade's viewpoints on rough, slippery trails. As you round the north side of the fjord, keep an eye out for the church Saurbæjarkirkja map  – peek inside at beautiful stained-glass work by Gerður Helgadóttir.

Ride Horses Beneath Ice CapsHorse Riding

The West's river-lined valleys, broad open pastures and towering mountains paired with well-regarded horse farms make for prime horse-riding country. Ride fields and fjord shores with top-notch horse-farm Hestaland map . It gives a short lesson in the arena before heading out, so beginners can be comfortable, too. Up for a longer trek? Oddsstaðir map  guides multiday riding tours throughout West Iceland with a large team of horses.

Explore Historic Reykholt's Museum, Pool & ChurchSaga History

Reykholt is a sleepy outpost (just a few farmsteads really) that on first glance offers few clues to its past as a major medieval settlement of 60,000 to 80,000 people. It was home to one of the most important chieftains and scholars, Snorri Sturluson, who was killed here in 1241 by his political rival/former son-in-law. Today you can dive into Snorri's elaborate history at Snorrastofa map , built on his farm.

Check out Snorralaug map , a circular, stone-lined pool fed by a hot spring which may be the oldest handmade structure in Iceland. The stones at the base of the pool are original 10th century, and it is believed to be where Snorri bathed. A wood-panelled tunnel beside the spring (closed to the public) leads to the old farmhouse – the site of Snorri’s gruesome murder.

Visit the quaint old church dating from 1896 where you can look through a viewing glass in the floor at a 1040–1260 cistern for a smithy.

Hot Springs HopGeothermal Pools

You're spoiled for choice in Iceland's geothermally active west. Start low-key at beautiful Borgarnes Swimming Pool map Google map , with hot-pots and steam room, where families frolic at the fjord-side sports complex.

Head inland to Europe’s biggest hot spring, Deildartunguhver map , about 5km west of Reykholt, just off Rte 50, near the junction with Rte 518. Look for billowing clouds of steam, which rise from scalding water bubbling from the ground (180L per second and 100°C). To soak in the water (a cooled version!), head inside neighbouring Krauma map with sleek hot pools, a cold pool and two steam rooms. Grab a bite at the restaurant or food truck.

Wrap up in Húsafell at the hotel's Lindin map  geothermal baths, or book ahead for its Canyon Baths – wilderness hot-pots and cold plunge.

Gab with Goats at the Icelandic Goat CentreGoat Centre

Walk with farmers through pretty fields where endangered Icelandic goats graze. The Icelandic Goat Centre map 's most famous resident, Casanova, a bright-eyed goat who had a starring turn in Game of Thrones (running from a dragon) passed away some years ago, but many charming ruminates remain and the gift shop is full of goodies, goat-related and otherwise. Find the farm, Háafell, on dirt road Rte 523, northeast of Reykholt. Coffee or tea included.


The Story of Snorri Sturluson

The chieftain and historian Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241) is one of the most important figures in medieval Icelandic history, and he was one of the main chroniclers of Norse sagas and histories. Snorri was born at Hvammur near Búðardalur (further north), was raised and educated at the theological centre of Oddi near Hella, and later married the heir to the historic farm Borg á Mýrum near Borgarnes. He eventually left Borg and retreated to the wealthy church estate at Reykholt. At the time, Reykholt was home to 60,000 to 80,000 people and was an important trade centre at the crossroads of major routes across the country. Snorri composed many of his most famous works at Reykholt, including Prose Edda (a textbook of medieval Norse poetry) and Heimskringla (a history of the kings of Norway). Snorri is also widely believed to be the hand behind Egil’s Saga, a family history of Viking skald (court poet) Egil Skallagrímsson.



Snowmobile on, or Tunnel Into Langjökull GlacierIce Cap & Cave

Tucked into an emerald, river-crossed valley, with the Kaldá river on one side and a dramatic lava field on the other, Húsafell, with its encampment of summer cottages, campsite, bistro and geothermal swimming pool, is the main access point for Langjökull map , the second-largest glacier in Iceland and the closest major glacier to Reykjavík. This glacier is 50km long, almost 20km wide, nearly 609m deep at its thickest point and its highest point is almost 1.5km above sea level. The name means ‘long glacier’ and it offers 935 sq km of pure adventure. You can zoom across the magnificent glacier on a snowmobile while enjoying pristine mountain views with Mountaineers of Iceland (mountaineers.is) or Tröll Expeditions (troll.is).

