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round trip. The trip is what you make of it— don’t expect to 
be entertained on the island! But if you budget a couple of 
hours to explore the island, it’s a great and peaceful getaway. 
Bring a snack or a picnic lunch!

Icewear Outlet Store
I don’t think this is technically in Laugardalur, but it’s 5 

minutes or less from the zoo. The Icewear outlet store is 
out in a non-touristy shopping area; it feels like you’ve found 
a “normal” part of Reykjavik. The front portion is a regular 
Icewear store, which merchandise that is sold in other stores 
throughout Iceland. But in the back there is an outlet section, 
with merchandise that can be up to 80% off . If you’re not 
picky about what you take home for a souvenir, this can be 
worth a stop. The address is Fákafen 9 in Reykjavik.

GPS: 64.1295, -21.8651

Seltjarnarnes 
Seltjarnarnes is the furthest west municipality in Reykjavik. 

This isn’t a very popular tourist destination, but there are a 
few things to see, and it can be a nice break from the more 
crowded areas of town.

Take a look at our map on page 151. Notice the two land 
areas jutting out on the upper left side, out into the ocean. 
The lower land mass is a golf course, though there is a nature 
reserve just above the golf course. And there’s a restaurant 
in the clubhouse, which we didn’t go to.

But the main attraction is the top land mass, where 
the  Grótta lighthouse is located. Here’s the fun part: the 
small bit of land which leads to the lighthouse is only open 
during low tide. If you get your times wrong, you’ll get stuck 
by the lighthouse for 6 hours as the water rises around 
you. When I originally posted this online, I downplayed this 
possibility. Surely someone closes off  the road, and no one 
actually gets stuck. But then we received a comment:

“… the sign with the tides is no joke – the water comes and 
you will be stuck there for 6 hours and no, no one comes 
and closes the road. Have been living next to this lighthouse 
for many years – and there is always someone every year 
who does not take notice of the sign and get stuck.”

Thanks, Freyja! So, before you go make sure you check 
out  the fl ood table. Google “fl odatofl ur” and a result from 
seltjarnarnes.is should be at the top; click through and then 
click on the month for the fl ood table you need. It’s also 

posted the parking lot.
It’s a short hike from the parking lot, and you end up at 

the lighthouse. There wasn’t much to do here. I think the 
attraction is two-fold. First, you get to walk to what is 
technically an island; having to be aware of the tide is cool 
and interesting. Second, this is a very quiet natural area 
that’s very close to Reykjavik. In fact, you can walk here from 
the harbor area in about an hour.

Note that the area is closed from May 1 – July 15 because 
of nesting birds.

If you do walk from Reykjavik, be sure to look for the warm 
water footbath that you’ll fi nd on the way. It was actually made 
by the  same person who made the sculpture  Þúfa (page 
132)! It’s called Kvika footbath. GPS: 64.1624, -22.0083. 
It’s free, but it also doesn’t always work!

Nesstofa Pharmacy Museum
 Nesstofa was a pharmacy museum that we enjoyed. 

Sadly, it is no longer open as a museum. Search for “nesstofa 
facebook” to see if there any special summer openings.

Seltjarnarnes Swimming Pool
As you head back  to Reykjavik, but still in Seltjarnarnes, 

you will fi nd the Seltjarnarnes swimming pool. This is yet 
another thermal pool in Reykjavik City. This one features a 
sea water pool, a waterslide, and the usual assortment of hot 
tubs. There’s a tiny cafe next door, with unique sandwiches 
and smoothies.

If you’re in the mood, Seltjarnarnes can be a relaxing place 
to escape the crowds in Reykjavik.

Sigurjón Ólafsson Museum
I hesitated about including this one in the Laugardalur 

section. It is indeed in Laugardalur, but every other attraction 
listed here is right in the same area—nothing is more than 
2 or 3 minutes from anything else, and some of them are 
walkable. The Sigurjón Ólafsson Museum is north, right up 
by the water. See the map on the previous page.

This is one of the three museums that are part of the 
National Gallery of Iceland (page 147). The Sigurjón 
Ólafsson Museum is only open from 1-5 PM. In the summer, 
you get those hours every day; in the winter, you only get 
weekends. lso.is. GPS: 64.153, -21.8869 .

This is a museum featuring the sculptures of drawings 
of Sigurjón Ólafsson. There is no permanent exhibit, except 
for the sculptures outside; check lso.is for what’s there now.

If you already have a ticket, this is worth a visit. The 
museum  is right on the water, a mile or so east of the 
downtown harbor area. It’s right on the  shore walk that 
connects to downtown. It’s a lovely area; look for the odd 
“recycled house” nearby.

But otherwise, we’re not sure the National Gallery or these 
associated museums are worthwhile for families, at least 
those without a specifi c interest in art.

Viðey Island from Skarfabakki Pier
(year-round; daily in the summer, weekends only in winter)
Further east along the shore from Sigurjón Ólafsson 

Museum is the main port that gets you to Viðey Island. 
It seems strange to call an island a museum, but it is 
indeed  one of the Reykjavik City Museums. The ferry ride 
is short— 5 to 7 minutes. This is a good “starter” trip for a 
younger child who isn’t sure if they like boat rides.

In the summertime, boats leave from the Old Harbor; 
behind Harpa concert hall; or from  Skarfabakki pier.  You 
can see the ferry schedule at elding.is. Skarfabakki is much 
closer to the island, and departures are much more frequent. 
And it’s your only choice in the winter.

You can choose to leave from any of the ports, and return 
to any of them, even if it’s not the same one. They don’t even 
check your tickets on the way back— they assume if you 

made it to the 
island, you must 
have purchased 
a ticket and now 
you need to get 
back! There is 
only one boat; if 
there are multiple 

ports scheduled for the trip, the boat will go from Viðey 
to Skarfabakki, and then on to the other ports.

The ferry can only hold 20 or 30 passengers comfortably. 
I was told that the boat almost never fi lls up; if it does, they 
will just have it turn around and make a second trip. So you 
can just get to the port a few minutes early and buy your 
tickets before you board. (We did this at Skarfabakki, though 
I assume it works the same way for the other ports.)

What all of this means is that you will probably have 50 or 
fewer people with you on a large island. It’s a nice way to get 
to a more remote place without having to go very far at all.

The boat docks at the island, and you’ll walk up the hill 
toward the restaurant on the right. There’s a church next 
to  the restaurant; feel free to open the door and explore 
inside. Behind the church and restaurant there are a couple 
of picnic tables and a small playground for the kids.

The restaurant seems overpriced, though I guess they 
have to get all of the food out there on a boat. But you can 
bring a picnic lunch if you’d like, and just explore the island. 
There are lots of meandering hiking trails; it’s tough to tell 
where some of them are going, though it seems pretty hard 
to get lost on the island. The hikes may take longer than you 
expected; make sure you don’t miss the last ferry back!

There are two art installations you can check out if you 
are interested. The fi rst is far more famous— the  Imagine 
Peace Tower  by Yoko Ono. During the summer, it’s just a 
big round white thing, with “Imagine Peace” written on it in 
many many languages. But in the winter they turn on the 
extremely powerful lights inside; the lights shine straight 
up and are visible from miles away. See the schedule  at 
ImaginePeaceTower.com. It’s not something that is a must 
see, but it’s a nice destination for a 20 or 25 minute hike.

The second art installation is called Áfangar, 
by American artist  Richard Serra. It’s tough to 
explain. Basically, there are a bunch of pairs of 
pillars, each of which goes to the same height 
above sea level. As the ground slopes, the 
distance between the pairs changes. It’s an 
interesting and sprawling sculpture, spread over 
a large chunk of the island.

The  ferry to Viðey costs  1600 krona for 
adults, 800 krona for kids 7-18, and is free for 
kids 5 and under. That’s the total cost for the 

Imagine Peace Tower

Sample Grotta tide schedule. Blue is low tide, and the open and close times surround it. So on December 1, you 
can go between 1:01 AM - 5:01 AM, or 1:45 PM to 5:45 PM. Don’t push it until the end of a range, though!

 Heading to Viðey Island
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onto a shelf. You can do as the locals do and just leave your 
valuables in your crate, or leave them behind in your car. 
And the locker rooms are busy and ... fast-moving. You may 
want to visit another pool before trying this one, though it 
shouldn’t be a big deal. Just remember that, like everywhere 
else, you have to shower naked before swimming.

Locker rooms aside,  Nauthólsvík is extremely nice. And 
extremely free in the summertime!

Nordic House
I debated where to classify Nordic House; you could just as 

easily put it at the very southern tip of the Tjörnin pond area, 
or the northern tip of this section. GPS: 64.1383, -21.9473.

Every Sunday in the summer,  the Nordic House hosts 
concerts in their adorable greenhouse. We listened to Anna 
Jónsdóttir  singing traditional Icelandic Folk music. The 
concert was about 45 minutes; the kids weren’t into it very 
much, but I thought it was great. The concerts are free; 
NordicHouse.is/en/event tells you what’s happening now.

Every day, you’ll fi nd a kid’s play area outside (which my 
kids really enjoyed), and a kid’s library inside. There are also 
temporary exhibitions; check nordichouse.is to see your 
current options. And a new restaurant is scheduled to open 
in 2020. If you’re in the area on a nice day, at least check out 
the outdoor play areas!

Kringlan Mall
Kringlan is again hard to classify by its geography. A little bit 

east of the Perlan, this is the largest mall in Reykjavik. It turns 
out that designation is a bit of a technicality, since Kringlan 
is 7 minutes away from the larger  Smáralind (page 158), 
which is the largest mall in Iceland. Smáralind is just outside 
of Reykjavik, so it can’t be the largest mall in Reykjavik!

There’s no special reason to head here, unless the idea of 
an Icelandic mall interests you or you need to buy something. 
You’ll fi nd a food court that houses some Icelandic quick 
service places as well as a Subway. There’s also the usual 
assortment of stores, banks, a movie theater, and, perhaps 
surprisingly, two large grocery stores.

 East of Downtown Reykjavik
We visited a couple of attractions to the east of Reykjavik, 

in the municipalities of Árbær and Mosfellsbær. These are 
defi nitely no walkable from downtown— you’re driving or 
taking a bus.

Árbær Open Air Museum
(June – August)
Here, they’ve taken a lot of old houses from around Iceland 

and moved them to one place. This creates the feel of a 
village from the mid 19th century, give or take.

Most of the houses are set up so you can see how 
people used to live. Some have specifi c exhibits in them. 
The “museum” is several acres in size, and you can wander 
around and explore whichever houses catch your interest.

Each building has something diff erent going on. One 
building near the front has an exhibit about toys and life in 
diff erent years. Kids can explore and play in a room made 
up with toys from 1968, for example. There’s a working 
Nintendo with Super Mario Bros in the room from the 80’s, 
so prepare yourself if your kids might get sucked into that 
option ...

Further back, there’s an exhibit called “Between the 
Lines” which talks about how women used to earn a living 
in a society that expected them to conform to gender 
stereotypes.

But most of the houses are just houses, with historic 
kitchens and bedrooms to explore. You’ll fi nd a blacksmith, 
a printer, and homes of ordinary people.

If you’re lucky, and you’re there on a Saturday, you may fi nd 
someone making scones in one of the kitchens. And on any 
day you may stumble across other costumed interpreters 
outside or inside some of the homes.

We let the older kids wander around on their own; the 
place feels big enough to explore, but small enough that you 
can always fi nd your way back to the square at the entrance. 
Find a map here; reykjavikcitymuseum.is/arbaer-open-air-
museum/museum-area .

You will also fi nd a cafe called Dillon’s Cafe. Like all of the 
other houses here, it was moved to Árbær. In this case, the 

 South of Downtown 
Reykjavik

Much of the area south of Reykjavik (beyond Tjörnin) is 
taken up by the Reykjavik City airport. Remember that this 
is a local airport; you’ll fi nd fl ights to other cities in Iceland, 
as well as Greenland. Otherwise, all international fl ights take 
off  and land at the airport in Kefl avik. There are also a few 
attractions scattered in this area.

Perlan
The Perlan is one of the most recognizable structures in 

Reykjavik. In many pictures of the Reykjavik “skyline”, you’ll 
see Hallgrímskirkja (Hallgrim’s church, page 144) on one 
side, and Perlan up on the hill on the other side.

It’s tough to keep up with what the Perlan off ers. The Saga 
Museum moved to Grandi Harbor (page 131) and the old 
revolving restaurant closed in 2017. The artifi cial geiser is 
gone too. As of 2019, you have:

• A new revolving restaurant, called Út í bláinn. It’s open for 
lunch and dinner. It only rotates from 9-11 PM, though.

• A cafe called Kaffi  tár that should be a better value than 
the restaurant

• An outdoor observation deck, with nice views of Reykjavik
• A new exhibit called Wonders of Iceland, including a real 

man-made ice cave and several modern museum exhibits.

• A new Planetarium show about the Northern Lights
Everything now costs money, including the observation 

deck. Check the latest prices at perlan.is. But as 
of early 2020, it’s a no-brainer to purchase the 
family pass. That gets 2 adults and 2 kids into the 
museum, the planetarium, and the observation 
deck for 9000 ISK. Kids under 6 are free.

Yes, there’s an actual man-made ice cave 
inside of the building. It’s very memorable, but 
make sure to bring your warm clothes! My kids 
were too cold after just a couple of minutes. But 
you can explore and fi nd the ice chair!

