
ICELAND 
 
Virtually everyone we talked to about the trip said, “Why Iceland?”  
It is truly The Land of Fire and Ice and a place that all 3 of us intrepid travelers would 
enthusiastically recommend. It is not, however, for the faint of heart or those who cannot 
handle a few challenges. 
 
First a little primer on speaking Icelandic: 
 
Icelandic (Íslenska) 

Icelandic is the closest of the Northern Germanic languages to Old Norse (the language 
of the Vikings) and it is possible for Icelandic speakers to read the Old Norse sagas in the 
original without too much difficulty. 

Icelandic alphabet (íslenska stafrófið) 
A a Á á B b D d Ð ð E e É é F f G g H h I i
a á bé dé eð e jé eff ge há i 
Í í J j K k L l M m N n O o Ó ó P p R r S s

í joð ká ell emm enn o ó pé err ess
T t U u Ú ú V v X x Y y Ý ý Þ þ Æ æ Ö ö   
té u ú vaff ex ufsilon y ufsilon ý þorn æ ö   

The letters C (se), Q (kú) and W (tvöfalt vaff) are also used but only in foreign 
loanwords. The letter Z (seta) is no longer used in Icelandic, except in the newspaper 
Morgunblaðið  

Icelandic Pronunciation 

Notes 

• Stressed vowels are long: 
- in one-syllable words where 
the vowel is word-final; 
- before a single consonant; 
- before the consonant clusters 
pr, tr, kr, sr, pj, tj, sj, tv or kv 

• Elsewhere stressed vowels are 
short 

• Unstressed vowels are always 
short 

• nn = [tn] after an accented vowel or a diphthong 

 



 
Got all that? Now you are about as ready as we 
were to head off to Iceland. Although most (but not 
all) Icelanders speak English fluently, American 
ears do not hear Icelandic words very well – just too 
many syllables and strange, unpronounceable 
sounds. When an Icelander says a word, you walk 
away uncertain even what the first letter was in that 
word. It is best to ask them to write things down.  
Outside of Reykjavik, very few signs are in English 
so you often feel like a four year old, discerning the 
type of store or the cut of meat by the picture on the 
front. I confidently asked an Icelandic woman at the 
grocery store what type of fish patty I had found in 
the freezer. I was clued in by the picture of a fish on 
the front and its close proximity to clearly 
identifiable fish with tails and fins next to it. She looked at me, with a “you poor child” 
kind of glance and said, “That’s not fish.” So much for my top-notch detective work.  

 
We started the trip by meeting up with our son, Jay, who 
flew in from Albuquerque. Then we all flew together to 
Reykjavik. At the airport, it took us over 2 hours to get 
our bags, add more layers to our current wardrobe (I am 
so glad I decided to bring a heavy coat), pay for the last 
rental car available, load up the car with all our bags and 
camping equipment and find a map of the country. 
When we couldn’t get the gate open to exit the parking 
lot, Jay remarked, “I’m sure glad we decided not to do 
the family version of “ The Amazing Race.” 
 

After getting some food at a grocery 
store, we headed up the west side of the island.  First stop was the hike up to Glymur  



Falls. On the way, 
along the twisty, 
largely deserted 
highways, we kept 
getting passed by 
emergency vehicles. It 
seemed that the only 
beings that lived here 
were sheep and 
EMT’s. When we 

arrived at the trailhead, the reason became clear. We got to watch a 
helicopter rescue of a man who injured his leg falling off a cliff along the hike that we 
were about to take. That’s one way to make you tread carefully. The hike was 
exhilarating and the incredible view at the waterfall gave us the first inkling what was in 
store for us over the next ten days. There were also hundreds of kittiwakes flying around 

and nesting on the 
cliffs around the falls. 
 
Our first night we 
camped at Husafel. 

There are essentially 
no trees in Iceland… 
well, all right, there a
a few but not enou
to have a campfire
Plus, in mid-June, 
there is no night. The 

sun sets about midnight and rises about 3 am. In between, there is twilight but never 
darkness. We decided that parents could not call their kids inside at night because it was 
getting dark, but they could say, “Time to come in, it is getting cold.” Temperatures 
dropped late in the evening. The temperature throughout the trip varied from 3 to 16 
Celsius (35-65 F). The first night, despite silk long underwear, scrubs, a fleece, hat and 
socks, I was cold. I finally warmed up after putting on my gloves. After that night, I 
borrowed Dan’s wool socks and managed to stay warm in the sleeping bag every night.  

re 
gh 
. 

 



Iceland does not have insect noises at night but because there is no darkness, the birds 
sing and fly around all night long. There is one particular bird, the snipe (no, really) that 
has a tail feather that sticks out to the side and so it makes a buzzing sound as it flies 
around all night. Endearing and annoying. 
 
