
The Land Between The Sands
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Glaciers, mountains
and living nature



Lómagnúpur and Núpsstaður 

The landscape of Öræfasveit has been shaped over the centuries by creeping 
glaciers, glacial rivers and volcanic eruptions. In combination, these forces 
have left their mark on the landscape, endlessly building up expanses of 
black sand, carving out valleys and threatening human habitation. Man’s 
close cohabitation with the forces of nature in Öræfasveit was put to the 
test in 1996 when a glacier burst swept away a 200-metre section of bridge 
over the river Skeiðará, the bridge over another river, Gígja, and a 10-km 
stretch of the Ring Road across the sands, causing millions of dollars of 
damage. The glacier burst was so powerful that it broke a gigantic iceberg 
from the rim of the glacier and did not drop it until it had almost reached 
the sea. Fortunately, not all glacier bursts are so dramatic. They previously 
occurred roughly every five years, but since 1996 they have become smaller 
and more irregular. 

Glacier bursts sweep down huge quantities of mud and other bedload (around 
100 million tonnes in 1996!) and each one adds to the outwash sands south 
of the glacier. These phenomena are such a distinctive feature of the local 
landscape that the Icelandic words for them – jökulhlaup (glacier burst) 
and sandur (glacial outwash sands) – have been adopted in international 
geological terminology, alongside the better-known geysir (geyser). An 
exhibition at the Skaftafell Park Service Centre is dedicated to nature and 
natural catastrophes in the region, highlighting in particular the Skeiðará 
glacier burst of 1996. 

Glacier bursts and outwash sands

Lómagnúpur (767 m), one of the most instantly recognisable of all Icelandic 
mountains, was once thought to be the home of a giant named Járngrímur. 
Njál’s Saga describes how Flosi Þorgeirsson dreamed that Járngrímur 
came to him from Lómagnúpur and foretold the fates of the band of men 
who had burnt Njál and his family alive inside their farm. Járngrímur is also 
commemorated as one of the guardian spirits that warded off foreign kings 
who wanted to conquer Iceland in the early days of the settlement. The 
giant of Lómagnúpur has earned himself a place on Iceland’s coat of arms, 
where he stands with the guardian spirits of the other three quarters of the 
country, holding his iron staff in his hand. 

The farm at the foot of Mt. Lómagnúpur is called Núpsstaður. Generations of 
farmers there became renowned for skilfully guiding and ferrying travellers 

over the nearby rivers and glaciers. A recent one, Hannes Jónsson, who 
also had the daunting job of local postman, was buried behind the chapel 
at Núpsstaður when he died in 1968. Along with Hofskirkja, which is also in 
the southeast, Núpsstaður is one of the few remaining turf-built churches 
in Iceland. It was restored in 1958-71 but its main structure dates from 
the 17th century and the furnishings include an altarpiece more than 200 
years old. Besides the chapel, there are several turfed farm buildings at 
Núpsstaður from the 18th and 19th centuries, some of them still in use. 
Núpsstaðarskógar, the woods on the west side of Skeiðarárjökull, belong to 
the Núpsstaður farm. In the 19th century, a herd of wild and very aggressive 
sheep lived in the woods and the farmers hunted them for food. Today, the 
plant life in Núpsstaðarskógar is flourishing and it is now one of the most 
beautiful woodlands in Iceland.



Öræfasveit, southeast Iceland, has traditionally been one of the most 
isolated parts of the country. Meltwater and outwash from Vatnajökull –
Europe’s largest glacier at 8,000 km² – made the region an obstacle for both 
humans and animals. The first mouse in Öræfasveit, for example, was only 
reported after 1960; it was sometimes said that the main cause of death 
among cats in Öræfasveit used to be boredom. 