There are other stunning exhibits to see as well. 
Look for the huge puffi  n wall with virtual reality 

telescopes. Everything is new and sleek and impressive. I 
hope the 9000 ISK rate stays for the summer.

If you don’t have a car, there is a shuttle bus that runs from 
Harpa concert hall in downtown Reykjavik. 

Nauthólsvík Geothermal Beach
Nauthólsvík Geothermal Beach  is tucked in just below 

the city airport, and it’s not really close to anything else. But 
it’s free, and I think your kids will love it. Note that you’ll only 
fi nd a large parking lot once you get there— you can’t see 
the beach from the road. But head toward the water, and 
eventually you’ll see it! GPS: 64.1212, -21.9303

Strangely, there is a fee outside of summer (650 ISK), 
but it’s completely free from May 15 - August 15. This is 
defi nitely a place where you’ll fi nd mostly locals. Well, in the 
summer you’ll still fi nd some tourists, but also a lot of locals.

Closest to us in the photo below you have a long rectangular 
hot tub, which is about 38 degrees Celsius, or right around 
100 Fahrenheit. This is usually a good temperature for kids 
to enjoy; any warmer, and they tend to get too hot after a 
while. Closer to the water is a round pool which is colder, but 
still heated. Lots of kids seemed to be frolicking there.

 Then you have the ocean water, which is actually heated 
a few degrees more than normal with geothermal hot water. 
It was defi nitely chilly, but also defi nitely not freezing cold.

There’s a snack bar that sells ice cream, drinks, and candy; 
you can also buy uncooked hot dogs, and grill them on the 
grills on site.

 The changing facilities are not as nice as what you’ll fi nd 
at the other geothermal pools. There are no lockers; you 
just leave your stuff  in a crate, which is provided, and slide it 

Climbing outside
of Nordic House

The Perlan

Part of the Árbær Open Air Museum
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Álafoss
We skipped the pools, and stopped by Álafoss, the famous 

wool store. There’s a location in downtown Reykjavik too, but 
the Mosfellsbær store is much larger.

The yarn selection is impressive; they also had a selection 
of plans and knitting kits. If you’re serious about knitting, this 
is the place to go. But otherwise, as long as you can handle 
the crowds and cramped spaces, I thought the Handknitting 
store in Reykjavik  (page 144) is  a better place to buy a 
premium wool sweater or blanket.

Páll Kristjánsson Knifemaking
The Álafoss Café used to be next to the wool store. (And 

long ago, this building housed the Álafoss wool factory.)
Now the knifemaker has expanded to use this space as 

a workshop and gallery. Even before the expansion, this 
was one of my favorite stores in Iceland. You may need to 
ring the bell to get in. But inside is an amazing collection 
of handmade knives. Some handles are made from whale 
bone, reindeer horn, and more. See some at knifemaker.is .

The knives aren’t cheap— very few of the larger knives 
were under $300. But they were beautiful works of art, and 
it’s a worthwhile stop if you’re already on the street.

 Reykjavik’s South and West 
Municipalities

We’re now heading outside of the areas of Reykjavik 
that most tourists go to. But let’s take a quick look at a 
couple of points of possible interest in these neighboring 
municipalities. Maybe you’ll end up renting a house in one 
of these places, and you’re looking for things nearby. Or 
maybe you want to venture outside of Reykjavik. You may 
also not be too far from any of these as you head to or from 
the Kefl avik airport. See the map on page 151.

Garðabær Municipality
Garðabær is mostly here because it is home to Iceland’s 

only Ikea and Iceland’s only Costco. And they’re right next to 
each other, about 15 minutes south of Reykjavik.

Ikea
Every good Icelandic vacation includes  a trip to Ikea. 

Okay, not really. But if you fi nd you need to buy something— 

fabric to cover your windows to block the 24 hour 
sun?— Ikea is the way to go. It’s also the way to go 
if you want a really cheap meal for the kids. Kid’s 
meals cost 345 krona. You won’t fi nd a better deal 
anywhere in Iceland. Even the most expensive adult 
meals cost only 1295 krona.

Costco
The fi rst and only Costco in Iceland opened 

in May of 2017. The answer to your question is yes: Your 
membership from the US or another county should work in 
Iceland too. Some people have said they needed to get a 
day pass at customer service, but I was told my membership 
card should work at checkout without any issues. They also 
sell gas here, which often will be the cheapest in Iceland.

Museum of Design and Applied Art
This is a small museum in a strip mall area in Garðabær. 

GPS: 64.0891, -21.9206. The museum shares the building 
with a Bónus grocery store. The main museum is upstairs, 
and has clothes, furniture, toys, and model architecture. 
There is a small adjoining room up here, meant for kids. They 
can pretend to be designers. So for example, kids will be 
asked to design a fabric for a chair they saw in the main area.

Downstairs, there is a gift shop and a children’s play area. 
Admission for adults is 1000 krona; kids 18 and under are 
free. honnunarsafn.is. Open year-round.

 Kópavogur Municipality
Kópavogur is closer to Reykjavik than Garðabær. You can 

get to any of the places below in 10 minutes or so from 
downtown Reykjavik.

 Smáralind
This is the biggest mall in Iceland. We didn’t stop by, 

though we did pass by many times. You’ll fi nd the same stuff  
you’ll fi nd at Kringlan (page 156): stores, restaurants, a 
movie theater, and a grocery store. smaralind.is

Kópavogur Art Museum
The  Art Museum  and the  Natural History Museum are 

right next to each other in Kópavogur. Let’s start with the 
Art Museum. There are two exhibition rooms upstairs and 
one downstairs. They seem to have many kid-friendly 
exhibitions, but the entire space changes fairly frequently. 
See what’s there now at gerdarsafn.kopavogur.is/en/ .

The price is 1000 ISK for adults, and free for children.

Kópavogur Natural History Museum
Less impressive than the Art Museum, but also less 

expensive (free) is the Natural History museum next door; it’s 
inside the town library. You can pay 500 krona for an English 
guide book, but we just walked around for a few minutes. 

house was built in 1835 by Arthur Dillon; it was moved here 
in 1960. We didn’t eat here, and the menu appears limited. 
But you can fi nd food (lamb soup) or sweets (kleina donuts.)

Admission is 1700 krona for adults, and free for kids 
17 and under. We enjoyed  Árbær, and we recommend it 
if the weather is nice. If you have a car, this is a museum 
where everyone in the family should fi nd something to enjoy.

Mt. Esja
The city of Reykjavik seems to be guarded by Mt. Esja; the 

mountain is visible from most parts of the city. Esja is about 
a 25 minute drive from Reykjavik, and has a complex hiking 
trail system that should appeal to almost any diffi  culty level 
you are looking for. GPS: 64.2088, -21.7157

There is a parking lot at the base of the mountain, as well as 
a restaurant. We didn’t eat at the restaurant, called Esjustofa. 
See the menu of soups and sandwiches at esjustofa.is.

To the left of the restaurant you will fi nd a very impressive 
hiking trail map. It’s like a subway map, showing you the stops 
and transfers you can make at each of those points. Take a 
picture or two of the map to reference as you hike! (Or just 
bring this book with you! Or e-mail me for a larger version.) 

But even with a photo, we couldn’t really fi nd our way on 
the paths on the right. Besides the two or three labeled 

points at the bottom of the mountain, we didn’t see any 
other names. And so we tried to piece it together from the 
colors that labeled the paths. We eventually found our way, 
but it was more confusing than I expected.

You will see wooden sticks along the path, with colors on 
top. But the path we were on was both a green and an orange 
path? Like I said, it’s more confusing than the map implies.

Unless you are an extremely accomplished hiker and 
climber, you shouldn’t go past Steinn, which is a big rock with 
a sign marked “Steinn”;  the last 200 meters that lead past 
Steinn to the peak seem to be steep and dangerous. Even 
the hike to Steinn can take an hour or so up; presumably, 
the walk back down would take less time. The total roundtrip 
length is about 3.5 miles. If you want to get to Steinn, which 
can be a gathering place for people doing the hike, stick to 
the paths on the left and just head straight up.

We were a little lost, but we always knew how to retrace 
our steps if needed. As you climb higher, you’ll get to points 
where you can turn around and see the beautiful views 
looking out toward Reykjavik.

Esja is one of two hikes we recommend within half an 
hour of Reykjavik; we enjoyed both this hike and  Helgafell 
in Hafnarfjörður (page 160.) On nice days, you’ll fi nd a lot 

of locals at both mountains. Esja has the 
option of the restaurant at the base, while 
you won’t fi nd any food or drink at Helgafell. 
Esja is probably more famous, so it may be 
your best choice if you only plan to visit 
one.

Mosfellsbær
On the way to Esja from Reykjavik, you’ll 

pass right by  the town of Mosfellsbær. 
There are a few places of interest here. By 
now you probably know that every town 
in Iceland has a thermal swimming pool. 
You’ll fi nd two thermal swimming pools in 
Mosfellsbær: The older Varmárlaug, where 
you’ll fi nd more locals and the newer and 
impressive  Lágafellslaug, which is one of 
the nicest pools in Reykjavik.

The yarn selection at Álafoss

Playing Koob at the Open Air Museum Climbing Mt. Esja

The map at the bottom of Mt. Esja
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Hafnarfjörður City Museums
The main draw of the museums in  Hafnarfjörður is that 

they are all completely free. The two main museums are next 
to each other: Pakkhúsið is one (GPS: 64.0702, -21.9596); 
it’s a museum about the town of  Hafnarfjörður. The other 
is The Sívertsen´s House, which is the oldest house in town, 
formerly owned by a wealthy fi shing merchant. And behind 
these museums is a third one, called Beggubúð; it was 
closed when we tried to visit.

For more information for these and the other smaller 
museums, go to visithafnarfjordur.is and click on “Art & 

Culture.” Open daily in the summer; weekends only in winter.

The Hafnarfjörður Centre of Culture and 
Fine Art 

(year-round; closed Tuesdays; GPS: 64.0679, -21.9549)
One of the buildings in the downtown area is home 

to Hafnarborg, the Hafnarfjörður Centre of Culture and Fine 
Art. There’s also a restaurant here, which seems to change 
every couple of years. The current one is Krydd, which 
opened in 2018. They have a nice looking kid’s menu, with 
kid’s meals costing 1200 krona. kryddveitingahus.is

While you eat, or instead of eating, check out the art 
museum upstairs. It’s free! The exhibits stick around for 
only a few months, so you’ll have to check their web site 
(hafnarborg.is/en) to see what will be there during your visit. 
It’s just one open room, but your family should be entertained 

for at least a few minutes. If you’re in the area, it’s worth a 
quick visit, especially for the price (free!)

Ásvallalaug Thermal Pool
(year round; GPS 64.0521, -21.9746)
Of course, you don’t have to head out to Hafnarfjörður to 

swim in a thermal pool. But you do if you want to visit the 
largest thermal pool in Iceland, Ásvallalaug. Almost all of it 
is indoors, which is unusual for Iceland. It was nice to have 
everything inside, since it avoids the cold walks to, from, and 
between various pools. But somehow it felt less Icelandic 
to me. (Which is silly, since there will be mostly locals here!)

Like other city thermal pools, it’s cheap. Just 600 krona for 
adults, 140 for kids 10-17. It’s a good option if you’re here.

Helgafell Mountain

(There’s also a Helgafell Mountainon Snaefellsnes; see 
page 130. We call that one the Helgafell Wishing Mountain.) 

Here’s how the Visit  Hafnarfjörður  web site describes 
hiking on Helgafell mountain: “With an accessible and easy 
trail, walking on Helgafell is popular for all levels of hikers, 
including young children.”

The parking area can be a little hard to fi nd; GPS 
coordinates are 64.0229, -21.8683. It’s about a half hour 
drive from the harbor area of downtown Reykjavik, or 15 
minutes from downtown Hafnarfjörður. You’re in the right 
place if you see a blue sign that says “Helgafell: 2.8 km.”

The hike has several sections; there’s a lot of walking 
before you get to the mountain part. First, you’re walking 
along a path to get to a small opening in the fence. The gap 
in the fence is wide enough for people and bicycles, but I 
assume it would prevent people from using ATVs.

Past the fence is another fl at area that leads toward the 
trail up the mountain. A series of cairns— stacks of stones— 

There is a huge redwood tree chunk, given to Iceland as 
a gift from the United States. Otherwise, you have several 
exhibits of animals, shells, and rocks.

natkop.kopavogur.is/en

Álftanes Municipality
We spent a month in a house in Álftanes; this municipality 

is about 15 or 20 minutes from Reykjavik, though it’s 10 
minutes or less to Hafnarfjörður. If your vacation doesn’t 
take you outside of the Reykjavik area, and you have a car, 
this can be a nice place to explore. You’ll fi nd some quiet 
black sand beaches, as well as a couple of attractions.

Bessastadir – the President’s House
Iceland became an independent country in 1941, and ever 

since then the president has lived in this house. There are 
several buildings, all with the same design of white buildings 
with red roofs. Don’t go inside the house, though you can 
visit the church (which is pictured.) There’s not much else to 
see, though the views of Reykjavik from here are very nice.