Day 2 was spent driving through the fjords and up to 
Latrabjarg, or Bird Cliffs as we called it. I am not a big 
bird watcher but Iceland could turn me into one. It was 
just so fun to see the variety and sheer numbers of 
interesting and varied bird species. At bird cliffs, we saw 
arctic terns, razorbills, guillemot’s and puffins. Puffins 

like to be at the top of the cliffs, 
which is of course where all the 
tourists are. They appeared to be 
posing for photos as they strutted 
and stretched along the top of the 
cliffs while hordes of tourists 
took their picture. 
 
After basking in the birds and the 
view, we went to Patreksfjordur 
and ate dinner at a little café. The 
young waitress talked us through 

the four choices (thank god that was all). We opted for the broccoli soup and sandwich. 
Turns out her “broccoli” is our cauliflower. Delicious, none-the-less. We asked for 
directions to a hot pot (a place where you can soak in geothermally heated water). They 
directed us to the next town over – Taknajordur.  
 
After setting up camp we found the hot pot about 5 minutes 
outside of town on a hillside overlooking the bay. There was a 
small wooden building with changing rooms and a shower. There 
were 3 hot pots, 10’ x6’ concrete pools filled with geothermally 
heated water, algae, teenagers and one old man. We joined them 
and sat there in the warmth enjoying the view of the bay. 
Afterward, Jay and I got ready for bed while Dan decided to take a 
walk on the beach. He did not get ten feet before he had to abort 
the attempt after being attacked by arctic terns nesting in the area. 
It was like a remake of The Birds except the terns are much more 
aggressive – lots of screeching, pooping and dive-bombing. 

 
We spent the day on Wednesday driving in and 
out of the western fjords. We 
came across piles of driftwood, 
which is a valuable resource for a 
country with very few trees. 
Apparently, most of it comes 



 from Siberia. Pinchy, the crab shell found by Dan became our mascot, travelling on the 
front dashboard for the rest of the trip. We camped that night in a small town called 
Akureyri. The campsite was right in town, as most of them are. An open grassy field is a 
welcome sight since so much of Iceland is hard volcanic rock. The campsites had a 
communal cooking area, as do most campsites in Canada and Australia. While cooking 
our lamb meatballs, we chatted with an Australian who had spent the last 18 months 
bicycling around Europe. He was heading to Greenland and Africa for the next year 
before heading back home in Australia, where he was a guide in the Outback. 

 
The next day, we drove to Husavik, where we took a boat out whale watching in the 
Arctic Ocean. Thanks to 2 pair of socks, 2 pair of pants, 3 shirts, a coat, hat gloves, wool 
mittens, scarf, boots and the thermal coveralls that they give you on the boat, I was warm 
and cozy as we chased humpback and minke whales. We then had hot chocolate and 
cinnamon rolls on our way back to shore. 

 
In Husavik, Dan had a 
mission. He wanted a fresh 
fish. He made his way down 
to the harbor and found a 
fisherman with a container 
full of pollock and red fish 
ready to be taken by crane off 
to market. Unable to speak 
the same language, Dan  



finally found a boy to translate. The fisherman seemed amused 
by Dan’s request and tossed him a Pollock out of the bin. When 
Dan tried to pay him, he waved him off.   
 
 We drove on to Myvatn, which is filled with small black flies, 
and found that the camp kitchen provided pots big enough to 
cook our fish. It was delicious.  

 
Not a big fan of warm 
water, Dan went for a 
hike while Jay and I spent 
some quality time in the 
Myvatn Nature Bath. 
Similar to The Blue 
Lagoon, it is a pool of 
geothermal water which 

“benefit both skin and 
spirit alike,” as the 
advertisement says. I 
would thoroughly agree!  
 
On Friday, the weather 
turned more Icelandic, 
with intermittent rain, 
wind, overcast skies and 
cold temperatures. Jay got 
his wish to experience the 
real Iceland after voicing 
some disappointment at 
the relatively warm (65 F) 
and sunny days on the first 

part of the trip. We hiked around 
mudpots, lava fields, and volcanic 
craters. The Myvatn area looks and 
smells a lot like Yellowstone. 
Before leaving the area, we bought 



the areas 
specialty: smoked 
trout and this rye 
bread that is 
cooked in cans for 
24 hours in a hole 
dug in a 
geothermal area.  
 