The isolation of Öræfasveit came to an end in 1974 when the sands could 
be crossed by car at last when a bridge was built over the river Skeiðará, 
thereby completing the Ring Road around Iceland. Since then, tourist 
traffic through Öræfasveit has grown steadily to the point where more 
than 160,000 travellers pass through the region every year. In fact some 
travellers always braved the perils to go through this isolated region. In the 
old days they had to be ferried and escorted over the rivers and glaciers, and 
local people were renowned for their knowledge of the land and their skills 
in finding their way over it. Centuries of experience and a local culture of 
hospitality created a tradition of welcoming visitors, long before Öræfasveit 
became one of the most popular regions for travel and tourism in Iceland. 
And rightly so, because few parts of the country offer travellers such a 
diverse range of natural beauty. 

Welcome to Öræfasveit



Skaftafell, which was declared a National Park in 1967, is one of the crown 
jewels of Icelandic nature. The largest national park in Europe at 4,807 km2, 
it is world-famous for its unique natural beauty and the dramatic contrasts 
in its landscape. The creeping glaciers Skeiðarárjökull, Morsárjökull and 
Skaftafellsjökull dominate the area – making it the easiest part of Iceland 
for glacier exploration. Skaftafell has some of the most diverse flora and 
fauna found in any part of the country, with protected species including 
growing stocks of Arctic fox and ptarmigan. Although ptarmigan is hunted in 
many parts of Iceland, there is a saying in Öræfasveit that no one should go 
around shooting his friends. 
Skaftafell takes its name from an ancient estate and assembly site. There 
are still two farms in the district; over the centuries, they have been moved 
up the slopes of the mountain as Skeiðará gradually deposited its sands on 
the fields lower down. Certain plants found there are rare in pastureland, 
such as broad-leaved willow herb and wild angelica, which are common in 
glacial till and have flourished after the area was protected from grazing. 
Other characteristic local species are bluebell, willow and birch. Some of the 
tallest birches in Iceland grow in Bæjarstaðaskógur, which supplies the bulk 
of the country’s birch for forestation projects. 
Although there are too many interesting sights to see in the national 
park to mention them all, Skaftafellsjökull glacier and Morsárdalur valley 

deserve special mention. In the 18th century a trollwoman was said to live 
in Morsárdalur – and owed a debt of gratitude to farmer Einar Jónsson from 
Skaftafell, who had helped her to cross the rivers with her new-born baby 
troll. It was a custom among people who went to Bæjarstaðaskógur to chop 
wood to call out “Einar sends his regards!” from the edge of the heath, so 
that the trollwoman would not harm them. It has since emerged that Einar 
was probably sheltering a relative of his wife’s who was sentenced to be 
executed in 1727, by allowing him to stay in the valley. So the story about the 
trollwoman and Einar’s greeting to her were actually his way of warning the 
outlaw that people were approaching.
The national park is organised as a hiking and outdoor leisure area for 
families. Many hiking and walking routes can be taken there, of varying 
degrees of difficulty. Shorter walks include Giljastígur (1.5-2 hours), past 
Svartifoss waterfall and to the top of Sjónarsker for a panoramic view across 
the glaciers and Morsárdalur. A longer and much tougher hike is up the 
mountain to Kristínartindar, taking around 8 hours. Almost all visitors are 
sure to find something to suit them between these two extremes.
A tourist information desk and small shop are operated at the Service 
Centre. Wardens are employed in summer to assist visitors and offer a range 
of guided walks. There is also a campsite with good facilities. 

Skaftafell National Park

Öræfajökull is a perfect place for mountain hikes, ice climbing and glacier 
exploration. There are more mountains above 1000 m than in any other 
place of that size in Iceland, but it is also one of the few places in the world 
where a glacier can be reached at an altitude of only 50-60 m above sea level. 
Mountain guides are based in Skaftafell in summer and a wide range of trips 
are available. Guided glacier tours are arranged from Hofsnes in winter.