Álftanes wave pool

If you’re looking for a wave pool in Iceland, you’ll need 
to head out the pool here in Álftanes. It’s a great pool 
overall with lots of friendly locals and very few tourists. The 
waterslide is the longest in Iceland, and the children’s pool 
is large and features buckets that slowly fi ll and dump warm 
water a couple of times a minute. In the picture above you 
can see the normal lap pool; the wave pool is off  to the right, 
and is only run when an attendant goes over to turn it on. If 
you hear an announcement in Icelandic, most likely they are 
saying the waves will be turned on momentarily.

Outside of the pool is a hot dog stand. (That sentence 
applies to nearly every pool in Iceland too!) This one, called 
Bitakot, is more like a small restaurant, with hot dogs, 
hamburgers, sandwiches, a couple of burritos, and more.

Álftanes is an off -the-beaten-path suburb. Given we spent 
so much time there, I think it’s tough for me to judge whether 
it’s worthwhile. But we liked it; a visit to the pool, a black sand 

beach, and seeing the President’s House could be a fun trip 
if you have some extra time.

Hafnarfjörður
Hafnarfjörður could perhaps be considered a suburb of 

Reykjavik, but it is a town in its own right. It’s about a 15 or 20 
minute drive from Reykjavik. I’m guessing most people don’t 
make it out here—they spend time in Reykjavik and exploring 
nature through the rest of the country. And that’s okay. I’m 
not going to tell you that you have to visit Hafnarfjörður. But 
it does have a diff erent feel—a little less touristy.

Víðistaðatún Sculpture Garden
Víðistaðatún boasts 16 sculptures from artists from 7 

diff erent countries. They are spread over several acres, and 
you may not see them all. But the park had nice walking 
trails through lava fi elds, and so it was a nice combination 
of hiking and art. It’s a little tricky to fi nd; it’s just a city park 
in a neighborhood: The GPS coordinates are 64.0764, 
-21.9628. The park is free to enjoy.

Viking Village

 We stopped by the Viking Village one afternoon, though 
not much was going on. You can walk around and explore 
the buildings, most of which are hotel rooms. There’s a gift 
shop in the main lobby, and you’ll also fi nd some chickens 
behind one of the buildings. GPS: 64.0655, -21.9558

A Viking-style dinner is served every evening in the 
restaurant Fjörugarðurinn. You can try their traditional 
Viking feast, complete with entertainment from the singing 
waitstaff . The feast is expensive, though you can also order 
off  of the menu and still get to enjoy the atmosphere.

Viking Village has both hotel rooms and larger family 
rooms that can work for a family of 5 or 6. But overall, unless 
you plan to stay here or dine here or attend a special event, I 
don’t think there’s a big need to stop by here.

Álftanes wave pool 

The Viking Village

The two main museums in Hafnarfjörður

Ásvallalaug Thermal Pool
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Reykjanes Peninsula
Whether you want to or not, you’ll start and end your 

Iceland experience in the Southwest— that’s where the 
Kefl avik airport is! Many tourists see it as little more than 
an inconvenience, since the airport is 45 minutes from 
Reykjavik. But there’s a lot to see here. There are unique 
museums and sculptures within 10 minutes of the airport. 
And the natural sites in the Reykjanes Geopark are as good 
as any you’ll see in Iceland. If you want to limit your driving 
and still see some stunning nature, the southwest can be a 
good option.

We’d be remiss to not note what must be the biggest 
tourist attraction in Iceland, at least in terms of dollars spent: 
The Blue Lagoon (page 174). It’s expensive, and somewhat 
touristy. We think it’s worthwhile, especially with kids. 

 Reykjanes Geopark
Haven’t heard of the Reykjanes Geopark? I hadn’t either, 

and I have no idea why. In my opinion, this area should be 
mentioned in the same breath as the Golden Circle.

The Geopark takes up most of the Reykjanes peninsula, 
which is where the Kefl avik airport is. We approached from 
Reykjavik— head south past Hafnarfjörður and onto Road 
42. In half an hour, you’ll be at  Kleifarvatn Lake. If you’re 
starting from the airport, you’ll want to reverse the steps 
(start with the Bridge Between The Continents), and then 
end up closer to Reykjavik.

Kleifarvatn Lake
Kleifarvatn Lake has a black sand beach, a beautiful blue 

lake, and interesting mountains. Up the hill behind the lake 
you’ll fi nd some striking rock formations; you can hike up 
here (across the street away from the lake) to get both a 
closer view of the rocks and a better overview of the entire 
lake.

If you wanted to have a day outdoors without too 
much driving, you could just spend some time here, 
and also  hike Helgafell (see page 160), since you’ll be 
passing through  Hafnarfjörður. But we continued south; 
every few minutes, you’ll come to a sign for another 
attraction. The next one is Syðristapi — a cliff  with a nice 
view out over the lake and a hidden black sand beach.
There are dozens of diff erent things to see in the Geopark; 
some of them are listed at VisitReykjanes.is. (Click on “What 
to See and Do”, and pick “Reykjanes Geopark.” At the bottom 
there will be a link for “Geosites.”) You could probably look 
over the list and pick the ones you wanted to see, but it may 
be just as nice to drive around and see what you see?

Seltún (Krýsuvík)
There are a couple of sites you shouldn’t miss, though. 

The next place we came to, Seltún, is one of them. This is a 
geothermal area. It doesn’t have an erupting geysir, but lots 
of bubbling pots of liquid and steam. There is a well-marked 
path to follow, which I appreciate with the kids. It reminded 
me of  Hverir  in Mývatn (page 97), except it’s much closer 
to Reykjavik and has a better walkway.

Note that Google Maps might not handle the name 
“Seltún”. Search for “Krysuvik” instead, and make sure your 
destination is right along Road 42. GPS: 63.8957, -22.0525.

mark the way. Now you’ll fi nally start climbing the mountain! 
There are some very steep and slippery sections;  good 
hiking boots help. After maybe 15 minutes, you’ll come to 
the fi rst landing area. You can stop here, or keep heading 
higher. The views from here are still impressive— you’ll be 
able to see how small your car looks in the parking lot.

But you can also continue up the mountain. Again, not 
surprisingly, this is steep! At some point, the path more 
or less disappears, and we just headed one direction: Up. 
We made it to a landing which wasn’t quite the top of the 
mountain, but it was enough!

From here, you can see Reykjavik off  in the distance. After 
enjoying the view and resting for a little while, we started 
to head back down. And that’s when we had our only non-
trivial issue of the day— we weren’t sure where the path was! 
Heading up, we just walked up. But now, there was no clear 
path. We were never “lost” exactly, but we did lose the trail.

We eventually found our way; we also could have asked 
someone, as this area is frequented by locals. They seemed 
to know which path they wanted to take!

But it was an enjoyable hike, whether you only make it to 
the base of the mountain, or to the very top. Just remember 
how to get back down! Helgafell is a great option if you want 
to try a hike that isn’t too far from Reykjavik, but feels like it’s 
in the middle of nowhere. Another option from Reykjavik is 
Mount Esja; see page 157 for our visit there.

Straumur
This was an unplanned stop at a random point of interest 

sign. As you may or may not know, there is a fl ower-like 
symbol on signs that indicates a point of interest. It’s called 
a Looped Square. (See page 31.) Seeing one of those 
symbols, we stopped at a place called Straumur. We had a 
nice hike, and found some colorful fl owers. As you wander, 

you can see some 
ruins of the fi shing 
village that used 
to be here ... in 
the 1400s! The 
parking area was 
just a minute off  
of road 41, and 
it will most likely 
be on your way 
from the airport 
to Reykjavik. 
GPS: 64.0412, 
-22.0477.

Atop Helgafell

Page 161 - Hafnarfjörður
To KEF airport

Kleifarvatn Lake

Seltún (Krýsuvík)
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just a few feet below us 
over the edge.

Heading out of the 
Reykjanesviti area, 
you’ll nearly pass by the 
Powerplant Earth museum 
again (which is closed.) In 
the lava fi eld by the parking 
lot you will hopefully still 
see, well, the sun. This is 
the start of a scale model 
of the planets in the solar 

system! As you pull out of the parking lot, on your left you’ll 
see a tiny dot on a pedestal. That’s Mercury.

I love the walking version this in the Southeast in Höfn  
(page 84); this is the driving version. With the larger sizes 
of the planets (and the sun), the incredible size diff erence 
between the sun and Mercury is more obvious— The sun 
is almost 300 times larger in diameter than Mercury. As 
you leave the power plant, assuming you are heading north 
toward the Bridge Between the Continents (left onto the 
main road), you’ll see the rest of the planets (all on your left) 
as you drive. Jupiter is over a mile down the road.

We saw all of the planets except for Pluto. (Okay, I know it’s 
not a planet anymore ...) We later learned that Pluto is in the 
parking lot of the power plant company.

Bridge Between the Continents
The land mass of Iceland includes part of the North 

American tectonic plate, and part of the Eurasian tectonic 
plate. These two plates fi t together like puzzle pieces; there 
is a dividing line between them across the entire length of 
the country. Most people associate  Thingvellir National 
Park  (page 57) as the main place to see the continental 
divide, but you can see it other places as well.  Like in the 
middle of a shopping mall in Hveragerði (page 63).

Here is another spot on the divide, and one where you can 
walk over a bridge between the two continents. The kids 
always like jumping back and forth from one “continent” to 
another, and the bridge is a simple but pleasant stop. And 
you even get a black sand beach area below the bridge; the 
sand was pleasantly warm on this sunny late-July day.

All of this makes for a very busy day, but there was a 
whole lot to see. You could do it as a shorter trip, and turn 
around in Grindavik, or head to the Blue Lagoon just outside 
of Grindavik. The only downside of the full journey is that 
the bridge is the furthest out point of the journey, and then 
you have to get back home; it’s about the same amount of 
time to retrace your drive back, or to go up near  Kefl avik. 
(But heading toward Kefl avik means you see the rest of the 
planets!)

Oh, I should mention that you can get a certifi cate that 
says you crossed the Bridge Between the Continents. The 
Visitor’s Center in the Saltfi sh Museum in Grindavik will 
personalize one for each member of your family, as will the 
Duushus museum in Kefl avik. 

 I think the Reykjanes Geopark should be near the top of 
anyone’s list of must-see attractions in Iceland; I’m not sure 
why it isn’t. You can see some amazing sights in one day, 
with less driving than a Golden Circle trip.  Maybe it needs 
a catchy name like the Golden Circle has? Giant Geopark?

Grindavik
We skipped a couple of sights on the way to Grindavik, 

including Krýsuvíkurberg bird cliff s. But it was lunchtime, and 
Grindavik is your best bet to fi nd a place to eat.

Grindavik is only about 10 minutes from the Blue Lagoon. 
If you’re heading to the Blue Lagoon on your way to or from 
the airport, a stop by Grindavik and some of these Geopark 
sites could be a good addition if you have extra time. We’ll 
cover the Blue Lagoon on page 174.

 Bryggjan restaurant
We settled on Bryggjan for lunch. Options here are limited, 

and the main draws are their two soups. They also have 
bread with smoked salmon or lamb on top. The soups when 
we were there were a lobster soup and a vegetable soup. 
I’m thinking they almost always off er the lobster soup; we 
were hoping for a lamb soup as the second option. But the 
price for the vegetable soup is fairly cheap: 1500 krona for 
as much soup and bread and butter as you’d like. And it 
includes coff ee or tea. The lobster soup is more expensive 
(2400 krona), but also includes unlimited refi lls. There is also 
a kid’s grilled cheese or pizza for 1000 krona.

The Saltfi sh Museum
This museum in Grindavik is tough to fi nd; look for the 

word “Kvikan” on the building. There are two exhibitions: One 
about energy and one about fi shing (with a replica of a fi shing 
village). The museum costs 1500 krona for adults, 750 krona 
for 16-20, and is free for kids 15 and under. It’s a very nice 
museum, but may not be worth the time or money in the 
Geopark, which has so many things to see. There is also a 
Visitor’s Center here. Year-round. GPS: 63.8396, -22.4324

If you have more time, continue driving toward the 
southwest corner of the country. On the very corner, you 
have many attractions, all within 10 minutes of each other.

Powerplant Earth
NOTE: As of June 2018, Powerplant Earth had a message 

on their Facebook page that says they are closed. You’ll want 
to check facebook.com/powerplantearth before you plan to 
visit. You can drop by to see if their outdoor planetary drive 

still exists. Drive from here (GPS 63.8321, -22.6982) to the 
Bridge Between the Continents and look for planets along 
the way, by the side of the road. See the next page for more.

A few minutes past the museum you’ll come to a sign, 
off ering a choice between heading left to Gunnuhver or right 
to Reykjanesviti. (See picture above.) You should choose … 
both! You probably saw a sign pointing to Gunnuhver before 
getting all the way down here, but waiting until you get here 
means a shorter drive to a closer parking area.

Gunnuhver
Gunnuhver is another geothermal area, but this one is very 

diff erent. The main attraction is a fi erce steam vent. You can 
hear it from the parking lot— steam is just pouring out of this 
thing; it’s tough to capture the true power just in pictures. 
The only issue with going here is that the blast of steam is 
so huge that, if the wind shifts, you could fi nd yourself in the 
middle of a sulfuric rain. Be ready to dart around to avoid 
this, even if you’re on the marked pathway!

