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A retrospective guide to the locations and features visited on the
31st Anniversary Liverpool ‘ICEX’ Tour

Section 6

Day 9, Part 3: Kjölur to Gullfoss
After leaving Hveravellir,
the route reaches the
highest part of the Kjölur
plateau (69), which forms
the watershed between
drainage towards the
north and south of the
country.
From here there are
stunning views of the
Hofsjökull icecap (41) to
the east (see below); the
rhyolite peaks of
Kerlingarfjöll (70), with
their individual cirque
glaciers, to the south-east
(see p.47); and the table
mountain of Hrútfell (71)
with its own small icecap
and steep outlet glaciers,
to the west (p.47).
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Hofsjökull (41), meaning the ‘Temple Glacier’ is the third largest icecap in Iceland, rising to a
height of 1,765m. The glacier conceals a central volcano with a vast, ice filled caldera,
comparable in size to that of Katla in the south. Hofsjökull is also the source of Iceland's longest
river - the Þjórsá – which flows out to the south coast.
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The Kerlingarfjöll mountains (70), which rise to almost 1,500m, were formed during the last ice
age by sub-glacial, acidic volcanic activity. They comprise light and dark coloured tuffs,
hyaloclastites and rhyolite lavas. The name, meaning ‘woman’s mountains’, refers to a 25m high
pillar of hyaloclastite which, in Icelandic folklore, was a female troll that was caught out in daylight
and turned into stone. Within the mountains is one of Iceland’s largest geothermal areas, with
numerous hot springs, boiling mud pools and fumaroles. A summer ski school was established
here in the 1960s but the small glaciers have receded dramatically in recent decades and the
school was closed in 2000.
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Hrútfell (71), pictured below, is a classic, flat-topped table mountain with its own small icecap
(Regnabuðajökull) and steep, radiating outlet glaciers. Recent research here (Kirkbride &
Dugmore, 2006) has demonstrated that the moraine sequences produced by fluctuations of these
glaciers has preserved a more complete record of Holocene climatic change than that created by
the much larger nearby icecap of Langjökull.
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Iceland’s second largest icecap, Langjökull (72) – ‘the Long Glacier’ – sits astride the western rift
zone. It conceals a range of volcanic mountains which stretch from the main summit caldera at
the northern end of the glacier to Geitlandsjökull in the south west. Several shield volcanoes have
built up along flank fissure zones, and Postglacial lava flows are to be seen on the northern,
western, and eastern sides of the glacier. Relatively little water runs off from Langjökull at the
surface, although it is the source of the Hvitá river, via the lake of Hvitárvatn (pictured below). It
also supplies groundwater to Iceland’s largest natural lake (Þingvallavatn) to the south west, as
well as to nearby geothermal areas including Haukadalur (site of Geysir), Hveravellir and others.
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Pictured below is the palagonite (móberg) ridge of Jarlhettur (73), as seen from the Hvitá valley
to the north of Gullfoss. The ridge extends from the southern edge of Langjökull, and picks out
one of the many NE-SW – trending volcanic fissures which make up the western rift zone. The
ridge is made up of subaqueous pillow lavas, lava breccias and hyaloclastites formed beneath
the extended icecap during the last glaciation (Bennett et al, 2009). Where eruptions breached
the surface of the ice they formed flat-topped table mountains, comparable to (but much smaller
than), Herðubreið (49) (see pp 32-33).
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The summit elevations of Jarlhettur and other móberg ridges
provide evidence of the thickness of ice during the
Pleistocene glaciations. Additional evidence relating to the
direction of ice flow is found in the pattern of striations seen
on ice-gouged rock surfaces, such as those pictured to the
right, directly above Gullfoss (6)
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Day 10: Gullfoss to Reykjavik
After an overnight stay at Hotel Gullfoss, and a brief second visit to Geysir (5) (see page 5), our
journey continued southwards along Route 35 towards Selfoss, stopping at the low waterfall of
Faxifoss (74) on the
river Tungufljót.
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Before reaching Selfoss, our next locality was the ‘implosion’ crater of Kerið (75), pictured below.
This 55m deep crater was formed about 3,000 years ago, within a lava field that is approximately
twice that age.
Unlike the more usual
craters such as Viti (57),
which are formed by
powerful explosions, there
is no evidence of such an
explosion within the area
surrounding Kerið. It is
believed that Kerið was
originally a cone volcano
which collapsed under its
own weight after its
magma reserve was
depleted. In effect, it is a
small caldera.
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Hveragerði (76) literally meaning ‘hot springs fenced’ (but commonly translated as hot springs
garden) is built on a geothermal area and uses the heat to great effect as the country's most
productive greenhouse area. A variety of fruit, vegetables and tropical plants have been grown
here in the past, but the main product in recent years appears to be roses and other flowers.
Earthquakes are frequent in this area - it is within the South Iceland Seismic Zone - and recent
seismic activity (in May 2008) created a new area of geothermal vents along a fissure at Reykir on
the northern edge of the town.