Towering over the entire region is Öræfajökull glacier, which includes the 
highest mountain in Iceland, Hvannadalshnúkur (2110 m). Also the third-
largest volcanic cone in Europe, it has dominated this part of Iceland since 
time immemorial and twice spewed out fire and brimstone in historical 
times. In 1362 it produced one of the largest eruptions since the 
settlement, swamping farms with ash and leaving the district unfit to live 
in for many decades. According to the Oddaverjaannáll chronicle, “no living 

beings survived apart from one old woman and a mare” in the parishes of 
Hof and Rauðilækur, and after the eruption the district earned the name 
Öræfi, “desert”. At Bær, just south of Fagurhólsmýri, archaeologists are now 
excavated relics from the layer of ash in what has been called “the Icelandic 
Pompeii”.
After another eruption under the glacier in 1727, contemporary records 
describe how it was impossible to tell night from day for days on end due 
to the ash fallout. The water released by the glacier burst following the 
eruption is estimated to have reached 100,000 m3/sec. – the same volume 
as the Amazon. By comparison, the mighty Skeiðará glacier burst in 1996 
peaked at 45,000 m3/sec.

Öræfajökull glacier 



Svínafell – Flosalaug swimming pool

Some 8 km east of Skaftafell is the ancient estate of Svínafell where, 
according to Njál’s Saga, Flosi the Burner lived. An interesting feature 
of the public swimming pool there, Flosalaug, is that the 130 thousand 
litres of water in it are heated by an incinerator which is used to burn local 
refuse. It was built in 1994 specifically to find an environment-friendly 
way of utilising this energy source. 

As far as is known, Flosalaug is also the only circular public swimming pool 
in Iceland (12.5 m in diameter). There are two “hot pots” at the pool and 
excellent facilities. 

63 en suite rooms
Restaurant

Located 5 km from Skaftafell National Park
and 900 m from Svínafellsjökull glacier

Scenic walks and hikes
Fuel station

Hótel Skaftafell
Freysnes . 785 Öræfi

Tel  +354 478 1945 . Fax  +354 478 1846
hotelskf@centrum.is . www.hotelskaftafell.is

HóteL SkaFtaFeLL
FReySNeS, ÖRæFi



the church at Hof

Hof has been a church site for almost 700 years – the first Hofskirkja church is 
mentioned in an ecclesiastical inventory from 1343. The present turf-built church 
at Hof was consecrated in 1954 and is a replica of the church that stood there in 
1900. It still serves as the parish church and its cemetery is particularly interesting 
because of how long churches have been located on the same site. 

Hofskirkja church contains many historical artefacts preserved from earlier 
church buildings there. Among them are candleholders from 1641 and a chalice 
from 1779, while the altar and pulpit are from the church that stood on the site 
around 1850. A full record of these and other relics is kept inside the church, along 
with historical information about the site. 

21 rooms
Breakfast and dinner

Licensed
Central location for all main sightseeing attractions

Frost & Fire 
Hof . 785 Öræfi

Tel +354 478 2260 . Fax +354 478 2261
hof@frostandfire.is . www.frostandfire.is

FRoSt & FiRe GueStHouSe
HoF, ÖRæFi



archaeological excavations at Bær

Archaeologists began excavating ruins of a 14th-century farm at Bær, just 
southeast of Fagurhólsmýri, in summer 2004. The farm was abandoned in 
the eruption in Öræfajökull in 1362 and, just like Pompeii, it was swamped 
by a thick layer of ash after the residents fled. The ruins were discovered 
early last century but have not been investigated until the recent 
excavation on the initiative of the Öræfasveit archaeological society.

The ruins are unique in a number of respects, not least because they are 
probably the best-preserved mediaeval farm buildings ever unearthed in 
Iceland. Their good condition has raised hopes that whole artefacts of 
wood, for example, may be found there intact because of the way they have 
been preserved beneath the ash.

The ruins are quite easily accessible, but visitors should proceed with 
caution to avoid disrupting the excavation work. The relics are all now 
protected under a preservation order. 

