
5 awesome areas of Iceland to see before you die 
While we can’t venture too far from home at the moment, it’s still important to imagine, and dream of, our next trip. 

I thought to myself recently: of all the countries I’ve visited, where’s the first place I would go back to once travel resumes. The answer, which just pips India to the post, is Iceland.

Iceland is one of the most breathtaking places on earth, a volcanic island paradise where culture vultures flock to disconnect from the daily grind. She’s remote, but not as isolated as Greenland or Svalbard (both on my bucket list). Her natural beauty, wild and serene, offers a perfect balance of relaxation and adventure to the wandering traveller. Plus, the cuisine is to die for. (Apart maybe from Hákarl, Iceland’s famous fermented shark delicacy.)

On the approach to Keflavik—it was bumpy, and I’m not a good flyer—I remember seeing Iceland for the first time. The ultimate bird’s-eye view. I could see a low grey sky, dimly lit and dull, and a long black beach turned white from the snow. It had all the glamorous gloom of Game of Thrones, [image: ]but even more enchanting. It was love at first sight.
In this blog, I’m going to explore five beautiful areas of Iceland that stuck with me. 

1. Reykjavík
runs on geothermal power  

Not at the top of everyone’s list, but I loved this charming city. Although at first glance, you wouldn’t think Reykjavík were a city at all. The northernmost capital in the world is actually a town – cool, hip, and energetic, but relatively calm when compared to its Nordic neighbours. (Think Copenhagen with a local, Midwest-United States feel.) 

Tale of the sagas
Less people live here than in Cambridge, but you’ll definitely find more cod here than in the river Cam. Iceland never used to be populated of course. The Vikings were the ones who discovered this volcanic landmass by chance in the ninth century. The legendary sagas tell us that Icelandic women are so beautiful because the Vikings, who often raided Albion and Ireland on their way, abducted women and brought them to Iceland. That’s why, so our tour guide vehemently claimed, there are so [image: ]many redheads there today!   


The charming, colourful old town 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Anyway…I digress. Back to Reykjavík! The great thing about this city is that everything is within walking distance. Exploring on foot in winter is magical; the sound of snow crumpling under foot is like music to the ears. The characterful colourful mansions that pepper the streets of the old town may, from a distance, look like houses on a monopoly board. But they’re wonderfully intricate, all unique in their own way. Many were built in the 1920s and 30s, and are a credit to Iceland’s exposure [image: ]to the art deco movement, which was in full vigour across Europe and America at the time. 













Architecture and earth are one and the same
Reykjavík itself is a melting pot of architectural styles, with neo-classicism and national romanticism taking centre stage. Famed state architect Guðjón Samúelsson, who studied in Copenhagen and was inspired by modernism, mixed various architectural styles with influences from Iceland’s natural landscapes. 

Hallgrímskirkja, Guðjón’s masterpiece, towers over the city like a guardian angel. Rising from the ground like basalt rock formations, the Lutheran church is the city’s heartbeat, Reykjavík’s Empire State Building – all roads lead to this tall, imposing structure visible for miles around. The church is majestic not just from the outside, but inside too; its simple, no-nonsense interior is a haven of calm. On a sunny summer’s day the nave, flooded with brilliant natural light, looks like the waiting room to heaven. Make sure you take the elevator to the top for the magnificent city, sea, and mountain views.[image: ] 
































Another of Guðjón’s finest creations, and my favourite, is the stunning National Theatre of Iceland. This building, a gem of art deco design, boasts rock types obsidian, quartz, and Iceland spar. [image: ]Everywhere you look, Icelandic architecture is underpinned either by geology or history. 
















The glorious Sun Voyager, another example, is a stainless-steel sculpture of a boat, set on granite beside the sea. Built in 1990 by Jón Gunnar Árnason, it conveys the hope of new undiscovered territory. Since Iceland is the land of the sagas, it’s no surprise that many tourists mistake this sculpture for a Viking ship. It’s actually a dreamboat, an expression of progress and freedom, and an ode to the sun. 
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The food in Iceland is out of this world
We need to talk about the food. Icelandic fare is natural, elegant, and uncomplicated. Like most of Scandinavia, the food is inspired by the local produce. And that’s probably why everything is so damn good. Sheep and deer roam free up country across the highlands, while there’s a whole ocean of fish on Reykjavík’s doorstop. Yes, the best, freshest fish you will ever taste in your life. Moments ago, they’ve been splashing about in the cold arctic waters and are now on your plate. From lobster bisque to seafood soup, prawn and trout kebabs to succulent cod, Iceland is a fish-lover’s paradise (just ask Rick Stein). But if you’re not into fish that’s not a problem. There’s skyr, a creamy Icelandic breakfast staple, plus warm, comforting vegetable soups served in whole loaves of bread (asparagus is my favourite). If it’s meat you’re after then you can’t go wrong with a scrumptiously gamey reindeer burger, or delicately sliced puffin, rich and unique in flavour, washed down with a cold, frothy glass of Einstök. Check out my best food recommendations in the footer. 
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Catch a glimpse of the dancing auroras 
Reykjavík is also the perfect place to explore the vibrant and colourful auroras that dance the night skies. In winter you can book yourself a tour, which typically starts around 10pm and ends no later than 3am. Your guide will whisk you away into the highlands to chase the etherial Northern Lights. If you’re lucky enough to see them, it’s a moment that will stay with you forever. If you don’t, it’s still an endearing adventure, a wild goose chase with mysteriously isolated pitstops and warming hot chocolate along the way. I technically did see them, faintly behind heavy cloud and glistening white rather than green, so it didn’t really count. Either way, remember to wrap up in that bitter northern wind! 