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Heading back towards Reykjavík, our final stop on Day 10
was at the combined (heat and power) geothermal plant of
Hellisheiði (77), located on the southern side of the active
volcanic ridge of Hengill. Hellisheiði is currently the second
largest geothermal power station in the world, and the largest
in Iceland. The plant has a target capacity of 300MW of
electricity and 400MW of thermal energy.
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Day 11: Reykjavík to Stykkishólmur
Leaving Reykjavík for a second time, our tour continued northward to Stykkishólmur, on the north
coast of the Snæfellsnes Peninsula. The first part of the journey followed Route 47 around the
deeply indented shoreline of Hvalfjörður, pausing briefly at Miðsandur to discuss Icelandic
attitudes to whaling. Thereafter, from Borgarfjörður, the route detoured inland to the Hvítá valley.
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The first stop here was at the
natural hot spring of
Deildartunguhver (78), which
produces 180L of water per
second – believed to be the
largest output of any thermal
spring in the world.
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As it emerges from the spring,
the water has a temperature of
97°C. The hot water is used
for central heating in towns as
far away as Borgarnes and
Akranes. The pipeline runs a
total of 74km and is thought to
be one of the longest of its
kind in the world.
By the time it reaches
Akranes, the water has
cooled slightly, to about
78 to 80°C
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Hraunfossar (79) (meaning ‘lava falls’) is a 900m wide cascade made up of countless clear
springs emerging from the Hallmundarhraun lava flow on the banks of the glacial river Hvítá. The
water is derived from both surface runoff and glacial meltwater, and flows through interconnected
shrinkage cracks and other spaces within the basalt lava. The lava field itself originates from
craters at the north western edge of Langjökull, some 50km away. Tephrochronological dating
has shown that the lava flow occurred in the early decades of the 10th Century – soon after the
settlement of Iceland.
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Hallmundarhraun also contains at least 12 major
lava tubes (cave systems formed as lava
continued to flow underground after the surface
layers had cooled). Four of these exceed 1km in
length and are among the longest in Iceland.
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Barnafoss (80), pictured left,
is located directly upstream
of Hraunfossar, and is a
succession of rapids where
the Hvítá has cut down into
the lava to form a steep,
narrow, rocky channel. The
name translates as ‘children
falls’, a reference to two
children who fell from a
natural lava bridge into the
falls and were drowned.
According to legend, the
grief-stricken mother had the
bridge destroyed to prevent
further tragedies.
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Snorralaug (81) at Reykholt is
an outdoor pool or bath,
constructed of hewn stone, into
which hot water is fed along two
conduits from the thermal spring
Skrifla, situated about 108m to
the east. Although they have
been reconstructed at least twice
(most recently in 1959), the bath
and its conduits are believed to
date originally from the early
decades after the settlement of
Iceland and are a marvel of
engineering for that time.
According to Landnámabók (the
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book recording the settlement of
Iceland), a hot water bath was in use at Reykholt in the 10th Century. The Sturlunga Saga, written
in the 12th Century, also contains several stories about the bath, where the chieftains met and made
important decisions. The name Snorralaug, meaning ‘Snorri's bath’, is a reference to Snorri
Sturluson (1179-1241) - an Icelandic historian, poet, and politician who was twice elected
lawspeaker at the Alþingi, who lived at the nearby farm and used the pool.
Stykkishólmur (82) located on the Þórnes
headland on the northern coast of the
Snæfellsnes Peninsula, is a small fishing
village (population 1,240) with a history of
trading that dates back over 400 years and
with a natural harbour sheltered by
Súgandiseyja island which has now been
linked to the mainland. This was used as our
base for exploring the peninsula by coach
and, by some, for exploring the offshore
islands by boat.
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Many of the old wooden houses have been
restored, giving the village a unique charm.
They contrast with the futuristically designed
church - Stykkishólmskirkja – which is
also used
in summer
as a
concert
Hall.
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Day 12: Snæfellsnes Peninsula
Low cloud precluded
our intention of
getting close to the
Snæfellsjökull
volcano. Instead, we
visited a number of
coastal locations
giving insights into
the geological and
cultural history of the
peninsula.
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Hellissandur (83) on
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for migrant fishermen. The maritime museum here, pictured below, has displays that include
Iceland’s oldest surviving rowing boat, built in 1826. Seals can often be spotted at the
Hellissandur beach and, nearby, is the tallest structure in Western Europe, the Hellissandur
long wave radio mast.
Dritvík Bay (84), below, left, is
surrounded on three sides by
lava cliffs. Two cliff faces jut out
into the sea to form a natural
landing place for boats between
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them. From the middle of the 16th
Century until the middle of the
19th Century, Dritvík was the
largest and most productive
spring fishing station in Iceland,
with 40 to 60 boats and up to
600 seasonal workers living
there between April and May. All
that now remains are some ruins
at the foot of the cliff.
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