Or take the wildly popular Into the Glacier (map ) tour into an enormous (300m-long) human-made tunnel and series of caves. You'll head into the glacier at 1260m above sea level and find exhibitions, a cafe and even a small chapel.

Never attempt to drive up onto the glacier yourself.


FARM FOOD

Like to eat your way across the countryside? Make a beeline to Erpsstaðir. Want more guidance? Find other farms and activities at Borgarnes' tourist information centre in the Ljómalind craft co-op. Or join a Crisscross Food Tour (crisscross.is) across West Iceland, with farm stops, snacks and a meal while taking in waterfalls and lava fields.

Erpsstaðir

map 

Like a mirage for sweet-toothed wanderers, this dairy farm amid the waterfalls and streams of gorgeous Rte 60 (between Búðardalur and the Ring Rd) specialises in delicious, homemade ice cream.



Thrill at Iceland's Best Lava FeaturesWaterfall & Lava Tube

Map out the location of this fall, because as you zip along Rte 518, about 6km west of Húsafell, you can easily miss the turnoff as the road curves – and that'd be a mistake. Spectacular Hraunfossar map  translates to 'Lava Field waterfall' because the crystalline water streams out from below the lava field all around. Walk a little further on the marked trail to Barnafoss, another churning chute.

East of Húsafell, along Rte 518, are the vast, barren lava flows of Hallmundarhraun, a wonderful eerie landscape dotted with gigantic lava tubes. These long, tunnel-like caves are formed by flows of molten lava beneath a solid lava crust. You can visit Iceland’s largest lava tube, the 1100-year-old, 1.5km-long Viðgelmir – the Cave map  on a tour. Viðgelmir is located on private property near the farmstead Fljótstunga. It sparkles with ever-changing rock formations and has a stable walkway within it on which the tours are conducted. Helmet and torch are included. If you have caving gear (helmet, torch etc), Surtshellir, along Rte F578 (rental cars not allowed), is a dramatic, 2km-long tube connected to Stefánshellir, which is about half the size.

Hike to Hilltop ViewsHikes & Viewpoints

The dramatically sheer mountain Hafnarfjall map  (844m) rises south across the fjord from Borgarnes. It's approximately four million years old – give or take a millennium or two. You can climb it (7km) from the trailhead on Rte 1, near the southern base of the causeway into Borgarnes. There's a small birch wood at the base. Be careful of slippery scree cliffs once you ascend. You'll get sweeping views from the top.

If that's a bit much, you can head to the much lower viewing disc, a small disc on the hill town just northeast of the campsite, which labels the peaks all around.




LISTINGS

Best Places for...

€ Cheap  € € Moderate  € € € Pricey
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Eating

Best Eats in Borgarnes

Bara € €

map Google map

Embrace the fun, friendly vibe at this bar serving Icelandic craft brews and some of the best fish and chips in Iceland. 11am-10pm or 11pm May-Sep, reduced hours Oct-Apr

Settlement Centre Restaurant € €

map Google map

This light-filled eatery built into the rockface is one of the region's best bets. Choose from traditional Icelandic and international eats (lamb, fish stew etc). The lunch buffet is very popular. 11.30am-9pm

Englendingavík € €

map Google map

Casual, with a wonderful waterfront deck, Englendingavík serves tasty homemade dishes, from cakes to full meals of roast lamb or fresh fish. It has an attached guesthouse with good bay views. 11.30am-11pm May-Sep, reduced hours Apr & Oct

Blómasetrið–Kaffi Kyrrð €

map Google map

This quaint flower and gift shop is also a cosy cafe with hot drinks, beer and snacks and overstuffed chairs. 8am-8pm Wed-Sun, to 10pm Mon & Tue

Out in the Countryside

Hótel Húsafell € € €

map

Outstanding restaurant in an upmarket hotel with delectable cocktails and creative Icelandic cuisine showcasing superb ingredients and refined presentation. Art is the original work of local artist Páll Guðmundsson, and spectacular views are the work of Iceland. noon-9pm