Reykjanesviti
The other direction is toward Reykjanesviti, the Reykjanes 

lighthouse; “viti” means lighthouse. But that’s the  least 
interesting thing in this area. It’s a lighthouse, and it’s nice 
enough, but I don’t think you can go inside. Just past this 
you will come to a parking area. To your right will be a little 
statue of an auk, a now-extinct bird. (I think that statue is 
more interesting than the lighthouse.)

To your left is a big hill, called Valahnúkur. This may have 
been the highlight of the Geopark for me. It’s about a 5 
minute hike up to the top; it’s not too steep, but it is more or 
less a continuous climb. Those of you with a fear of heights 
may not want to get all the way up to the edge. But you get 
a great view out over the water. We also *carefully* laid down 
and peered over the edge; try this at your own risk. But you 
may see some birds on these cliff s; we spotted a baby bird 

Saltfi sh Museum

Bridge Between the Continents

Above: The hill Valahnúkur you can climb, and the 
view over the edge (this picture). That’s a bird on 
the lower right!

Jupiter on the
planetary drive
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The Blue Lagoon
The Blue Lagoon was one of the last places we visited in 

Iceland. By that time, we’d already been to many pools and 
spas all over the country. And the Blue Lagoon is much more 
expensive than any other pool or spa in Iceland. So let’s just 
say that the bar was set pretty high for me to recommend it.

I was just about ready to write off the Blue Lagoon entirely 
when we got to the front entrance. Or, rather, didn’t get to 
the front entrance. There was a line of people stretching well 
outside the building.

The Blue Lagoon offers timed tickets. The time specifies 
the hour during which you are allowed to check in; once 
you’re in, you can stay as long as you like, or  until they 
close (at 11 PM in the height of summer.) You have to reserve 
a time in advance. If you haven’t visited in the last few years, 
note that tourism has exploded in Iceland, and pre-booking 
is new in just the last few years. If you look to reserve a time 
a week or less ahead, you may only find availability late at 
night: 9 PM or later, And if there are other time slots, the 
prices appear to always be much higher than the base 
price of 6990 ISK. This works just like airline tickets; as the 
cheaper tickets are sold, the only ones left are the more 
expensive ones. Even looking 2 months out, you may not 
find the cheapest tickets available until 8 PM.

In March of 2018, the Blue Lagoon eliminated the 

“Standard” admission, which was the cheapest option. Now 
the lowest priced option is a “Comfort” admission, which 
includes a towel and 1 drink. And a higher price, of course.

Outside of the summer season, you may or may not 
have better luck. But once you know what day you plan to 
go, book your tickets to get your preferred time and possibly 
save some money. (Go to bluelagoon.com and choose 
“Book tickets” in the upper right corner.) Kids 2-13 are free, 
and they also get a free towel rental. Kids under 2 are NOT 
allowed to swim; a parent will have to stay with them outside 
of the lagoon area. I haven’t seen this infant policy anywhere 
else in Iceland— babies are welcome at just about any other 
pool or spa in the country. (There is one luxury spa, Laugar 
Spa on page 150, that is for adults only.) 

After a few minutes, we finally made it inside, and saw the 
line continue to snake around, even for our 8 PM booking. 
Not the most relaxing part of the experience. One thing that 
might help minimize the lines is to show up late! There’s 
going to be a rush of people who get there at the exact time 
their ticket allows for, especially late into the evening. I’m not 
positive, but I’m fairly certain that had we shown up at 8:30 or 
8:40, the line would have been minimal. You could consider 
booking an earlier time and then showing up toward the end 
of the hour window. No guarantees, though.

There are a few more expensive ticket options; one of the 
benefits of the Premium level is that you get a dedicated 

4X4 Adventures in Grindavik
The Blue Lagoon (page 166) seems to overshadow all of 

the other things you can do in Grindavik, or on the Reykjanes 
Peninsula. It feels like I’m on a bit of a crusade to get people 
to experience other things in Reykjanes: In particular, I’m a 
big fan of the  Reykjanes Geopark  (page 162) which really 
takes up most of the peninsula.

One more adventurous tour we tried in Grindavik 
was a buggy tour with  4X4 Adventures Iceland 
(4x4adventuresiceland.is). These tours allow you to explore 
the Reykjanes Geopark in a very different way. The word 
“buggy” might not convey the right tone here— think of an 
ATV, but one that can hold 4 people.

There was a 2-seat ATV along with us on the tour, and we 
covered the same ground. But the buggy can make sense 
for your family for a couple of reasons. First, all drivers must 
have a valid driver’s license. And the ATVs can only hold 2 
people— 1 driver and 1 passenger. I simply wouldn’t have 
been able to take both boys on an ATV. But the buggy holds 
4 (3 plus the driver.)

Also, the ride in a buggy might be a little more comfortable 
for smaller children. You are sitting IN a vehicle, instead of 
ON a vehicle. Your kids might like that more. Or they may not, 
if they are looking for more excitement!

The pricing gets a little complicated. If you want to ride in 
a buggy with the guide as the driver, it costs 13900. If you 
want to drive yourself, it depends on the number of people 
you have: 14900 per person for 4 in a buggy all the way up 
to 29900 for a single person in a buggy. Kids 6-12 are half 
price, though I don’t know if you can book this discount on 
the web site for the buggy; you may have to e-mail them. 

The office is just outside of the main part of Grindavik; 
you’re less than 5 minutes from places such as  Bryggjan 

restaurant or the Icelandic Saltfish 
Museum, and maybe 10 minutes 
from the Blue Lagoon further out 
of town. When you arrive, you’ll sign 
some paperwork, and be given your 
outfit— overalls, gloves, a balaclava 
(like a think ski mask, to wear under 
your helmet), and a helmet. Happily, 
they had no problem finding the 
right gear for our 6-year-old. After 
a quick tutorial on how to drive, we 
were on our way. There’s no gear 
shifting, so it’s pretty easy to figure 
out how to drive. You first head 
out into a volcanic field with some 
remnants of a shipwreck.

Then we drove on the main road 
for a short while— there might be a 

little bit of traffic, but it’s a fun change of pace. Next came 
some mountain climbing, including a few sections where I 
really had to gun the engine to make it up the hill; the guy 
in the ATV in front of us got stuck! But the guide was by his 
side quickly to solve the problem.

Eventually, you make it to the top of the mountain to take 
a break and enjoy the beautiful views. After some time for 
pictures, we put or helmets back on headed back the same 
way we came.

There are longer tours as well— up to 4 hours, or even 
full day safaris. And when, on a different day, we were eating 
lunch at the nearby  Bryggjan restaurant (page 163), we 
noticed some ATVs parked out front; lunch here is included 
in the Full day volcanic safari. You’ll also get to see a lot more 
of the Reykjanes Geopark, though that might be a long day 
for the kids.

Still, we enjoyed the shorter ride. It was loud and fast, so it 
might not be right if you’re kids aren’t up for the adventure. 
My boys said they wished I drove a little slower! But the 
shorter tours can be a memorable way to spend an hour or 
two. A buggy ride, a trip to the Blue Lagoon, and maybe a 
visit  to Seltún  (page 162) on the way back can make for a 
memorable day on the Reykjanes Peninsula.
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Keflavik
Airports in Iceland cause some confusion for visitors. 

Let’s recap once more: Reykjavik, the capital of Iceland, is far 
and away the biggest city in the country. But, the Reykjavik 
City airport is small—you can’t fly from there to any other 
country, besides Greenland. This domestic airport can be 
useful if you want to fly to other towns in Iceland in lieu of 
driving; see (“A domestic flight?” on page 114.) But when 
you arrive in Iceland, you will fly into Keflavik airport. This is 
the only international airport in Iceland. Keflavik is about 45 
minutes west of Reykjavik.

There are a lot of family-friendly options in or near Keflavik 
that can make a great start or end to your Iceland vacation.

Viking World
Let’s start with the Viking World museum, or Vikingaheimar. 

Viking World, like most of the other attractions in Keflavik, 
is only about 10 minutes from the airport. But unlike 
everything else, Viking World opens up at 7 AM. That makes 
them a good option if your flight arrives in Iceland early in the 
morning. And, the breakfast special could make this a very 
inexpensive visit.

Admission to the museum  is 1500 krona for adults, and 
free for kids 14 and under. A family ticket is 3000 ISK. You 
can save 10% if you book online, which may not be worth it 
for the flexibility you lose. Breakfast specials, available from 7 
AM - 10:30 AM, cost 2500 krona for adults and include free 
admission. See vikingworld.is for the latest on food options.

Only people in your party 15 and older  would have to 
purchase these breakfasts (you can get parts of the meals a 
la carte as well, for you or the kids), and the whole family can 
get admission to the museum. Or kids 10 and younger can 
pay 1200 krona for breakfast.

The main feature of Viking World is the  replica Viking 
ship that dominates the building; head upstairs and you 
can get on the boat. Also upstairs is an exhibit called “Fate 
of  the Gods;” ask for your audio guide when you buy your 
admission tickets— or go back for them once you’ve had 
your fill of the Viking Boat. The audio guide is included with 

admission.
The audio is about 22 minutes, and tells stories from Norse 

mythology. The controls on the audio player are confusing, 
and there are audio files in 4 different languages. If you want 
English, make sure the file name displayed on the player 
ends in “ENG”.

There are a few small exhibits downstairs, and a few 
computers with activities. But if the boat and the mythology 
part don’t interest you, there isn’t much left. If you’re here in 
time for breakfast, you can’t go wrong. And lunch looks like 
a good deal too. Otherwise, you’ll have to decide whether 
you want to spend your money and time here, or elsewhere.

The Settlement Zoo
Viking world shares a parking lot with the impressively 

named  Landnámsdýragarður, the Settlement Zoo. During 
our first visit, there wasn’t much going on— just a few goats 
wandering around near the Viking Museum. But a little later 
in the day, we saw a variety of animals, including ducks, 
rabbits, chickens, goats and more.

The zoo  is free, so stop by if you’re in the area, Whether 
you pay to go in to Viking World or not, you can park in their 
parking lot to see the zoo. (Animals are there in summer only.)

Stekkjarkot
Stekkjarkot is a restored turf house, fully furnished inside, 

and just a few minutes from the Viking Museum.
The house is only open upon request. E-mail at least a few 

days before you plan to visit (byggdasafn@reykjanesbaer.
is) or call (+354 4203240, or +354 8656160) to set up an 
appointment. We peered through the windows, and it looks 
like a worthwhile visit! GPS: 63.9729, -22.5307

The Icelandic Museum of Rock ‘N’ Roll
A few minutes down the road toward downtown Keflavik is 

the Icelandic Museum of Rock ‘N’ Roll. GPS: 63.99, -22.551
To be honest, I very nearly skipped this one. I imagined 

a museum with a detailed history of rock music in Iceland, 
with information about a lot of singers and bands I had never 
heard of. And, there is a fair bit of that.

check-in line. Even though kids who get free admission 
don’t get the upgrades (such as a bathrobe) they can still 
get in the Premium line with you.

We eventually made it through the Standard ticket line. 
But with the waiting, and the changing, and the showering, 
we didn’t make it into the water until about 8:45. The locker 
room was crowded, and not any nicer than some we have 
seen at thermal swimming pools around Iceland.

And then, after the lines and the changing rooms and the 
crowds and the showers, there’s the lagoon. It’s huge and, 
surprisingly, not very crowded. I was expecting wall to wall 
people after all of the waiting, but the lagoon is so big that it 
handles all of the people quite easily.

One nice feature of the lagoon is that there is a small indoor 
area, with a door that leads outside. This allows you, and in 
particular your kids, to avoid the cold walk to get to the warm 
water. Instead, you can enter the warm water inside (after 
putting water wings on all kids 9 and under) slowly, and then 
make your way outside without leaving the warmth. Definitely 
head left to get to this pool instead of going straight outside. 
We also saw this design was in Akureyri and at Vök Baths; 
there could be others, but it seems rare. (See page 180.)

The water is a perfect temperature; maybe 37 Celsius 
(99 Fahrenheit)? And just a couple of degrees can be the 
difference between kids who are done after 15 minutes 
and kids you have to drag away a couple of hours later. For 
example, I thought the  Secret Lagoon  (page 66) was too 
hot. The Blue Lagoon was definitely in the dragging-the-
kids-away category.

There are dozens of places you can explore. You can 
wander around or find a suitable spot for your family and 
hang out. There’s a cave, benches, showers (which are 
extremely powerful), an area to get mud masks, bridges, 
alcoves galore, a snack bar, and much more. The mud mask 
area is back and to the left; the snack bar is all the way back 
to the right.

Everyone is given a wristband to wear; these can come 
off fairly easily, and the Blue Lagoon will charge you if you 
lose one. Make sure you help the kids slide the plastic 

piece around so the band won’t come off. (I’m not really sure 
why the kids have to wear them, since admission for them is 
free. I guess it ensures they didn’t sneak in without an adult?) 
These bands are color coded for adults, teenagers, and 
kids. Adults and teenagers can use their bands to purchase 
drinks. You’ll have to settle each tab at the end; if you are all 
together, it may be easier to just have one person put all of 
the drinks on a single wristband and make one payment.

Options at the snack bar include skyr smoothies, juice 
smoothies and slushies. They also offer beer, with a limit 
of 3 beers per wristband. The smoothies are premade, and 
include one with fruit, and one with fruits and spinach (called 
“Green is Good”). These were very good, but expensive at 
980 krona for maybe an 8 ounce serving. The slushies were 
less expensive at  600 krona (though there’s no real fruit), 
and came in 2 flavors: blue raspberry or cherry. The kids 
enjoyed drinking the freezing cold slushies while enveloped 
in the warm water. Any of these can be your one free drink. 