2. The Golden Circle
boasts Iceland’s most famous natural treasures 

The Golden Circle is a small, triangle-shaped tourist trail in the country’s south-western corner. Famous for containing so many of Iceland’s natural gems, visitors flock to its waterfalls, geysers, and volcanic craters. Yes, it’s touristy and not what it once was, but that doesn’t take anything away from the incredible natural beauty.  
[image: ]

See where two tectonic plates meet
Thingvellir national park, the site of Iceland’s first parliament which was founded there in 930 AD, is the best place to start your tour. Aside from the park’s historical and cultural significance, Thingvellir lies in a valley that marks the crest of the Mid-Atlantic ridge. You can see the American and Eurasian tectonic plates breaking apart with your own eyes; and it’s the only place on earth where this geological wonder is visible.  
[image: ]













Marvel at the geysers of Geysir 
Your next stop: the mesmeric geysers at Geysir. The most active geyser, Strokkur, erupts every few minutes or so, spurting hot boiling water 100 feet high. Visiting Geysir in winter, I remember that my feet were ice-cold because my socks were wet. But as I walked towards the geysers I was treading on trickling hot water from the springs, and my snow boots started to warm up nicely. To avoid the flurry of mobile phones capturing the moment the geysers gush, visit before 10am or after 4pm. [image: ]They’re equally beautiful in summer, too.  












Visit the same waterfall in winter and summer
Everyone who visits Iceland must visit twice, once in winter, and again in summer. That’s because they are two completely different countries, unrecognisable from one solstice to the next. Yet both have a captivating appeal. The best place to see this dramatic change is at Gullfoss, Iceland’s most famous waterfall. In winter the waterfall thunders through broken ice, while in summer it breathes and cascade freely, hugged by the lush green fields which spill over on either side.    
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[image: ]












3. Reykjanes Peninsula
has more to offer than the Blue Lagoon 

Home to Keflavík international airport, this small corner of Iceland is overlooked by tourists, who often head directly from their plane to the Blue Lagoon. But it’s hard to see why this region is underrated when there are so many stunning places to see. A lot of the lava-scarred terrain you drive past might look dead, but it’s eerily beautiful. Just remember to close the air vents in your car as you drive through the lava fields; the smell of the surfer is reminiscent of rotten eggs. I’d also recommend [image: ]exploring the peninsula in summer, when the landscape isn’t masked by snow. 









Lighthouse hopping and the bridge between two continents  
Start in the northern tip at Garður's old lighthouse, where there are incredible views over the bay. On a clear day you can see Reykjavík with Hallgrímskirkja standing proudly at its centre. Make your way round the peninsula to the various tourist hotspots, which include many charming lighthouses, viewpoints, and natural wonders. One of the most famous is the ‘bridge between two continents’ at Sandvík, a surreal place where you can cross from one tectonic plate to the other. The bridge was built to symbolise the relationship between Europe and America. The harsh, desolate terrain looks like the moon, with dark, undulating sand and jagged black rocks that roll from the ridge all the way [image: ]down to the ocean. 










The Blue Lagoon is a wonderful tourist trap 
Just past the Gunnuhver Hot Springs you’ll find Reykjanesviti lighthouse, the oldest in Iceland. From its peak there’s a phenomenal view of the standalone Valahnúkamöl cliffs, rupturing out of the ocean. From here, drive east towards Grindavik and visit the beautiful Brimketill lava rock pools. It’s a nice spot for lunch or a tea break. After, you can make your way either to Grindavik’s famous orange lighthouse, Hópsnesviti, or the Blue Lagoon if you fancy a soak in the geothermal waters (heated in fact by the powerplant next door). Yes, it’s super-touristy. But it’s a fantastic experience, and you’ll feel relaxed and revitalised afterwards. There’s no best time to go. I’ve bathed there in deep, darkest winter, when the satisfying warmth of the thermal waters cloak you from the icy cold; and I’ve bathed there in summer, during the white nights, the lagoon basking in the pink hue of [image: ]midnight light. Again, both have their charm.     