Skemma Cafe (Skemman Kaffihús) €

map 

Tucked away in the village of Hvanneyri, 12km east of Borgarnes, in a building that dates from 1896, this small cafe has a sunny deck and soups, waffles, cakes and coffee. noon-5pm Tue-Sun Jun–mid-Aug

Hraunfossar Cafe € €

map

Set just back from the waterfalls. Wide decks and a solid menu of basic soup, burgers, salads and snacks. 10am-8pm Jun-Aug, reduced hours Sep-May

[image: img]
Shopping

Arts & Crafts

Ljómalind

map Google map

This packed Borgarnes farmers market stocks everything from fresh dairy products from Erpsstaðir to locally made bath products, wool sweaters, jewellery and collectables. 10am-6pm

Ullarselið

map

In Hvanneyri, this fantastic wool centre stocks handmade sweaters, scarves, hats and blankets plus beautiful hand-spun yarn, interesting bone buttons, patterns and needles. 11am-5pm mid-May–mid-Sep, 1-5pm Thu-Sat rest of year
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Family Travel

Iceland doesn’t need amusement parks or exciting rides to entertain children. The entire country is a natural wonderland that feels a little like an adventure playground coming to life. Your kids won’t get bored here.



Breastfeeding

Breastfeeding is such a non-issue that an Icelandic government official once addressed parliament during a live television broadcast while breastfeeding her six-week-old, and it was no big deal.



Is Iceland Good for Kids?

Reykjavík, and Iceland, are supremely child-friendly, as are Icelanders. Go on kid-friendly hikes, ride horses across lava fields or whale watch off the coast. Check out geysers, soak in a hot-pot and learn about volcanoes. The Blue Lagoon allows children two and older, but the Sky Lagoon doesn’t admit kids under 12. Museums are generally free for children under 18.

Family-Friendly Stays

Some hostels and guesthouses offer family rooms, which can help save money. Campsites have discounted rates for kids, and some have playgrounds.
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ICY ADVENTURES

Most snowmobiling tours are open to children eight and older though drivers must be 18 with a valid driving licence. Take kids six and older on a journey through Katla Ice Cave to blow their minds with icy formations and glacier learning. Or head to Jökulsárlón glacier lagoon, which might feel like visiting the home of Elsa of Arendelle from Frozen.




Car Seats

Car-hire companies rent car seats (required for kids under 135cm) and booster seats.



Eating Out

You’ll find lots of kid-friendly fare like hot dogs, hamburgers and chicken nuggets in Reykjavík and beyond, and many restaurants have children’s menus. Most restaurants also have a toilet with a changing table.







Accommodation

Iceland is expensive. Even budget hotels, guesthouses and farmstays will likely cost more than you’re used to, but standards are high.


Where to stay if you love…

Shopping and bar-hopping

Laugavegur & Skólavörðustígur Gritty-cool clubs and raucous bars around Laugavegur mingle with vintage boutiques and high-end concept stores. Pricey accommodation, but super-central.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

Hostel dorm room
4000kr

Boutique midrange hotel
22,000kr

HIgh-end hotel
36,500kr



Historic art and architecture

Old Reykjavík Between charming lake Tjörnin and the Reykjavík Museum of Art, the oldest section of the city is dotted with galleries and historic houses.


OUR PICK

We Love to Stay in...

Glass Houses

There are a growing number of bubbles and cabins with expansive glass walls for travellers who want to experience the Northern Lights without the cold. It costs around 30,000kr per night, and even if it’s overcast or storming, you’ll be in the thick of it. You’ll find them around Selfoss and Flúðir in the south and near Húsafell in the west.



Waterfront strolls and eclectic eateries

Old Harbour This inviting harbour area offers everything from cutting-edge galleries and museums to ice creameries, a brewery, a street-food hall and a chocolate factory.

Wide open spaces

South Coast Choose between black-sand beaches, rolling pastures with grazing horses and volcanic foothills streaming with waterfalls. Book well ahead.

A bit of everything

Snæfellsnes Peninsula Wonderfull small towns rim the peninsula with its own glacier, stellar whale-watching and a national park. In winter, many places close.