So, the question everyone asks, and Googles, is whether 
the Blue Lagoon is worth it or not. You have to reserve a time 
well in advance, which limits your flexibility. (By the way, if you 
have time in the area, we highly recommend you check out 
the  Reykjanes Geopark. See page 162.) You may have to 
wait in line, or at least optimize your arrival time to avoid the 
crowds. And it’s extremely expensive.

I went in hoping I wouldn’t have to recommend a visit to 
the Blue Lagoon. That I could be a haughty travel writer who 
tells you to avoid the most touristy spots. (Did you know 
that the Blue Lagoon is just power plant run-off?) But I won’t. 
Despite the hassles, the Blue Lagoon is incredible. It’s huge, 
it’s beautiful, and it’s relaxing. Mývatn Nature Baths comes 
close (page 97), and Mývatn has the benefit of two 
different lagoons with different temperatures. But it doesn’t 
give you the otherworldly feeling you get at the Blue Lagoon.

So work the Blue Lagoon into your plans if you can. It’s 
also okay to skip it, and try a local thermal swimming pool in 
Reykjavik, or in any town around Iceland. You’ll spend $140 
to get your family into the Blue Lagoon, and you’ll spend $12 
to get into the local thermal pool. Both will be worth it.

If you’re 
traveling Ring 
Road, you 
could also 
consider one 
of the premium 
thermal baths, 
like Vök Baths 
(page 95.)
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 Giantess in the Mountain 

But all the way up at the end you’ll see a tiny house (circled 
above). That’s the house of the  Giantess in the Mountain. 
Feel free to skip any and all of the museums; just let the kids 
climb on the Ásmundur Sveinsson sculpture and check out 
the Giantess’s house. I can’t do it justice with pictures, but 
there is a Giant who lives in there. She makes snoring noises 
(and if you wait around for a while, other noises too ...)

She’s a huge— 8-10 feet tall sitting down. You can see her 
huge bed. And her pacifi er tree. I think this is a place you can 
wean your kid from their pacifi er? The giantess is based on 
a series of Icelandic children’s books by Herdís Egilsdóttir. If 
you’re nearby, don’t miss this. GPS: 64.0091, -22.5548

Duushús museums
Once we pulled ourselves away from all of the free stuff  

outside, we headed to the Duushús museum complex. Here, 
you pay one admission price for access to three diff erent 
museums. Admission is 1000 krona for adults (down from 
1500!) but free for kids 18 and under.

The three museums are a Maritime Museum, an art 
museum (no pictures allowed!), and a heritage museum.

There’s also a Geopark Visitor’s Center with a small 
exhibition in the middle of the complex, and you don’t have 
to pay to see that.

Given that you get to see 3 museums for one price, it isn’t 
a bad deal. But with several  things to see  within walking 
distance that are free, you may choose to skip this one.

The Icelandic Firefi ghter’s Museum
When you’re driving to or from the airport, you may see a 

fi re truck mounted on a sign way up in the air. It’s on your left 
driving from the airport. The museum itself is a little tough 
to fi nd; you’ll only see a small sign at the entrance. GPS is 
63.9713, -22.5256

The museum doesn’t have many regular hours; it’s best to 
make an appointment. The owner is a fi refi ghter in Kefl avik; 
he actually served as a fi refi ghter at the  US Naval base in 
Kefl avik  for many years. A few years ago, he and a friend 
decided to open up a museum, while still keeping their 
fi refi ghting jobs. Needless to say, they are busy!

The good news is that the owner was very responsive 
on  the museum’s Facebook page; it was very easy 
to set up a convenient time for us to visit. Search for 
“icelandic fi re museum”, and you should fi nd their page: 
Slökkviliðsminjasafn Íslands Icelandic fi re museum.

The museum houses fi re trucks and other fi refi ghting 
equipment from all over Iceland. You start with the oldest stuff : 
hand pumps! You’ll also see an exhibit about the Reykjavik 
fi re of 1915. Until the moment of the fi re, the city thought 
it didn’t need automated water pumps. Apparently, a man 
tried to sell one to the city, but they refused to buy it. So the 
salesman left the pump locked up in Reykjavik; it had come 
over from Denmark, and it was too expensive to bring back.

When the fi re broke out, the fi re chief remembered the 
pump, “stole” it to put out the fi re, and they immediately 
purchased it. (I hope I have that story correct!)

You then progress through to more modern fi re trucks. 
For a very long time, nearly all of the trucks were American 
made; you’ll see a whole lot of Ford fi re trucks. Almost all of 
the trucks are still operational, and they may be brought out 
for parades or special occasions. And, the kids (or you!) are 
allowed to sit in many of them.

The museum costs 1000 krona for adults and free for 
under 18. If you or your kids are interested in fi refi ghting, this 
is another nice Kefl avik attraction. Year-round.

But there are also several very impressive music areas 
where your kids, or you, can play music, or sing, or both. 
There’s an electronic drum set, as well as an electric guitar 
section: just walk in, pick up a guitar, put on the headphones, 
and start playing. There’s also a sound mixer station, where 
kids can take a song and tweak the volume of diff erent 
tracks to create their own sound.

All of us spent a signifi cant amount of time in the 
soundproof karaoke booth, where you can record yourself 
and e-mail the resulting song to you or friends or family. I 
imagine this being a 
big draw, and if the 
museum is crowded, 
there may be a long 
wait. But since it was 
nearly empty while 
we were there, we all 
had our fi ll of karaoke.

Admission is 1500 for adults 17 and older, and free for kids 
16 and under. (That’s down from 2000 last year!) If you’re 
not in town in time for breakfast, or music is more your style 
than Vikings and mythology, The Rock ‘N’ Roll museum is a 
surprisingly good option. Open year-round. rokksafn.is/en

 Ásmundur Sveinsson Sculpture
About 5 minutes up the road from the museum of Rock 

‘N’ Roll, the road ends. The  Duushús museum complex 
is here, and we’ll get there soon. But fi rst, you’re going to 
fi nd a surprising number of interesting things to do and see 
outside. First you have a sculpture by Ásmundur Sveinsson. 
We learned about the  Ásmundur Sveinsson museum in 
Reykjavik (page 149), and how kids are allowed to climb 
on his large sculptures. This one in Kefl avik is huge— climb 
away!

If you can pull your kids away from the sculpture, you’ll 
notice a few things off  by the water. There’s a boat you can 
walk on, and a few monuments and sculptures as you walk.
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Food in Kefl avik
Viking World, the Firefi ghter’s Museum, and the Rock ‘N’ 

Roll Museum are all within about 5 minutes of each other. 
Between them and the Duushús area, you’ll fi nd at least a 
dozen restaurants. It seems like most of the restaurants in 
town are on Hafnargata Street; this is the same street the 
Rock ‘N’ Roll Museum is on, though its name is Njarðarbraut 
down there.

We settled on  Fernando’s Pizza; you can see their 
extensive menu on their Facebook page; facebook.com/
hafnargata28. Everyone enjoyed their pizza; the kid’s pizza 
cost 1395 krona and includes a small ice cream bar for 
dessert. The more adventurous eaters in the family can 
choose from a variety of toppings.

Another option is Kaffi   Duus, which shares a building 
with Duushús. They have a fairly extensive children’s menu 
if you’re here for lunch or dinner. But we were just here for 
a snack. And they off er a nice selection of desserts in the 
display case. For 950 krona, the chocolate caramel cake we 
tried seemed fairly priced for Iceland.

Other towns near Kefl avik: Sandgerði
From the airport, you can also get to the town of Sandgerði 

in 10 minutes. This town is home to the Suðurnes Science 
and Learning Center. This is a working research facility, 
and includes researchers from the University of Iceland. On 
the lower level you’ll fi nd a small art exhibition, and then the 
main museum is up the stairs.

The museum costs 600 krona for adults 16+, 300 krona 
for kids 6-15, and is free for younger children. Coff ee is only 
100 krona; that alone might make the trip worthwhile for 
some? Hours are somewhat limited: May - August  only. 10-4 
on weekdays, and 1-5 on weekends. 

The museum has two exhibitions. The one that was less 
interesting to our kids was about  Jean-Baptiste Charcot, 
a French scientist and explorer who died in a storm off  
the coast of Iceland. The exhibition is in French and 
Icelandic, but the museum can provide you with a binder 
containing information in English.

The other 
exhibit is all 
about animals 
and marine 
life. There are 
lots of animal 
specimens to 
see, as well as 
microscopes 
you can use 
to look at a 
collection of 

small shells and water samples.
On their web site, the museum talks about programs for 

school groups, where “students can collect live creatures 
at the shore or ponds that are close by, bring them to the 
center and inspect them closely in microscopes.” We didn’t 
pursue this, but I assume if you asked, the museum would 
provide you with the tools for collecting your own samples?

One interesting 
restaurant is 
walkable from 
the museum; 
Vitinn  is directly 
across the street. 
This is a seafood 
restaurant that is 
known for their 

fi sh tanks both inside and outside. Some are for looking at, 
and some are for eating! Be sure to ask to go outside— it’s 
like a mini aquarium out there.

Garður 
Also 10 minutes from the airport, at the very tip top point 

of the peninsula is the town of Garður, with a folk museum 
and lighthouse.

Actually, you’ll fi nd a museum and two lighthouses. The 
older lighthouse, right by the shore, has a little tiny restaurant 
in it. (It’s called Flösin Kaffi  hus, or just the Old Lighthouse 
Cafe.) And that restaurant is your ticket to the top of this 
small lighthouse. You can either give them 500 krona per 
adult to climb to the top, or buy food for at least 500 krona. 
Muffi  ns and hot chocolate each cost 500. Kids can climb 
the lighthouse for free with an adult.

This lighthouse is not associated with the museum, but 
the taller lighthouse is.  Your museum ticket (1,000 krona for 
adults 500 for kids 12-16; hours are 1 PM – 5 PM) gets you 
admission to the museum and access to the lighthouse. This 
is a typical Icelandic folk museum, with lots of old stuff . There 
is also a new restaurant upstairs, called Röstin Restaurant. 
We enjoyed our lamb and BBQ chicken dishes here.

The lovely views in Garður  Inside The 
Volcano Tour

Right off  the bat, there are 
two things you should know 
about the Inside The Volcano 
tour:

1. This is the only place in 
the world you can go into a 
volcano. You really go inside a 
volcano. Through the top and 
right down into it.

2. It’s a really expensive tour.
Well, maybe three things: 

It’s amazing in there.
Let’s take a step back. The 

meeting point for Inside the 
Volcano is about a half hour 
drive from Reykjavik. It’s not really close to anything else. 
GPS: 63.9825, -21.6532 Inside the building, you can have 
some coff ee, tea, hot chocolate or water while you wait for 
the tour to begin. The waiting area also has some games 
and puzzles you can enjoy. Oh, and there are bathrooms.

A guide will check everyone in, and then go over the basic 
rules. Most of what you’ll hear is summarized on a sign at the 
entrance: The hike takes about 40 minutes each way, and 
the last 10 minutes are steep. Stay on the path, and dress 
for the weather.

The 40 minute hike is over land that likely could not 
support a vehicle, so walking really is the only way to get to 
the volcano. Okay, there’s a helicopter option too, but that 
adds a whole lot more to the price. And the hike is fun. It’s a 

fl at dirt path with some rocks and gravel. The only thing to 
watch out for are the larger rocks embedded in the ground. 
If you’re staring at your phone while you’re walking, you’re 
likely to stumble over one of these rocks.

We had a beautiful day, and the scenery along the way is 
gorgeous, in a rugged Icelandic sort of way.

You’ll also see some lava caves, and the continental rift. This 
is the split between the American and European continental 
plates, and it “splits” a good portion of the country.  Most of 
the volcanic activity in Iceland is found along the divide. You 
can see it in several other places in Iceland, though most 
famously in Þingvellir. It’s just a crack in the ground, but it’s a 
nice bonus to see it along the way to the volcano.

As you get closer and closer to the volcano, the path gets 
steeper and steeper. But before you get to the steepest 
part, you reach the base camp. Here you’ll get a hard hat, a 
safety harness ( just for the elevator) and you’ll be assigned 
an elevator group. The elevator only holds 8 passengers, 
though we got 9 on there, since I had 2 kids with me.

You may have to wait in the base camp until it’s your turn 
on the elevator. When it’s your turn, you’ll hike up the side of 
the volcano, which is steep but not scary. And then you’ll see 
the elevator that you’ll be on for about 6 minutes.

In the picture above you can see the ropes that attach 
each person’s safety harness to the elevator. These seem 
like a formality, since there’s no way to accidentally fall out 
of the elevator. Just keep your hands inside, and not on the 
red sections of the railing. (You can also see the red sections 
above. But don’t worry about this– a guide rides the elevator 
with you and will tell you everything.)

You can also just barely make out some rubber wheels 
on the left side of the elevator. Toward the top, where the 

Vitinn
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Navigating the Swimming 
Pool Locker Room

The public pools in Iceland are beautiful and warm 
and a great place to take your little ones any time of year. 
(Swimming outside with snow in your hair is a really cool 
experience!) It is well worth the effort of getting everyone 
ready for the pool. But yes, what you’ve heard is true—you 
are expected to shower naked (soap, shampoo, and all) 
before entering the pool. No, you can’t skip that part. No, 
your kids can’t skip that part, even if they don’t want to be 
naked in front of strangers. What you need to know, then, is 
how it all works; that’s what we’ll tell you here.