4. Vík and the south coast
is sprawling black beaches and thundering waterfalls

The south coast of Iceland is famous for its volcanic sand beaches and mighty waterfalls that thunder down from the glaciers. You can easily lose yourself in this idyllic landscape. It’s proper wild country here, with remote dwellings dotted along a coastline of dramatic, earthy terrain. Base yourself in or around Vík, and you’ll be able to explore all the must-sees. This remote seaside village is an eery idyl, set against the vast ocean on one side and green or snowy mountain peaks on the other. Make [image: ]sure you head to nearby Dyrhólaey peninsula for unforgettable views of the famous black beach, Reynisfjara. 









That volcano we can’t pronounce 
Your first stop is the towering glacier-capped volcano of Eyjafjallajökull, famed for the 2010 eruption that caused huge disruption to air travel. The volcano, which English native speakers find impossible to pronounce, looms over the long southern shore of Iceland. There are three words that make up its name: Eyja, which means islands; Fjalla, mountains; and Jökull, glaciers. If you’re [image: ]travelling by car you can stop at any of the numerous viewpoints dotted along the coast.  













Paradise waterfall crawl 
Next is Seljalandsfoss, a beautiful waterfall located on route one, easy to get to from Vík or Reykjavík. It’s part of the Seljalands river, with its origin underneath the Eyjafjallajökull glacier volcano. Close up, Seljalandsfoss’s majesty comes alive. Circling around the fall you’ll see it at its [image: ]most picturesque, and yes, you’ll get soaked – but it’s totally worth it! 















Located close by, and one of the most photographed waterfalls in of Iceland, is Skógafoss. It’s the queen of waterfalls. What I love about Skógafoss are the myriad vantage points from which to admire the colossal force of the fall. The waterfall is a spectacle, an awesome sight to behold in both winter and summer. Close your eyes for a moment and take in the soothing sounds of the water and cool, [image: ]light sprays on your face.     
   














Breath in the calm, glacial air 
Complete your road trip at the impressive Jökulsárlón glacier. I went in summer, and there was nothing more heart-stopping than that view: a gargantuan, tumbling mass of ice protruding from the shore to the highlands above. It’s a spectacular sight. Visitors arrive in their rented cars to gaze in wonder at the cold blue ice scattered across the lagoon, posing for photos - as I did, unashamedly - [image: ]atop blocks of ice on the aptly called diamond beach.














5. Snæfellsnes peninsula

is a whirlwind of landscapes  
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The Snæfellsnes peninsula in Western Iceland is by no means a guarded secret; it’s renowned worldwide for its striking landscape. Kirkjufell mountain, along with its waterfall Kirkjufellsfoss, is probably the most famous and photographed shot in Iceland; if you’re a Game of Thrones fan [image: ]you’ll recognise this as Arrowhead mountain, one of the landmarks beyond The Wall.  













Base yourself at Grundarfjörður
The epicentre of the peninsula is Grundarfjörður, a charming fishing village set in a backdrop of mountains and waterfalls. Bjargarsteinn is the best eatery in town; any fish dish there is sublime. My top recommendation would be the fish soup. Delightfully rich, it comes with warm bread and freshly churned butter served neatly on a small slab of volcanic stone. For a memorable culinary experience, try and grab a table by the window where you’ll enjoy an uninterrupted view of Kirkjufell across the [image: ]bay. The evening light during midsummer creates a dazzling shadow of the mountain over the water.












Take in the peninsula’s unspoiled natural beauty 
As you explore the area by car, you’ll discover wonderfully barren nature reserves, isolated coves abundant with bird life, and winding paths along cliff edges. Avoid these if you suffer from vertigo! Further along the trail there are some intriguing caves, where you can see the eroding force of the sea hard at work. The imperfect wavelike curvature of the rocks are unlike anything I’ve ever seen. And as you tread the black pebble beaches, where tourists place small stones on top of big ones, you’ll [image: ]feel a kind of serenity that’s absent from day-to-day life. 













Explore the many charming villages 
Hellnar church, in a village of the same name, sits perched on a hill that overlooks a spectacular stretch of coastline. A view that’s hard to be beaten, but this is Iceland. Walk to neighbouring town Arnarstapi for an even better perspective: here you can see a dramatic wide expanse of cliffs across the horizon; you can even spot the faint trickling of waterfalls which are just about visible to the naked [image: ]eye.


———————————————————————————————————————

These five areas are a great starting point for your first Icelandic adventure. But the beauty of Iceland is limitless and there are endless opportunities to explore. Even though I’ve had the luxury of visiting during different seasons, my list of must-see places is exhaustive. Next time I’ll be heading up to the highlands, into the north fjords, and across the desolate coast to Húsavík.

Supplement:

To see for yourself what Chris is talking about, visit Iceland in the summer and winter months. Equally beautiful all year round, the country changes massively with the seasons. And for more of his holiday snaps, follow @iamschriscano on Instagram. 



Food recommendations: 

· Bjargarsteinn, Grundarfjörður
· Lebowski Bar, Reykjavík
· Íslenski barinn, Reykjavík
· Seabaron, Reykjavík
· Svarta Kaffið, Reykjavík
· Lækjarbrekka, Reykjavík
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