Food, Drink & Nightlife

Land of Greenhouses

It won’t take you long to notice the Icelandic countryside is dotted with greenhouses. Farmers cultivate cucumbers, strawberries, lettuces, peppers, herbs and flowers year-round. At Friðheimar you can dine inside a greenhouse on tomatoes grown on-site. Or head to Farmers Bistro to sample the bounty from Iceland’s only mushroom farm.
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WHERE TO BUY LIQUOR?

Vínbúðin is the government-run liquor store. Hours are variable, and many outside Reykjavík only open for a couple of hours per day.




SKYR

Skyr is a rich, creamy dairy product that’s packaged like a yoghurt but technically defined as a cheese, like ricotta. Icelanders have been eating skyr for centuries. It takes four cups of cow’s milk to make a single cup of skyr. It’s high in protein, low in fat and packed with calcium and B vitamins.



Allergies & Intolerances

People with food allergies and intolerances will have few difficulties eating out in Reykjavík. Substances like nuts and gluten that could trigger a reaction are often openly listed on menus. In more old-fashioned establishments or rural restaurants, it’s more hit-and-miss. Always communicate your allergy clearly to servers to be sure.

How to… Pay the Bill

Your bill won’t be presented at a restaurant until you ask for it. Catch your server’s attention and ask directly.

Splitting the bill As long as you ask in advance, you can generally split bills evenly.

Tipping Service and VAT taxes are always included in prices – tipping isn’t required in Iceland. At restaurants and bars, rounding up the bill or leaving a small tip for good service is appreciated nonetheless. But, the bottom line is that you shouldn’t feel obliged to tip – it’s not customary.
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PRICE RANGES

The following price ranges refer to the average cost of a main course.

€ less than 2000kr

€€ 2000–5000kr

€€€ more than 5000kr




OPENING HOURS

Cafes 10am–6pm, those that are also bars stay open to 1am or later

Restaurants 11.30am–2.30pm and 6–9pm or 10pm

Fast-food joints 11am to midnight or later




Going Out

Cafe-bars Some daytime cafes turn into bars at night, with DJs setting up and rocking into the wee hours. Places like Kaffibarinn go perennially strong.

Club & Music Scene Reykjavík is famous for its nightlife, especially on weekends. The music scene is epic: excellent festivals like Iceland Airwaves, creative DJs gigging and any number of homegrown bands. Laugavegur and Old Reykjavík are packed with the majority of the venues. And the nightlife crawl is known as the djammið.

What to Wear Bring a smart outfit and cool shoes if you plan on hitting the town. Quirky or cool works, too.

When to Go Don’t show up before 1am. Many Icelanders pre-game with purchases from the official liquor store, Vínbúðin. Its hours are limited, so plan ahead. Better yet, buy alcohol at the Duty Free in Keflavík Airport upon arrival to last the duration of your trip.
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HOW MUCH FOR A

Coffee
400–600kr

Soft drink
400–600kr

Local beer
1050–1700kr

Wine
1500–1750kr

Pýlsur (hot dog)
300–600kr

Hamburger
2500–3000kr

Main course
4500–7000kr
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Iceland is proud of its LGBTIQ+ traditions. It was among the first countries to give same-sex couples equal access to adoption, IVF and same-sex marriage.


Surveying the Scene

Gay Reykjavík Reykjavík is where you’ll find the beating heart of the Icelandic gay scene. The city’s so small there’s no clearly defined gay neighbourhood. There’s a gay bar called Kiki, and you’ll see rainbow flags/stickers in many businesses.

Reykjavík Bear (reykjavikbear.is) If you’re a bear or bear admirer, this is an Icelandic event not to miss. This festival, started by a group of volunteers more than 15 years ago, has since grown into an international event attracting visitors from around the world.

Dating Apps Tinder and Grindr are popular in Iceland, but remember this is a small country. Expect to see the same small pool of people, especially outside Reykjavík.


OUR PICKS

Reykjavík Pride

This epic pride party (hinsegindagar.is) takes over Reykjavík for a week each August. Thousands flood the capital for what’s become one of the country’s largest annual events. The parade is the biggest party – sometimes a third of the country turns out – but the event also includes lectures, concerts, a family festival and a post-parade dance party.
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Tour Companies

Pink Iceland is a gay-owned tour operator which arranges tours and weddings and is happy to answer questions about local LGBTIQ+ culture.