With our kids, at least, part of making a new and anxiety-
inducing situation more comfortable is talking through it 
step by step beforehand so that they know exactly what to 
expect. Kids who feel like experts and who are telling you 
what happens next are not kids who are worrying! Here’s the 
info you need to let them become experts. All the pictures 
here are from public pools, not the fancier spas, so they 
won’t be showing the upscale end of things!

When you enter the building, usually the first thing you do 
will be to pay your entry fee. At this point you should still be in 
street clothes. When going to the Y at home, it may save you 
time to put all the kids in their bathing suits ahead of time, 
but that won’t do you any good here—as we noted above, 
you would have to take the suit off to take a shower anyway. 
If you are not bringing your own towels, this is also when you 
can rent towels. You may or may not be given a locker key 
or token at this point, but almost everywhere we have been, 
you will eventually have access to a locking locker, included 
in the admission price. Once all the business at the desk has 
been taken care of, you will be directed toward the locker 
rooms.

But before you get to the locker rooms (rarely, inside 
the locker room), is the shoe area! This is a room/hallway/
sectioned off area with benches and shelves where you 
leave your shoes (and probably socks too)!

 Sometimes this area will also have coat hooks for hanging 
up your cold-weather gear. So everyone sits and takes 
off their shoes and then goes barefoot into the gender-
appropriate locker room. (I suppose if you are bringing flip-
flops, this would be when you would put them on.)

Once you enter the locker room, it is a good idea to scope 
out the layout before starting to undress—more comfortable 
to wander around looking lost now than later when you are 
naked! You will be looking to see where a few things are 
located. First, the lockers. You may or may not have been 
assigned a specific locker, depending on the pool/spa you 
are at. Next, the showers and the towel/swimsuit cubbies.

There should also be a bathroom somewhere. Sometimes 
there are two: One between the lockers and the showers 
and one between the showers and the pool. Finally, look for 
any baby-related supplies you may need. There is always 
a diaper changing area, usually a lot more sturdy than the 
plastic fold-down ones in the US. Unfortunately, the one 
locker room where we asked to take pictures was the one 
where they had the standard US-type!

The men’s locker room will also have a baby changing 
area, though not always as nice. In the men’s locker room at 
the same pool, there was just a pad sitting on the counter.

There is usually also at least one high chair. These are 
small and easily moved high chairs, typically near the towel 
cubbies.

Why would you need a high chair in a locker room? Well, it 
is a handy place to stash the baby when you are changing 
into or out of your swimsuit or drying off—much nicer than 
a towel on the floor. I’ve not tried to bring it into the shower 
with me, but it is very difficult to shower with a baby on one 
hip and the high chairs aren’t the kind to be damaged by 
water, so that might not be a bad plan, either!

Once you have the layout figured out, it is probably best to 
send everyone to the bathroom before you really get started. 
Then everyone undresses, putting your bags/clothes/etc. 
into the lockers, but keeping your swimsuits and towels (and 
goggles or any other supplies you need at the pool) with 

The shoe area

volcano opening is small, the elevator tens to bump into 
the edges a little bit. I didn’t find this off-putting at all, but 
if you’re already queasy about the elevator ride, this could 
make it worse.

The elevator starts with a little bit of a jerk, but after that 
first moment it’s smooth and slow sailing to the bottom. This 
is a very slow and very gentle ride.

It’s impossible to capture the magnitude of this volcano 
you’re in, but here’s my best shot. Take a look at the elevator 
in the picture above. Then look to the top of the picture, 
where you’ll see the teeny rectangle of daylight. That’s the 
opening you came through on the elevator. It’s an incredible 
place to be.

You’ll unstrap from the elevator and walk into the bottom of 
the volcano. There’s a walking path which takes you around 
in a circle. And a place you can go and touch some of the 
volcanic rock. The guides will talk about the volcano for a 
few minutes, and answer any questions you have. But much 
of the time you can wander along the path, taking it all in.

You’ll want to stay down there forever, but you’ll also be 
ready to leave. Whether you want to or not, your group will 

be assigned an elevator trip back up, around 30 minutes 
after you arrived in the volcano. Then you’ll head back up, 
and walk back to the base camp.

Give back your helmet and harness, and you can relax 
and enjoy some soup: Choose lamb soup, vegetable soup, 
or some of each. (I’m normally a big fan of lamb soup, but I 
enjoyed the vegetable more!) The soup was very good; I’m 
sure there’s better soup at some restaurants in Iceland, but 
that’s not really fair. Every ingredient in the soup had to be 
brought out here on foot or by helicopter. You can also have 
coffee, tea, and water.

When we visited in August of 2019, there was a baby arctic 
fox that has adopted the guides as her family. Guests aren’t 
allowed to touch her, but it’s a treat to watch her interact with 
the staff. Sadly, fox visits are not guaranteed, and there won’t 
be one there every year. (See picture below.)

You walk to the volcano with your group, but you can walk 
back on your own once you’re ready to leave. If you drove 
on your own and you’re not hungry, you can skip the soup 
and walk back to the rest of your vacation. We lingered, went 
to the bathrooms (not nearly as nice as the bathrooms at 
the meeting point!) and then headed back. Total time: 3 1/2 
hours, excluding driving time to and from Reykjavik.

The price: 44000 ISK per person; that’s about $350 US 
or €320 at current exchange rates. Happily, starting in 2020 
kids 8-12 are half now price. (8 is the minimum age.)

Is it worth it? Well, it is the best price you’ll find anywhere 
to go inside a volcano (and the only price!) And it includes 
food, which adds some value. And a shuttle from Reykjavik. 
And it’s an amazing experience. A premium price gets you a 
premium experience.

This is about 4 times more than you’ll pay for whale 
watching. But that doesn’t take you inside a volcano. And you 
don’t get a meal and transportation. Add those in and it’s still 
expensive, but it’s also fun and remarkable and memorable.

The price of the tour includes transportation to and from 
Reykjavik, so this is a good option for people based in 
Reykjavik who are not renting a car.

If you drive yourself, it’s only about 10 minutes off of Ring 
Road (Route 1). And the roads are paved the entire way, at 
least until the parking lot. Driving yourself also lets you leave 
once you’re done with the tour.

Inside The Volcano is a special place that you won’t forget. 
If it fits in your budget and schedule, it’s worth checking out.
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Whale watching Tips and 
Tricks

We spent nearly 3 months in Iceland; when I ask the 
kids what their favorite thing was, the answer is immediate. 
“Whale watching!” Well, that’s the answer from some of them; 
some of them didn’t go. They were too worried about getting 
seasick on the 4 hour ride. Here are the tips and tricks we 
have learned. Knowing what I know now, I think everyone in 
our family could have enjoyed whale watching!

Check the Weather
Many of the bad reviews you’ll find online involve rough 

seas. I can’t imagine many worse things on a vacation than 
a sick kid stuck on a 3 or 4 hour boat ride. One way to help 
your chances is to check the wind forecast. The  Icelandic 
Meteorological Office  provides forecasts for the next 6 
days. (It’s easy to remember the web site: en.vedur.is. “Veður” 
is pronounced “vethir”, which sounds like (and means!) 
weather.

Click on the city you’re whale watching in. (Reykjavik and 
Akureyri are listed on the main page; find Húsavík by clicking 
on the whole country map first.) I personally wouldn’t go 
if the wind is 5 m/s or higher, but I admit that’s somewhat 
arbitrary. 5 meters per second is 11 miles per hour.

One day I looked, and the forecast for Reykjavik was for 
winds of 8 m/s, or 17 mph. Elding, the biggest boat tour 
company in Reykjavik, happened to offer a whale watching 
tour at that exact time. Here is their report about that trip:

“We sailed out in the bay, facing also some rocky waves. 
The conditions were not perfect to spot the wildlife. Still we 
counted with the bravery of our passengers who decided 
to stand in the outside part of the upper deck, challenging a 
sea that, unfortunately, kept going worse.”

To be clear, this isn’t anything against Elding— I love that 
they have a detailed description of every single trip they 
take. And they canceled their 7 PM tour on the same day, 
and gave free vouchers to everyone on the 2 PM tour to 
come back a different day. The lesson here isn’t that Elding 
did anything wrong— but when I’m traveling with kids, I feel 
like I’m responsible for ensuring a smoother ride.

So my advice here is to not book ahead of time— wait until 
a day or two before your trip, and see what the weather looks 
like. You may get sold out, but I think a sold out whale 
watching tour is too crowded anyway.

One option I recently learned about is with Láki Tours out 
of Holmavik on the Westfjords. They say that “sea-sickness 
is almost unheard of in this fjord.” See Lakitours.com

Consider the Time of Year
You’ll have a better chance of success in the summertime. 

Nearly all whale watching your companies offer a guarantee 
regardless of the time of year. Here’s what  North Sailing 
says: “In the unlikely event that you don’t see whales on your 
trip, we’ll offer you another trip, free of charge.”

Because of these guarantees, the companies keep 
excellent data on whether each trip spotted a whale or 
not.  North success rates are strikingly different  in the 
summer vs. the winter. In 2014, they saw whales on 97% of 
trips during the summer, but only 60% in the winter.

Yes, if you don’t see a whale, you get a second trip for 
free. But it’s rare that you would have the time (or energy) for 
another trip during your vacation. You also don’t want to be 
on a trip with just a single whale over 3 or 4 hours; a summer 
trip is more likely to result in multiple sightings.

Find Less Crowded Whale Watching Trips
For almost every other part of your trip (airfare, hotels, car 

rental, etc.) we recommend booking ahead. But for whale 
watching, I think waiting is better. First, as we just covered, 
you can keep an eye on the weather. But also, I don’t think a 
sold-out whale watching trip is much fun. The boats can hold 
60 or 70 people, and all of those people might be running 
to one side of the boat to see the whale that someone just 
spotted. There can be some jostling  as people scramble, 
and it just won’t be much fun with kids (or without, honestly).

In general, tours in the late afternoon seem to have fewer 
people on them. The big tour group companies tend to book 
tours that last from, say, 9 AM until 7 PM. For example, there 
is a big bus tour on Grayline called  Whale Watching and 
Golden Circle afternoon.  They do a 9 AM whale watching 
trip; a whale watching trip that starts at 5 PM wouldn’t fit in 
their schedule.

With some companies, their reservation system allows 
you to see exactly how many people are booked on a given 
trip. When you choose the number of people for your trip, 
scroll to the end and see how many tickets are left!

Check the Whale Watching Diaries
Most companies now publish daily diaries of what they are 

seeing, either on their web site or Facebook.  (For Reykjavik, 
see “Whale Watching from Old Harbor” on page 136.)

If you’re on the fence about whether to try whale watching, 
you can use the diaries to see if it seems like they are 
spotting a lot of whales. If they are giving a lot of refunds, and 
it’s not just the weather, there may not be too many whales 
in the area right then.

Think About the Type of Boat
You have a few options for the type of boat you’ll be in. 

In Húsavík, you’re likely to be in a traditional oak fishing boat, 
like the ones North Sailing uses. In Reykjavik, you’ll probably 
be on a more traditional fishing boat.

you. Ideally, you won’t come back to the locker after this until 
you are leaving! You all head to the towel/swimsuit cubbies 
and put your towels and swimsuits (and swim diaper if your 
child needs one) there. Note that occasionally these may 
have numbers that correspond to your locker on them, but 
usually they are unnumbered, so you can choose whichever 
one(s) you want.

The showers are usually all in one open room, as you may 
remember from gym classes in high school (if you are old 
like me!).

You do not have to bring soap with you, as every one we 
have seen has had shower gel at a minimum. The fancier 
spas will also have shampoo and conditioner, though you 
can’t count on that. To minimize the stuff I need to carry, 
we usually just use the shower gel to wash our hair as well, 
and worry about conditioning (if necessary) when we get 
home. So once your suits and towels are stashed, take your 
showers as the signage directs—usually there is a visual (to 
avoid the language barrier) indicating that you 
must wash your hair, underarms, crotch area, 
and feet. (You can see an example of this on 
the wall in the picture at right.) After showers, 
you go back to the cubby area—not the locker 
area: they try to keep the floor there dry-
ish—to put your swimsuit on. You can leave 
your towel in the cubby while you swim or you 
can take it outside with you if you are worried 
about the temperature. At many pools you will 
be encouraged to leave your towel inside, as 
sudden rain would not be an unusual event, 
and you don’t want to emerge from the pool to 
a cold, wet towel.

You might wish to give some thought ahead 
of time to the mechanics of showering and 
suiting up with your children. Since I have an 
infant with me, but also older daughters, we 
can trade off who is holding the baby so that 
I don’t usually have to shower with a baby on 
my hip or pull on my swimsuit while holding a 

slippery wet baby. The high chair is invaluable for the times 
when I have been there without one of my older kids.

Another useful thing to know is that on the way from 
the locker room to the pool, you can usually find a box of 
water wings that are free for children to use. That was a hit 
for us on our first trip ten years ago, and the seven year 
old still uses them at some pools—-even the 10-year-old 
occasionally. (Most pools have very shallow areas, but one 
spa was almost uniformly 4 feet deep, which was slightly 
deeper than she liked.)