We stopped at a giant waterfall at Dettifoss on our way down to 
Egilsstadir, where Jay and I enjoyed dancing in the mist of the waterfall. My waterproof 
jacket and pants worked great but unfortunately, all the water just poured off me and into 

my boots. Afterwards, I called for a guesthouse. That was my 
job. Dan did most of the driving and filmed the adventure and 
Jay was navigator and our primary photographer. I tried to be 
in charge of reading about upcoming highlights but I kept 
getting complaints from the front seats. Apparently, since I had 
abdicated involvement in the planning and wasn’t even sure 
what side of the island we were on for the first 2 days, I kept 
reading about places that were hundreds of miles away. So… I 
was in charge of calling for a break in the camping. 



Unfortunately, the guesthouse in Egilsstadir was almost $200 per night so I opted for a 
campground with laundry facilities. Unfortunately, we traded the laundry for a kitchen 
and had to cook on a windowsill and eat together huddled around the washing machine. 
 

Saturday took us into glacier country. We stopped in 
Djupivogur where we bought groceries and ate lunch while 
overlooking the small harbor. The town was all decorated 
with orange and yellow streamers in preparation for 
Iceland’s Independence Day, which is June 17 (Sunday). I 
finally got to buy some yarn. I had wanted to buy either an 
Icelandic sweater while I was there or Icelandic wool yarn 
that I could use for knitting. The sweaters were beautiful 
but expensive – usually $150-200. I decided that I would  
challenge 
myself to 
knitting a 
sweater with 

their yarn instead. Every small town had yarn 
in the grocery store and you would commonly 
see carts with eggs, milk, fish and yarn at the 
check-out aisle. Every time we stopped for 
groceries, I could be found in the yarn aisle – 
trying to compare prices and see what type, 
color and amount of yarn I would need. Since 
I am only an intermediate knitter and have 
never made a sweater for anyone older than 4, 
this was a stretch for me. Invariably, Dan and 
Jay would finish buying the groceries and stand around impatiently, waiting for me to 
make a decision. I usually couldn’t handle the pressure and would decide to wait until the 
next stop to decide. On this day, I just grabbed 4 large rolls of unlabelled, unspun yarn so 
I wouldn’t go home empty handed. I wasn’t even sure if I could knit with them but they 
looked interesting.  
 
Iceland has the largest ice cap in Europe and it has glaciers flowing down from it over 
hundreds of miles. Our first glacier was on private land but our rental car was unable to 
ford the stream so we had a 2 mile hike to the glacier. We were rewarded with not only a 
beautiful view of the glacier and its lake, but of a herd of nine reindeer. Unfortunately, 

the rain started while we were 
enjoying the view and we had to 
make the 2 mile trek back in 
steady rain. Now that I had both 
my hiking boots and my tennis 
shoes soaking wet, I called for a 
guest house in earnest.  
 



Dan just picked one near Hofn, with a sign 
on the road. As we drove up, it looked 
suspect – a grey, 2 story concrete building 
but it turned out to be quite lovely. We had a 
room with 3 beds. They give you a discount 
if you sleep in your own sleeping bags so we 
got the room for ~$95. There was a shared 
bathroom with an incredible view of the 
closest glacier and a field of horses while 
you were taking a shower. We also had a 
communal dining area, complete with stove, 
microwave, fridge and hot tea whenever we 
wanted it. Seeing all our drenched clothes, 
they young lady proprietor even gave us an 
extra room and her own drying rack to hang 
up our clothes – which dried out nicely 

overnight. When asked about what sort of festivities might be going on in town tomorrow 
for Independence Day, the woman became very animated about the big party downtown 
tonight. We should go! She told us that Hofn was known as the Lobster City and she 
seemed quite surprised that we did not know that.  
 
When we finally arrived in Hofn, we found a quaint small town with a crowd of locals 

gathered around a giant piece of a glacier, watching it 
melt. We also became mesmerized by this. After 
debating different restaurants, we noticed that the locals 
were all lining up for a giant feast. Tables were set up 
outside and there were 25-30 different large metal trays 
filled with food, almost exclusively fish dishes. Jay and 
I were content to peak at the food the locals were eating 
while Dan boldly walked over to the start of the line 
and said to one of the men standing there, “We are from 
out of town.” The man smiled and spread his arms 
toward the food and said, “Invitation.” We sheepishly 
but hungrily took a paper cone (following the lead of 
the locals) and went down the line adding fish dish after 
fish dish to our cornucopia for a delicious dinner. It 
turned out that the local restaurant had made the food as 
a gift for the town (and us). 

 
 



On Sunday, we headed to Jokulsarlon, also known as Iceberg Lake, as we enjoyed the 
incredible views of one glacier after another along the way. The description in the 
guidebook says, “Even when you’re expecting this surreal scene, it’s still a mighty 
surprise – just count how many shocked drivers slam on the brakes and skid across the 
road…” It was awesome!  An inlet from the ocean joining with a glacier to make a 
crystal blue glacial lake. Apparently, for one of the James Bond movies they blocked off 
the inlet so that the lake would freeze solid and then had a long scene filmed here. While 
we were there, the tide was coming in, stirring all the icebergs in the lake making them 
sound like the snap, crackle , pop of Rice Krispies. A couple seals and many birds put on 
a show while we took a tour of the lake in an amphibious vehicle.  
 