Glacier travel with Öræfaferðir tour operators

Guided glacier tours are organised by Öræfaferðir from Hofsnes year-round 
for visitors who want to experience the glaciers, mountains and wilds on 
foot, on skis, on snowcats or even with clamp-ons and ice-axes. Everything 
from short trips onto the glacier to skiing on Mt. Hvannadalshnúkur can 
be arranged. 

ingólfshöfði

Adventurous types are sure to be tempted by a trip to Ingólfshöfði headland 
on a tractor-drawn haycart. Organised by Öræfaferðir Travel from Hofsnes, 
it follows a 10 km track out to the headland, which is too dangerous to 
attempt without expert local guidance. This three-hour trip is definitely 
an unforgettable experience for those who want to try something new. 
Ingólfshöfði is a sheer cliff rising 76 metres from the sea directly south 
of Öræfajökull and a major landmark, not only geographically but also 
historically. The 13th-century Book of Settlements describes how the first 
settler of Iceland, Ingólfur Arnarson, spent his first winter in the country 
there in 874, at the headland named after him. On sighting land he cast his 
high-seat pillars overboard for the gods to guide him to a suitable site to 
make his home, and he eventually found them in Reykjavík where he settled. 
A memorial to the first settler was erected at Ingólfshöfði to commemorate 
the eleven-hundredth anniversary of the settlement in 1974.

Unlikely as it may sound, Ingólfshöfði is actually very densely populated, 
but visitors cannot always expect a warm welcome from its thousands of 
residents – the sea birds that nest at this protected site. Among the birds 
breeding there is the great skua, which often fiercely defends its territory 
against human visitors, along with swarms of puffin, guillemot and several 
other species. Hunting of seabirds and gathering their eggs have traditionally 
been an important source of food for people in Öræfasveit and still are, even 
though descending the cliffs by rope is a risky business which has cost at 
least twenty people their lives over the centuries. According to folklore, the 
river Jökulsá on Breiðamerkursandur and Ingólfshöfði were supposed to 
talk to each other and would take turns at claiming lives until twenty people 
had died in each place. A young man from Hofsnes was killed while hunting 
birds at Ingólfshöfði in 1930 and was said to be the twentieth victim there.



Jökulsárlón glacier lagoon

At the eastern boundary of Öræfasveit is one of the most majestic 
spectacles in Icelandic nature and one of the best-known and most popular 
sightseeing attractions in the country: Jökulsárlón lagoon at the edge of 
Breiðamerkurjökull glacier. Renowned for its unique interplay of coloured 
light and icebergs, the lagoon is only about 100 years old and has expanded 
so fast that it now poses a threat to the Ring Road which skirts the coast 
where it drains into the sea. This could be a difficult obstacle to overcome 
even if the glacier recedes, because beneath the ice is a fjord some 300 m 
deep. The lagoon is only the outermost edge of this subglacial fjord which 
reaches 20 km inland.

Boat cruises can be taken on the lagoon to sail among the icebergs that 
continuously calve from the glacier. Jökulsárlón is a perennial favourite with 
photographers and film makers. Many films and commercials have been shot 
on location there, including James Bond: A View To A Kill (1985) and Tomb 
Raider (2001). 

Film locations

Uniquely beautiful natural scenery and easy access to majestic glaciers 
have made Öræfasveit a sought-after location for filming. Every year crews 
flock there to shoot commercials, music videos and scenes for full-length 
feature films. International camera manufacturers use it as a base for 
courses and the area has featured in car commercials for manufacturers 
including Cadillac, Fiat, Nissan, Kia and Chrysler.
Probably the lagoon’s most memorable and famous movie role, however, 
has been as the setting for episodes from films including two James Bond 
thrillers – A View To A Kill (1985) and Die Another Day (2002). Part of Tomb 
Raider (2001) starring Angelina Jolie was shot there, and most recently 
Batman Begins (2005), for which the glaciers and mountains of Öræfasveit 
were deemed a better location than the Himalayas themselves.  