Out Adventures is a Canadian company specialising in small-group tours for LGBTIQ+ travellers, with a few trips to Iceland each year.

Resources

Visit Gayice (gayice.is) and Gay Iceland (gayiceland.is) for LGBTIQ+ tips and news.

Literary Reykjavík’s Culture Walks app has a Queer Literature walk.


NATIONAL QUEER ORGANISATION

The national queer organisation, Samtökin ’78, provides information during office hours and operates loads of programmes and outreach.
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Health & Safe Travel

Reykjavík is one of the safest capital cities in the world, but the countryside is a land of perils for the newcomer.


Wild Nature

Animals may not try to kill you in Iceland, but nature might. Never walk on glacial ice or swim in a glacial lagoon – hypothermia can set in within minutes. Never turn your back on the black-sand beaches near Vík as people regularly get washed away. A must for learning about minimising your risks is Safetravel (safetravel.is). It also provides info on ICE-SAR’s 112 Iceland app (useful in emergencies), and explains procedures for filing a travel plan. Always get local advice before hiking or driving in remote areas.


VOLCANIC ERUPTIONS

Follow safetravel.is for updates on conditions and closures, and to file a hiking plan. Stay on designated trails and out of hazard zones. When authorised to enter the zone, you may need to hike for several hours. Pack food, water and a power bank. Bring an N95 mask for smoke pollution and consider a gas mask.




Tap Water

The tap water in Iceland is delicious, safe and some of the world’s purest.




ROAD SIGNS
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Gravel road Bumpy gravel road ahead

[image: Icelandic_Sign-4x4-jpg]

4x4 only Off-limits to anyone without a 4WD
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Extremely difficult Challenging terrain, even for experienced drivers
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Blind hill Oncoming traffic not visible



Road Safety

For road conditions, see road.is or call 1777. Iceland’s roads present unique hazards that include wildlife, rivers and unpredictable weather. Follow speed limits, check weather conditions frequently and never drive off-road. F roads are suitable only for 4WDs, often involve fording rivers, and are only open in summer. Many car-rental companies and insurance policies don’t cover driving on F roads, even with a 4WD.


NEVER UNDERESTIMATE THE WEATHER

The weather can change without warning. Proper clothing and equipment are essential, year-round. Get a reliable forecast (vedur.is/english) before setting off. The Icelandic Meteorological Office (IMO) also has an app called Vedur. If you’re driving in winter, carry food, water and blankets in your car.









Responsible Travel

Follow these tips to leave a lighter footprint, support local and have a positive impact on communities.


Go Electric

Iceland is a geothermal energy pioneer that uses renewable sources to generate all of its electricity. More than half of the new cars registered in Iceland each year are electric or hybrid. Iceland plans to stop issuing new registrations for fossil-fuel-powered vehicles in 2030.

You’ll find lots of electric and hybrid car-hire options, and charging stations across the country. Some rental companies include free charging.
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Respect Local Behaviours

Iceland is a small country that sometimes struggles under the weight of its popularity. A few simple acts of respect go a long way. Don’t venture off-road or off-trail. Camp and park in designated areas. Use designated toilets. Stay off the moss – it takes hundreds of years to grow back. Oh, and respect Icelandic customs by washing thoroughly with soap and shampoo (and no bathing suit) before entering pools and hot-pots.

Forget Single-Use Plastic Bottles

Iceland is known for its pure, clean water. Bring a reusable water bottle, or pick up a new one in Iceland, and refill it at the tap.
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OUR PICKS

Shop Local

Stick to independent, locally owned restaurants, bars, services and shops; enjoy secondhand clothes shopping; and opt for locally grown produce labelled íslenskt.
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Resources

● votlendi.is/carbon-offset Purchase carbon offsets to fund wetland restoration.

● visiticeland.com/carbon-offset Calculate your trip’s carbon footprint.

● globalclimatepledge.com/global/iceland Pledge to be a responsible tourist in Iceland.



TIME YOUR VISIT JUST RIGHT

The peak summer months can put a lot of pressure on Icelandic businesses and the environment. Visit at other times of year to remove some of that pressure and save some money.
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Order with Care

Don’t Eat Whale or Puffins Only about 2% of Icelanders report regularly eating whale meat; tourists are its most frequent consumer. Conservation groups are urging visitors to meet the whales not eat them, and more than 60 restaurants have pledged to stop serving whale. Same goes for endangered puffins.