From there, we went to Skaftafell National Park. We celebrated Father’s Day by buying 



Dan a slice of pie and walking on a glacier. There were many stories and posted warnings 
about not going hiking on the glacier without a guide. A memorial was posted from 2007. 
Two German hikers went up the glacier, never to be seen again. Dan wanted to go farther 
up the trail on the glacier but our mountain climbing son refused to go or let his dad go, 
despite taunts of being wimpy.  
 
On Monday, I bought some more yarn 
and we arrived at Skogar waterfall just 
before the clouds did. After seeing one 
gorgeous waterfall after another, 
virtually around every bend, Dan 
reported he was sick of waterfalls. 
Skogar however, changed his mind. 
Lush green cliffs extending down to 
verdant green fields dotted with sheep 
and the waterfall generating a full 
rainbow. We took a 3 hour hike up the 
trail, encountering one gorgeous view 
after another.  

 
We drove from there to Geysir Park. Our 
campsite had no kitchen or picnic table so 
we snuck into the outdoor seating for the 
café and cooked our food on our one 
burner stove. Then we took a swim in the 
outdoor heated swimming pool. 
Swimming pools are everything in Iceland. 
Invariably, the largest building in town is 
usually the community swimming pool 
and when asked what we should do in their 
town, almost always the locals 
recommended going swimming. The pools 

are geothermally heated and most are outdoors.  
 
In the morning, we went to see 
Geysir. “Geysir” is the original 
hot water spout after which all 
other geysers are named. It has 
not erupted in years but another 
geyser next to it, Strokkur, goes 
off regularly, every few minutes. 
We ate cereal for breakfast while 
watching the geyser erupt.  
 
Then we drove to Pingvellir 
National Park while we listened 



to a local radio personality call up a ice cream shop pretending to be a front man for Tom 
Cruse. Apparently Tom was about to start filming a movie in Iceland and this guy, in a 
very slow American drawl, pretended to be looking for a place that Tom Cruse could 
come eat ice cream. He needed to be sure that the shop had plenty of organic “pi-i-i-n-e 
a-a-p-p-l-le because Tom Cruse loves p-i-n-e a-p-p-l-e very much.” It was interesting 
hearing what we sounded like to Icelanders.  

 
In Pingvellir, we walked along the fault line 
between the European and North American 
tectonic plates. These plates are pulling apart 

causing most of Iceland’s wonders – volcanoes, mud 
pots, geysers and geothermal heated pools. Pingvellir is 
also the site of the ancient Viking assembly and pink 
footed geese and Harlequin ducks.  
 
That night I again called for a guest house and Dan 
again just drove up to one with a sign on the road. 

Turned out to be a lovely 
farmhouse with 3 newly opened 
guest rooms. I went to a real yarn 
shop, got a tutorial on wool and 
bought more yarn. Jay got to watch 
the European Cup Soccer. In the 
morning, our hostess apologized 
for not having a full breakfast and 
then proceeded to bring us home-
made Swedish pancakes with 
maple syrup, sugar and rhubarb 
jam, cheese, crackers and saurmilk. 
Sauermilk is all the thing in 



Iceland. Tastes like plain watery yogurt but it is 
disconcerting to pour it into a cup and see clumps of milk 
come out.  
 
We spent Wednesday in Reykjavik – 
went to a choir concert in a church, 
walked around town, checking out a few 
sculpture gardens, the harbor and just 
soaked in the ambiance of the city. I was 

getting sick so I took a nap at our apartment 
while Dan explored the city more. Dan had arranged via the internet to have an apartment 
for a night. The family vacated for 1 night to make a little extra money (~$100).  I arose 
from my illness-induced sleep just before midnight and took one last walk around town – 
to say goodbye to Iceland and to its endless days. 
 
The next day, we flew home – after 
ceremonially depositing Pinchy, the crab, in a 
trash can and after Dan filmed Americans and 
Icelanders pronouncing some town names that 
we found challenging.  (We’ll tell you when 
he has the Iceland travelogue film ready.) On 
the flight home we were treated to an amazing 
view of Greenland from the airplane.  



So, here we are back from The Land of Fire and Ice.  
 
Returned to The Land of Heat and Drought. 
 
We are reminded of giant signs posted in the airport: 
 

“As we say in Iceland, 
     Everything is nice that is green.” 


	Notes 