People

It may seem incredible that a community with a population of less than 
100 during winter can provide services for the 160,000 travellers who 
pass through it in summer. Scores of summer workers and people with 
local roots go to Öræfasveit during the peak tourist season to make this 
possible. And there is certainly plenty to keep them busy in one of the most 
popular regions for tourism in the whole of Iceland. 
Its isolation over the centuries and the awesome forces of nature have 
doubtless played a part in making the district so sparsely populated. 
Closeness to mighty Mother Nature has also shaped the local character 
– people from Öræfasveit are renowned for their relaxed and nonchalant 
attitude under all conditions.

arctic fox

The Arctic fox is the only true native mammal in Iceland, having crossed 
ice to reach the country long before man. Foxes are protected in Skaftafell 
and have flourished there, while elsewhere they are hunted down by 
farmers for reputedly attacking sheep. 
Most Arctic foxes are brown all year but some have seasonal coats, 
changing from white in winter to grey in summer. They are clever hunters 
and need to be omnivorous to survive on the limited diet available in the 
wilds. The body of a typical Arctic fox is 40-60 cm long, not including its 
long bushy tail.

kvísker

Some 13 km from Hnappavellir is Kvísker, the easternmost farm in 
Öræfasveit. The brothers who have always farmed there are something 
of a living legend in Iceland – all amateur scientists who have made 
important contributions to the study of local nature and history, including 
the establishment of the Öræfasveit archaeological society. In 2003 a 
government fund was set up in their name to support research in the east 
Skaftafell county. 

Hali in Suðursveit

On the road out of Öræfasveit east of Jökulsárlón is the farm Hali, where 
one of Iceland’s greatest 20th-century writers, Þórbergur Þórðarson, was 
born in 1888. A centre with exhibition facilities dedicated to his memory 
is being set up at Hali. 



Weather

Öræfasveit is sometimes said to offer both the best and the 
worst that the Icelandic climate can offer. Skaftafell has more 
days of calm weather per year than anywhere else in Iceland, 
while nearby Kvísker has one of the highest volumes of rain. To 
experience contrasts in climate as much as in the landscape, 
Öræfasveit is definitely the place to go.

One form that the unpredictable climate takes is raging storms 
that come down from the glacier. When one such storm struck 
Svínfell recently it smashed more than 40 windows and tore 
roofs off buildings, while absolute calm reigned on neighbouring 
farms. Bearing this in mind, it is not surprising that one of the 
favourite topics of conversation in Öræfasveit is the weather 
– and how much worse it always is on the next farm!



House sparrow
Passer domesticus

The house sparrow is unique in Iceland in that it is only found in one part of 
the country, Öræfasveit – and first made its nest in the garden of the Frost 
and Fire guesthouse at Hof. It can also be seen and heard singing in the 
trees in the cemetery of Hofskirkja church.

Wren
Troglodytes Troglodytes

Ptarmigan
Lagupus mutus

Redwing
Turdus iliacus

Merlin
Falco columbarius

Whimbrel
Numenius phaeopus

Fulmar
Fulmarus glacialis

Greylag Goose
Anser Anser

Golden Plover
Plurialis apricaria

Raven
Corvus corax

Snipe
Gallianago gallianago

arctic Skua
Stercoarius parasiticus

arctic tern
Sterna paradisaea

Red-throated Diver
Gavia stellata

Puffin
Fratercula artica

White Wagtail
Motacilla alba

the great skua
Catharacta skua

The great skua is a tough hunter – closely related to the Arctic skua but 
much larger and a more aggressive predator. In Iceland the great skua 
lives on the sands, especially on the south and southeastern coasts. 

“For a bird is above all else motion; the sky is part of a bird, or more correctly: the air and the bird are one; an instantaneous odyssey without earth, that 
is a bird; and heat, for a bird is warmer than man, and has a faster heartbeat, because it is happier, as can be heard from its sound, there is no sound like 
the chirping of a bird and no bird unless it chirps.”  Halldór Laxness

a few common birds in Öræfasveit
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