Choose Fish or Lamb Minimise the environmental impact of your holiday by opting for the fish of the day in this seafood capital of the world or some free-range Icelandic lamb. Beef production is one of the largest drivers of climate change.


LOOK FOR THIS LABEL
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The orange Vakinn label shows that a tourism business meets the Icelandic Tourist Board’s standards for ethical, professional and environmentally sustainable operations. Scan this QR code for a list of certified companies.
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Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world.
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Accessible Travel

Attractions

Key tourist sites including Gullfoss, the Geysir geothermal area and Þingvellir National Park are wheelchair-accessible. In Reykjavík, the Harpa concert hall, Hallgrímskirkja, National Museum, Perlan and most shops along Laugavegur are accessible. Blue Lagoon, Sky Lagoon and Laugarvatn Fontana geothermal pools are wheelchair-accessible, as are many of the country’s swimming pools.

Public Transport

Public buses in Reykjavík are wheelchair-accessible, except route 22. Users must enter and strap in on their own. Wheelchair accessibility is limited outside Reykjavík. Flybus transports some wheelchairs, but usually the traveller must climb in and out of the bus.


LODGING

Buildings constructed after 2012 are required to have lifts and wheelchair-accessible bathrooms, so look for newer hotels and holiday rentals. Many campsites and some hostels are accessible.



Touring

Iceland Unlimited (icelandunlimited.is) offers accessible day tours of the Golden Circle, Reykjanes Peninsula and the southern coast.

GJ Travel and BusTravel Iceland can accommodate foldable wheelchairs; however, travellers must be able to enter and exit tour buses on their own.


TAXIS

Hreyfill and City Taxi provide accessible taxi services in Reykjavík. City Taxi offers fixed-rate rides between Reykjavík and Keflavík International Airport. Call ahead to arrange.




ASSISTANCE FOR THE VISUALLY IMPAIRED

Audio devices on Reykjavík buses announce next stops. Riders with white cane or guide dog travel free, but otherwise Iceland is lean on audio and tactile navigation. Association of Blind & Visually Impaired People in Iceland (Blindrafélagið; blind.is) provides information.



Accessibility Resources

Iceland can be tricky when it comes to access for travellers with disabilities, but the country has made strides in recent years. The grassroots Ramp Up effort has driven the construction of 450 ramps, with plans for 1600 more.

● National Confederation of Physically Disabled People (sjalfsbjorg.is) provides short-term mobility-equipment rental and lists of accessible hotels, restaurants and transport services.

● Destination-specific travel content for travellers in wheelchairs includes wheelchairtraveling.com and wheelmap.org.







Nuts & Bolts

Opening Hours

Supermarkets 7am–midnight. Some open as late as 10am and close as early as 8pm.

Vínbúðin (government-run liquor stores) Variable; many outside Reykjavík only open for a couple of hours per day.

Banks 9am–4pm Monday to Friday.

Petrol stations 8am–10pm or 11pm (automated pumps open 24 hours).

Shops 10am–6pm Monday to Friday, to 4pm Saturday; some open Sunday in Reykjavík malls and major shopping strips.


QUICK INFO

Time zone Western European Time (equal to GMT)

Country code +354

Emergency number 112

Iceland population 394,000



Smoking

It’s illegal to smoke (including e-cigarettes) inside restaurants, bars and clubs, but smoking is allowed outdoors. The rule is well observed by Icelanders.

ELECTRICITY

220V/50Hz
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Public Holidays

Banks and government offices are closed on Iceland’s public holidays. Businesses and non-essential services may be closed, and demand can be high for accommodation and restaurant tables.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Easter March or April; Maundy Thursday and Good Friday to Easter Monday (changes annually)

Labour Day 1 May

Ascension Day 18 May

Whit Sunday & Whit Monday May or June (changes annually)

National Day 17 June

Commerce Day First Monday in August

Christmas Eve 24 December

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day 26 December

New Year’s Eve 31 December
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Language

Fast Phrases

How are you?