As far as entering the locker rooms with a child of the 
opposite gender, I am not sure of the cut-off age. I have 
certainly seen little boys of 3 or 4 with their mothers. At the 
other end of the range, my 10-year-old went to the women’s 
locker room by herself when she went swimming with just 
Dad and brothers.

When exiting the pool, we will sometimes rinse off with a 
warm shower on the way in, just to minimize the amount of 
whining about how cold the air is! Pick up your towels at the 
cubbies, and then reverse the whole process until you are 
back outside with your shoes on. Remember to dry off near 
the cubbies where you pick up your towels to keep the floor 
dry near the lockers!

The first pool we went to, I heard some complaints from 
my kids about having to undress in front of people, but given 
how much they enjoyed swimming in the nice warm(!) pools, 
I haven’t taken much flak for it since then. Hopefully, with a 
little preparation, the locker rooms won’t seem scary to your 
kids either, and they can just look forward to splashing in the 
pools!
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Seeing and Riding Icelandic 
Horses

In the year 982 (yes, nine eighty-two!) a law was passed 
in Iceland forbidding any horse from being imported into 
Iceland. A horse can leave the country, but it can never 
come back. And this law has been in place continuously for 
over 1,000 years.

Icelandic horses have a unique characteristic. Most horses 
can walk, trot, and gallop. Many Icelandic horses have two 
more gaits: The Tölt, and Flying Pace. Both of these gaits are 
considered to be extremely smooth for how fast they are.

Seeing and Petting Icelandic Horses
A quick stop to see them can be an enjoyable experience. 

You’ll see cars stopped by the side of the road to pet random 
horses, but I don’t think it’s ideal to visit strange horses on 
private land.

I used to recommend a place called Fakasel, where you 
could pet the horses and see a short but entertaining show. 
But their show hasn’t run in years. It may start up in 2020; 
check fakasel.is and confirm they are up and running!

The Icelandic Horse Center
So I am switching my recommendation to the Sólvangur 

Icelandic Horse Center. Sólvangur is about as authentic an 
experience as you can get while seeing Icelandic horses. 
This is a serious horse breeding and training facility, run 
by a mother and daughter, Elsa Magnúsdóttir and Sigríður 
(Sigga) Pjetursdóttir. After meeting them, my guess is that 
Elsa and Sigga are some of the most knowledgeable people 
about Icelandic horses in the world.

Their web site is IcelandicHorseCenter.is, which redirects 
to hesturinn.is. Sólvangur is about 40 minutes outside of 
Reykjavik, and 10 or 15 minutes south of Selfoss. So it’s not 
far out of the way if you’re on your way to the Golden Circle. 
They’ve been breeding horses and offering riding lessons 
for 17 years. But they now offer a stable tour and the café 
and gift shop. The stable tour is the reason to come out of 
your way to get to Sólvangur.

The 20 minute tour is a nice option for families with 
children too young to ride, or if some people simply don’t 
want to ride. The cost is 2000 krona for adults, 1500 krona 
for ages 3-15, and free for kids 2 and under. Stable tours are 
private tours– it will just be you and Sigga. Come with lots of 

questions!
Before or after (or instead of) the stable tour, you can also 

visit their horse-themed gift shop, as well as the café, which 
is open from 11 AM – 5 PM. You can just drop by and see 
and pet some of the horses, but if you’d like to take a stable 
tour, it’s best to e-mail and make a reservation; e-mail them 
at IcelandicHorseCenter@gmail.com

A much cheaper and much less educational option is “Brú 
Farm” on page 62, in the heart of the Golden Circle.

Riding Icelandic Horses with children
Sólvangur offers 20 minute children’s horse rides for 

4000 krona. If you have 3 or more children, ask about a 
“package deal” for a stable tour combined with a children’s 
horse ride. I’ve found them very responsive to e-mails: 
IcelandicHorseCenter@gmail.com.

Lots of companies offer horse rides of an hour or two, and 
just about all of them are reviewed favorably online. Just like 
with guided tours, you can’t go wrong with smaller group 
tours in Iceland. 

We enjoyed our ride up north at Hestasport in Varmahlíð 
(riding.is). They are west of Akureyri, in an area where there 
isn’t as much to do as you will find, say, on the south coast. 
If you’re traversing the entire Ring Road, Hestasport is a nice 
stop on a long driving day. The minimum for their “Pleasure 
in Every Hoofstep” tour is 6 years old. See page 108.

Note these names are all sounding similar: hesturinn, 
hestasport. “Hestur” means horse in Icelandic!

Riding horses near Reykjavik
If you are looking for options closer to Reykjavik, make sure 

you look at the minimum ages different companies have. 
Almost all of your options have excellent ratings online, but 
only a few offer tours for younger children.

One good option is Íshestar. (There’s that Icelandic 
word for horse again!) They are about 20 minutes south of 
Reykjavik, near Hafnarfjörður. It’s just a few minutes out of 
your way if you are heading to the airport. Or, if you want to 
make a day of it, see more options in Hafnarfjörður (page 
159). If you don’t have a car, Íshestar will pick you up for an 
extra 1600 krona per person.

Íshestar offers a tour called Family Adventure for kids as 
young as 6, which is a 30 minute ride. Kids under 6 can go 
for a ride around the paddock. Longer tours (as well as an 
expensive stable tour) are also available.

If you plan to ride with a company not listed here, you 
will more than likely have an amazing experience! Horses 
are a respected part of Icelandic history, and companies 
offering riding tours all seem to offer excellent service. The 
companies above just offer options for younger riders or 
non-riders that you are less likely to find at other places.

A couple of companies also offer much smaller, and much 
faster RIB boats. RIB stands for “Rigid Inflatable Boat.” RIB 
boats have some potential advantages:

•	 The RIB boat is faster, and lessens the travel time to and 
from the whales.

•	 You may see more stuff. Tour operators can more easily 
add in quick detours to see puffins.

•	 You may be less likely to get seasick. The trip is shorter, 
and the faster boat can cut through the waves a little more.

•	 You can get closer to the whales. The fast, maneuverable 
boats can move as soon as there is a whale sighting; a 
good captain can estimate the place where the whale might 
surface next.

Of course, there are some downsides:
•	 They are more expensive. The price for adults is nearly 

twice as much in a RIB boat.
•	 The RIB boats are not recommended for kids under 7.
•	 The RIB boats might be less safe. This is anecdotal, but 

there were some issues several years ago- two people broke 
their backs on a RIB boat. Now, this wasn’t a whale watching 
trip; it was more of an adventure ride. I would be cautious, 
though it’s tough to tell if there’s an issue here or not.

Bring Medicine ...
As we did more boat rides, and learned to pick the calmest 

days, we realized we didn’t need any medicine or other 
seasickness help. Still, Dramamine did seem to make a 
difference, so you may consider having some on hand. And 
the wrist bands might provide a sense of comfort.

Many of the tour companies will provide you with anti-
nausea medicine, but I’m happier to have my own. Children’s 
Dramamine  is inexpensive, chewable, and half of the adult 
dose. (Read the label to make sure— typically the children’s 
dose is 25mg and the adult dose is 50mg.) So that one 
children’s package could cover your whole family— 1 per 
child, and 1 or 2 per adult.

... or SeaBands ...
There are also two options that don’t involve medicine. Sea 

Bands are wristbands that put pressure on an acupressure 
point on your wrist. There is one size for kids and another 

for adults. These are inexpensive, and my kids really like 
them. Remember that you want these to be fairly tight to 
make sure it’s putting pressure on the right spot. You could 
also learn the spot where the Sea Bands put pressure (see 
sea-band.com), and teach the kids to put pressure on that 
spot with the fingers of their other hand.

... or Relief Bands
A more sophisticated (and expensive) option is Relief 

Bands. These are watch-like devices that send an electrical 
pulse into your wrist, and stimulate the same nerve that the 
Sea Bands do. There are two versions, called 1.5 and 2.0. 
2.0 is newer and sleeker and rechargeable, but I liked the 1.5 
better. The 2.0 uses a custom USB charging cable, which is 
easy to lose. And it might not fit smaller wrists as well.

I could feel the pulses, which provides a level of comfort 
knowing that it’s doing something. My opinion is that the 
Relief Bands only helped a little bit. But Relief Band sent me 
two samples, and so I was the crazy guy on the boat looking 
for the most seasick people, and putting a Relief Band on 
them. Some thought it helped only a little bit, and some were 
ready to buy one from me on the spot. reliefband.com

Bring the Right Clothes
Most of the time, if you’re going to be outside in Iceland for 

several hours, you want to wear lots of layers. Our kids might 
wear 4 layers (wool base layer, shirt, sweater, fleece) to keep 
warm and keep the wind out. But most whale watching trips 
give you very warm overalls to wear. My kids ended up being 
too hot if they wore the overalls with more than 2 layers. 

The hard part is that, if it’s warm enough, they may not 
break out the overalls, so ironically you may need more 
layers in warm weather than cold weather. (You can bring a 
bag or backpack on board to store any layers that you or 
the kids end up shedding.) And in either case, you may want 
a hat or gloves, since the overalls don’t help those parts of 
your body to stay warm.

Iceland Whale Watching 
Recommendations

We like North Sailing if you’re in Húsavík The tour guides 
on the boat were fantastic, as is customer service. See our 
write-up of North on page 102.

We also loved seeing pilot whales with Láki Tours on the 
Snæfellsnes Peninsula (page 129).

All companies get good ratings overall; complaints mainly 
relate to rough seas or crowded boats. The cheapest option 
in Reykjavik is with a new company,  Reykjavik Sailors. See 
our write-up on page 136

But you really can’t go wrong with any tour from any city. 
Just check the weather, try to find a less crowded trip, and 
go find some whales!
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 Seeing Puffi ns in Iceland
There’s an inherent confl ict in seeing puffi  ns in Iceland. 

Tourists want to get as close as possible to these adorable 
and photogenic birds. But the puffi  ns don’t really want you 
to be that close. Puffi  ns meet the same mate back on shore 
year after year, and the couple returns to the same burrow 
year after year to raise their baby. Get too close, and that 
puffi  n with a mouthful of fi sh might be too afraid to enter its 
burrow. Too afraid to feed its baby.

I see three main options for seeing puffi  ns, each with its 
own pluses and minuses. None of these is an option outside 
of summer. Puffi  ns spend most of the year out in the ocean; 
they only come back to their burrows over the summer to 
raise their baby puffl  ing. No one knows exactly when the 
puffi  ns will come and go for the season, though May through 
late August seems like a safe bet.

A short organized tour
Companies in Reykjavik off er short puffi  n boat rides. 

There’s an island called Akurey, which is only 3 kilometers (2 
miles) or so from Reykjavik’s old harbor. Hop on a boat and 
you’ll be right next to the island in 20 minutes or so.

See “Puffi  n Watching with Special Tours” on page 137.
The downside of a tour like this is that you’re not getting 

super close to the puffi  ns. But you’ll see tons of puffi  ns fl ying 
overhead, hanging out in the water, and walking around 
on the island. Our Special Tours guide provided us with 
binoculars for a closer view.

We got a similar view with Eyja Tours on the Westman 
Islands. And at the end of the tour, you’ll see some puffi  ns 
up-close in the new Sea Life Trust Aquarium. See page 79

These are both great tours, and good ways to see puffi  ns. 
But many people want the up-close view at the top of this 
post. For that you’ll need one of the next two options.

Finding puffi ns on your own
There’s a common list of places where you can see puffi  ns 

in Iceland. All of them are going to be far off  of Ring Road, the 
main circle around the country. For some of these, you may 
have to ask around to fi nd the right viewing spot. And for all 
of them, you need to be careful to not get too close to the 
puffi  ns and their burrows. Move slowly and don’t step off  of 
any paths!

Here are three options, though there are many more:
West: Látrabjarg Bird Cliff s, the westernmost point in 

Iceland. It’s a very bumpy several hour trip to get here, and 
some of that drive is right next to a cliff . The challenge keeps 
most visitors to Iceland away, and that keeps the puffi  ns 
happier.

North: The Tjörnes peninsula. We tried to head here at the 
end of July, to the Voladalstorfa lighthouse area. We saw two 
signs saying the area was closed, and we 
turned around, (Later, a local Icelander 
told us that there is a better spot further 
northeast on Tjörnes.)

East:  Borgarfjörður Eystri. I think this is 
your best option for seeing puffi  ns by yourself. The town’s 
web site says: “This is probably the easiest and safest place 
to watch puffi  ns in Iceland. There are a shelter and wooden 
platforms where you can get really close to the puffi  ns.”

 Borgarfjörður Eystri is about an hour and a half detour 
each way from Ring Road. Much of that is on gravel, and 
some of it is right next to a cliff . Still, that’s shorter than the 
drive to Látrabjarg, and the small village of Borgarfjörður 
Eystri off ers more than just puffi  ns.

More expensive and exclusive tours
Option #1 doesn’t get you close to puffi  ns. Option #2 gets 

you close, but you have to trek to remote parts of Iceland. 
Here’s the option that costs more, but solves both of those 
problems. Let’s look at two examples:

Ingólfshöfði Puffi  n Tour. You can only get to this cape with 
the tour. There’s little risk of scaring the puffi  ns away, as long 
as the tourists are well-behaved. See page 74.