Hvað segir þú gott? kvadh say·yir thoo got

Fine. And you?

Allt fínt. En þú? alt feent en thoo

Do you speak English?

Talarðu ensku? a·lar dhoo ens·ku

I don’t understand.

Ég skil ekki. yekh skil e·ki

It will be OK.

Þetta reddast. the-tah re-dahst

Where can I buy a ticket?

Hvar kaupi ég miða? kvar keuy·pi yekh mi·dha

Where’s the (hotel)?

Hvar er (hótelið)? kvar er (hoh·te·lidh)

What would you recommend?

Hverju mælir þú með? kver·yu mai·lir thoo medh

I’ll have a …

Ég ætla að fá … yekh ait·la adh fow …

I’d like a/the…, please.

Get ég fengið …, takk. get yekh fen·gidh … tak



	table for (four)
	borð fyrir (fjóra)
	bordh fi (fyoh·ra)



	bill
	reikninginn
	rayk·neen·gin



	drink list
	vínseðillinn
	veen·se·dhit·lin



	menu
	matseðillinn
	mat·se·dhit·lin



	that dish
	þennan rétt 
	the·nan ryet




How much is it?

Hvað kostar þetta? kvadh kos·tar the·ta


Icelandic Basics

Hello.
Halló. ha·loh

Goodbye.
Bless. bles

Yes.
Já. yow

No.
Nei. nay

Thank you.
Takk./Takk fyrir. tak/tak fi·rir

Excuse me.
Afsakið. af·sa·kidh

Sorry.
Fyrirgefðu. fi·rir·gev·dhu

My name is …
Ég heiti … yekh hay·ti …

Cheers!
Skál! skowl




Emergencies

Help! Hjálp! hyowlp

Go away! Farðu! far·dhu

I’m lost. Ég er villtur/villt. (m/f) yekh er vil·tur/vilt

Call …! Hringdu á …! hring·du ow …

   a doctor lækni laik·ni

   the police lögregluna leukh·rekh·lu·na

Where are the toilets?

Hvar er snyrtingin? kvar er snir·tin·gin


ICELANDIC NAMES

Icelanders use the ancient patronymic system, where son (son) or dóttir (daughter) is added to the father’s or, less commonly, mother’s first name to make a new last name. For example, Jónsdóttir or Gunnarsson.

Telephone book entries are listed by first names.



Signs

Inngangur Entrance

Útgangur Exit

Opið Open

Lokað Closed

Bannað Prohibited

Snyrting/Salerni Toilets


Reading the Sagas

Icelandic has changed so little through the centuries that the sagas and the Poetic Edda, written about 700 years ago in Old Norse, can be enjoyed by modern-day speakers of Icelandic.




PHRASES TO SOUND LIKE A LOCAL

Cool! Kúl! kool

No worries. Engar áhyggiur. ayng-ahrr ow-higyrreu

Sure. Vissulega. viss-eu-lehkh-ah

No way! Ekki séns! ehky-i syens

Just joking! Bara grín! ba-rrah grreen

Too bad. En leitt. ehn layt

What a shame. En leiðinlegt. ehn layth-in-lehcht

What’s up? Hvað segirðu (gott)? kvahth sagy-irr-th (gott)

Well done! Vel gert! vehl gyehrt

Not bad. Ekki slæmt. ehky-i slaimt




Numbers

1

einn aydn

2

tveir tvayr

3

þrír threer

4

fjórir fyoh·rir

5

fimm fim

6

sex seks

7

sjö syeu

8

átta ow·ta

9

níu nee·u

10

tíu tee·u









Send Us Your Feedback

We love to hear from travellers – your comments help make our books better. We read every word, and we guarantee that your feedback goes straight to the authors. Visit lonelyplanet.com/contact to submit your updates and suggestions.

Note: We may edit, reproduce and incorporate your comments in Lonely Planet products such as guidebooks, websites and digital products, so let us know if you are happy to have your name acknowledged. For a copy of our privacy policy visit lonelyplanet.com/legal.
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The key to the perfect trip

Lonely Planet eBooks make trip planning and
on-the-road travelling easier than ever

1. Discover amazing experiences

Gorgeous photos of top sights with links
to author recommendations help you
plan where to go.

Montenegro’s Top 16
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