Another option is the Drangey Island Puffi  n Tour. We 
haven’t done this one yet, but it’s a 4-hour trip out to an 
uninhabited island. Reviews online are excellent, though the 
hike up might be a challenge for younger children. We liked 
the Ingólfshöfði tour, and so it might be a better option.

I don’t think any one of these ways is clearly the best 
option. If you have limited time and don’t mind spending the 
money, one of the premium tours might be your best bet. If 
you’re up for more of an adventure, try to fi nd them yourself. 
But watch for signs if an area is closed off !

 About Currencies
Iceland uses the Icelandic Krona as their currency. In 

this book, I use both “ISK” and “Krona” interchangeably to 
mean the Icelandic Krona.  You can use Google to convert 
prices. To fi nd out how much 5000 krona is in US dollars, just 
Google:

“5000 ISK USD”  for US dollars (or EUR for Euros, GBP for 
British Pounds, and  CAD for Canadian dollars)

Throughout this book, I have mostly avoided using 
commas or periods when listing Icelandic prices: 5900 
krona, not 5,900. That’s because in Iceland, the punctuation 
is reversed! 5.000 means fi ve thousand, and 5,50 would 
mean fi ve and a half.

 About Icelandic Water
The water in Iceland is some of the best in the world. We 

drank tap water throughout our trip, and we even drank water 
right from a glacier (page 81)! Oh, and from Silfra (page 57).

Two tips:
1. Make sure you’re drinking the cold water. So, make sure 

the faucet is pushed all the way to the cold side. The hot 
water is sometimes naturally geothermally heated, and can 
have high concentrations of sulfur or other minerals in it.

2. Let the water run for a minute so you’re getting water 
that hasn’t been sitting in the pipes. You can usually feel 
when it suddenly gets colder.

But if you follow those tips, you’re drinking fresh clean 
Icelandic water that people around the world pay to drink 
out of plastic bottles!

Swimming in Iceland
Every town in Iceland has a thermal swimming pool. And 

I don’t think this is an exaggeration—swimming is popular, 
and the power to heat those pools is cheap. You should 
defi nitely visit a thermal pool while you’re in Iceland.

Pictured below is the Akureyri Thermal Pool. The address 
is Þingvallastræti 21; it’s walkable from the harbor area. The 
glass walled area in the middle of the picture is the indoor 
entrance to the outdoor pool! You’ll also fi nd waterslides, hot 
tubs, and steam rooms.

Pools in smaller towns will still generally have multiple hot 

pots with diff erent temperatures, and most have waterslides. 
And most are open every day of the year, except for the two 
Icelandic national holidays: May 1st (May Day) and June 
17th (Icelandic National Day). Yes, even in the middle of 
winter, you can (and should!) swim.

Watch for temperature signs by the hot pots. Adults might 
enjoy temperatures of 40 or 42 Celsius (104-108 degrees 
Fahrenheit), but most kids seem to top out at 36 or 38. Most 
children’s pools seem to be around 36.

The city pools are very inexpensive. At Höfn we paid 800 
krona for adults ($7 or so) and 200 krona for kids (under $2). 

Whether you make it outside of Reykjavik or not, be sure to 
try a local thermal pool! Just make sure your kids are ready 
to be cold for a few seconds before they sink into the warm 
water. You may want to send an adult out to map the exact 
path your kids should take to get to a lower temperature hot 
pot, or the children’s pool.

We also covered one of the dozen or so thermal pools in 
Reykjavik (“Laugardalslaug pool complex” on page 150.)

Fancier Icelandic Pools
“Premium” Thermal Baths are a step down from the Blue 

Lagoon (page 166) but a step up from the city pools (at 
least in price.) We have covered many of them in this book:

“Laugarvatn Fontana” on page 65
“Secret Lagoon” on page 66
“The brand new Vök Baths in Egilsstaðir” on page 95
“Mývatn Nature Baths” on page 97
“GeoSea Thermal Baths” on page 101
“Deildartunguhver and Krauma Baths” on page 122

Natural Hot Pots
The natural hot pot is a fun option, and you will fi nd many 

of them throughout the country. For example, see “Laugar in 
Saelingsdal” on page 114, or “Reykjadalur Hot Springs in 
Hveragerði” on page 63. Be sure to test the temperature!

These are made from natural water. The most important 
thing to know about truly natural hot pots is that they are 
SLIPPERY. Every rock surface will have a layer of natural 
algae on it, whether you can see it or not. If you or one of 
your children gets in without thinking about it, it’s very easy 
to slip. Remember this for any natural bathing area!
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Emergency Stuff
Emergency number in Iceland: 112 
Call or text in true emergencies

�U.S. citizens who have an emergency and need to reach 
the U.S. Embassy during normal working hours, 0800-1700 
Monday through Friday excluding US and Icelandic holidays, 
should call the U.S. Embassy switchboard at (354) 595-
2200.

SafeTravel.is
•	 safetravel@safetravel.is   +354 570-5929
•	 �Check for alerts and warnings
•	 �Submit your travel plan if you’re heading to remote areas 

by yourself, but we never felt the need to use this. Submit 
your plan using the “112 Iceland app” or SafeTravel.is .

•	 �Download the 112 Iceland App

en.vedur.is
•	 �Weather and weather warnings.
•	 �If there’s an alert of any color (yellow, orange, or red) pay 

attention!

road.is
•	 �Detailed road conditions
•	 Also see “Weather and Road Conditions” on page 25.

Medicine in Iceland
Like  grocery stores, pharmacies in Iceland have very 

limited hours. The pharmacy with the best hours we have 
seen is next to a 24-hour(!) grocery store in Reykjavik. This 
was out next to the Hagkaup store in Garðabær.

 Their hours are Mon.-Fri. 9-6:30, Sat. 10-4, and Sun. 12-
4.   More typical hours are during the workday during the 
week, and possibly for a few hours on Saturday. And you 
need a pharmacy to buy *any* medicine: so far as I can tell, 
you can’t even buy Tylenol (acetaminophen) at the grocery 
store! (Vitamins are available at most grocery stores.)

Because you are in a foreign country, remember that the 
drug brand names you know are not necessarily the brand 
names that will be available, and once you figure out the 
brand name you need, the dosage may be different per 
pill or per teaspoon. Or your normal dosage may not be 
available over the counter. If you know you are going to need 
medicine, bring it with you!

 If you know the generic chemical name for the drug you 
need, the process is much easier because the pharmacist 
likely knows that name, too. If, however, you only know the 
brand name, you are likely to be reduced to trying to explain 
your symptoms (or mime them). It took us quite a while to get 

a bottle of Pektolin (Benadryl!) for our daughter—we needed 
Benadryl, not Claritin or Zyrtec, equivalents of both of which 
were readily offered. And when we did figure out the right 
name, it was only available as a liquid over the counter. For 
pills or tabs, we would have needed a prescription.

The easiest way I’ve found to get the Icelandic brand 
name is to first Google the US brand name to get the 
generic chemical name. Then Google the generic name 
plus “Iceland.” A result on drugs.com/international/ is usually 
good, though Wikipedia is sometimes surprisingly helpful. 
Either way, the list of brand names is likely to be very long, 
so you may have to search on the page for the word Iceland 
as well. Below is a list of some of the more common drugs 
you might need.

Note that some of these have additional active ingredients 
that I have not included—so they are not necessarily 
direct equivalents! I am not a doctor or a pharmacist. I am 
not guaranteeing that any of these medications are exact 
equivalents—so please use your own judgment—research 
and talk to a doctor or pharmacist about any medicine you 
intend to take!

Pain/fever/analgesics:
Ibuprofen (Advil): Íbúfen
Acetaminophen (Tylenol): Panodil, Paratabs, Pinex
Aspirin: Hjartamagnyl, Alka-Seltzer, Aspirin Actavis, Treo 

(also has caffeine)
Naproxen (Aleve): Naproxen Mylan

Diarrhea relief:
Loperamide (Imodium): Imodium, Loperamid Portfarma
Bismuth subsalicylate (Pepto Bismol): De-Nol (confirm 

active ingredient is Bismuth subsalicylate)

Itch relief:
Hydrocortisone cream: Ciproxin-Hydrocortison, 

Daktacort, Mildison, Plenadren, Locoid, Solu Cortef, Fucidin 
Hydrocortisone

Antihistamines:
Diphenhydramine HCl (Benadryl): Benylan, Pektolin
Loratadine (Claritin): Clarinase, Loritin
Cetirizine (Zyrtec): Cetrizin ratiopharm

If over the counter medicine isn’t enough, then you will 
have to find a clinic.  Thankfully, we have avoided needing 
that so far, so I do not have any direct experience with 
going to the doctor, urgent care, or emergency room here in 
Iceland.  There is  a post on a different blog that has a little 
information and may be helpful if you do need a doctor. To 
find it, search for:

“Doctors, Clinics, Medicine” Iceland
Let’s hope you don’t need to use this section!

Food in Iceland
Airfare to Iceland can be surprisingly 

cheap. Lodging can be very 
reasonable, especially if you’re willing 
to use Airbnb. But everything else is 
really expensive. Hopefully, you won’t 
need to buy clothes while you’re here, 
or a camera. But you will need to buy 

food. As a very general rule of thumb, expect to pay about 
twice as much for food as you would at home. But there are 
some exceptions to this rule; let’s take a look.

Quick service food in Iceland
There are lots of restaurants in Iceland that serve a “fast 

food” type menu. Hot dogs, hamburgers, fish and chips, 
and ham and cheese sandwiches are the standards here. 
You’ll find places like this in many gas stations, and in most 
towns and villages. For me, the price shock was the highest 
at these types of places. Hot dogs (Pylsa) seem okay, at 
350-450 krona. But everything else is just plain expensive. A 
hamburger with various toppings might cost 1000 or more.

A hamburger meal with fries and a drink might cost 1500, 
even at a gas station. A fish and chips meal might be 2000. 
The food will be fine, but it won’t be anything memorable.

Full service food in Iceland
Full service restaurants have had the lowest price shock 

for me. Fish and chips might only be a couple dollars more 
than our quick service fish and chips, at 2300 krona. Nicer 
entrees (fish or steak) can cost 3000-4000 or more.

But look for a children’s menu. A 1200 krona kid’s meal at 
a fancy restaurant can save you a lot of money. (For example, 
see “Höfnin” on page 138.) Remember that tax is built into 
the price, and there’s generally no tipping.

Buffets in Iceland - take the kids!
Buffets continue the trend of more reasonable prices 

and great deals for kids. Many are free for young children; 
for example, see Friðheimar on page 60. An even better 
deal was a lunch we had at Tjöruhúsið in Ísafjörður in the 
Westfjords. See page 119.

Many buffets seem to have similar pricing, where they are 
free for little kids and half price for older children. You can see 
a list of some of the Reykjavik buffets that offer discounts for 
kids by looking online for: “Eating Out: Free Food for Kids!” at 
IcelandMonitor.mbl.is.

Grocery stores in Iceland
Of course, cooking for yourself will always be less 

expensive. If you don’t have a kitchen, you can always buy 
bread, sliced cheese, or peanut butter and jelly. (Most stores 

will only have small containers of peanut butter.) Some 
larger grocery stores will have baby carrots, and most will 
have apples or bananas. Prices here will be higher than at 
home, but nothing is too painful. For example (in US dollars):

Bread  $3.50 for a loaf
Peanut butter  $3 for 12 ounces
Apples  $2 a pound
Bananas  $1.50 a pound

If you’re going to eat soon after your trip to the grocery 
store, Kronan and some other chains will have has a warm 
ready-to-eat whole chicken deal for about $15.

With a kitchen, things open up even more. Examples:
Pasta  $1.50 for a large box
Eggs  $6 a dozen
Small frozen pizza  $4 or $5 each.
Frozen chicken legs  $6.50 a pound ($14 per kg)

Surprisingly, lamb is much more expensive, given that there 
are more than twice as many sheep as people in Iceland. 
You’ll pay $10 - $12 a pound for most lamb meat. Beef is 
also expensive.

Note that you will need to pay for your plastic shopping 
bags in Iceland. Almost all places will charge you 20 krona, 
though a few charge 25. You’ll need to estimate how many 
you need, and tell the cashier.

Kronan and Bonus have the largest sized grocery stores 
in Iceland. Kronan is found only in and around Reykjavik, 
though you will also find Bonus stores in Akureyri, Egilsstaðir, 
and even Ísafjörður. Outside of those areas, you’ll find a 
Netto, Kjarval (in the south) or something from Samkaup 
(which actually owns Netto too.) There are two types of 
Samkaup stores: Samkaup Strax and Samkaup Úrval. Strax 
means fast or immediate, and these are going to be smaller 
convenience-type stores. Úrval means ... maybe selection? 
These Úrval stores won’t be as big as a Bonus or a Kronan, 
but they will be a little bigger than a Strax store.

Hours will also vary with size. Some Bonus stores in 
Reykjavik and Akureyri are open 24 hours; some Samkaup 
Strax stores are closed on Sundays and may close at 6 PM 
on weekdays. 

Costco
If you have a car, and you’re staying in Iceland for more 

than a few days, and you have a Costco membership at 
home, you could consider stocking up at Iceland’s only 
Costco, which opened in 2017. See page 158.

See our web site for some pictures and more details. Look 
for “Food in Iceland - Iceland with Kids.”

Oh, and Icelandic tap water is some of the best in the 
world. See “About Icelandic Water” on page 180.
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