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Why this trip

Imagine driving 900 kilometers along the southern edge of

an island where the Earth is still being created. Where you

can walk across the boundary between two tectonic plates

in the morning, watch geysers erupt at noon, and by

evening stand at the foot of Europe's largest glacier,

knowing that beneath the ice there are active volcanoes still

building the land.

That is Iceland's South Coast.

This itinerary is the most popular five-day route in Iceland — and for good reason.

It compresses an extraordinary amount of geological diversity into a manageable

drive, on paved roads, from a single airport. No special vehicles. No permits. No

bureaucracy. Just turn on the ignition, drive east from Reykjavík, and let the Earth

begin its lesson.

This guide takes the standard "Golden Circle plus South Coast" tour and re-reads

it through a geologist's eyes. Every waterfall has a reason for being where it is.

Every black sand beach is the product of a specific eruption. Every glacier is a

frozen archive of past climate. You will leave Iceland not with a checklist of

attractions but with a framework for reading the planet itself.

What makes this route extraordinary

Active geology in real time — Iceland is gaining roughly 5 cm of new land

every year through volcanic activity. You may witness an active eruption.

The Mid-Atlantic Ridge above sea level — the only place on Earth where this

25,000-km-long underwater mountain chain rises above the ocean. You can

walk on it.



Glaciers above active volcanoes — Vatnajökull covers 8% of Iceland and

sits atop several active volcanoes, creating a planetary-scale tension

between fire and ice.

The youngest landscape in Europe — Iceland's oldest exposed rocks are

only 16 million years old. Most of what you'll walk on is younger than a

million years.

One of Earth's largest waterfalls — Skógafoss and Seljalandsfoss are two of

the most powerful waterfalls in Europe, both products of past sea-level

changes.

Northern lights (in season) — September to March offers chances of aurora

across the entire South Coast, far from light pollution.

A  PAUSE

A word from Daniel — I have driven this South Coast route in every season.

Summer for the long days and full road access. Winter for the ice caves and

northern lights. Each visit reveals something I missed the previous time.

Iceland is not a place you "do" once. It is a place you start a conversation

with. This guide is your introduction to that conversation.

At a glance

DURAT ION

5 days (extensible to 6-7)

D ISTANCE

~900 km round trip

START  /  END

Reykjavík (KEF airport)

GEOLOG ICAL  STOPS

25+ with GPS coords

T IME  SPAN  COVERED

16 million years

VEH ICLE

2WD sedan OK (summer)

PERM IT  NEEDED BEST  SEASON



None June — September

EST IMATED  BUDGET

$2,500 — $5,000 / person

D I FF ICULTY

Easy to moderate

Before you go — critical preparation

Visa & entry (US travelers)

US passport holders enter Iceland visa-free for stays up to 90 days within any

180-day period (Iceland is part of the Schengen Area). Your passport must be

valid at least 3 months beyond your planned departure date.

You will need to provide proof of accommodation and return flight at immigration.

Travel insurance is recommended but not legally required.

The season question

Iceland's South Coast can be done year-round, but each season is a completely

different experience.

PERIOD WHAT  YOU  GET WHAT  YOU  RISK

June —

August

Endless daylight (up to 21 hours),

all roads open, ferries running,

puffin season, comfortable

temperatures (10-15°C)

Peak tourist crowds,

highest prices, no

northern lights

September

— October

Northern lights begin, fewer

tourists, golden autumn

landscapes, ice caves opening

Weather becoming

unpredictable, daylight

shortens fast

November —

March

Northern lights peak, ice caves

open, snow landscapes, lower

Short days (4-5 hours of

light), winter storms, road



PERIOD WHAT  YOU  GET WHAT  YOU  RISK

prices closures, requires 4×4

April — May

Spring transition, waterfalls at

peak flow, fewer crowds, lower

prices than summer

Highlands still closed,

unpredictable weather

This guide is written primarily for the June to September window, which is what

75% of South Coast visitors choose. Winter notes are included where relevant.

The vehicle question

For the standard South Coast itinerary in summer, a 2WD sedan or compact SUV

is sufficient. All the stops in this guide are on paved roads (Ring Road / Route 1) or

short, well-maintained access roads.

You will need a 4×4 only if you want to:

Cross into the Highlands via F-roads (Landmannalaugar, Þórsmörk) — illegal

without 4×4

Drive in winter (October to April) — strongly recommended even on paved

roads

Reach less-traveled inner-fjord roads

WARN ING

Most rental companies in Iceland include Gravel Protection and Sand & Ash

Protection as separate insurance options. Both are worth buying. A single

sandstorm in South Iceland can sandblast your car's paint and headlights,

and the cost is on you if uninsured.

Driving rules and safety

Drive on the right. Speed limit on Ring Road is 90 km/h, 80 on gravel, 50 in

towns. Speed cameras are common and fines are immediate.



Headlights must be on at all times, day and night, all year. This is law.

Single-lane bridges are common on the South Coast. Whichever vehicle

reaches the bridge first has right of way.

F-roads (marked with an F prefix on maps) are only legal for 4×4 vehicles

and may include unbridged river crossings. Renting a 2WD on an F-road

voids all insurance.

Never stop in the middle of the road to take photos, no matter how empty it

looks. Pull over at marked rest stops.

Check road.is daily for real-time road conditions and closures. The site is in

English and updated by the Icelandic Road Administration.

Check vedur.is (Icelandic Met Office) for weather warnings. Yellow, orange,

and red alerts are official storm warnings. Take them seriously.

Money & connectivity

Currency: Icelandic Króna (ISK). Roughly 140 ISK = $1 USD. Iceland is

essentially cashless. You can complete the entire trip without ever touching

paper money.

Cards: Visa and Mastercard accepted everywhere, including small remote

restaurants. Bring a card with no foreign transaction fees.

ATMs: Available in every town, including small ones. You will rarely need

cash.

SIM card: Síminn or Vodafone offer 30-day tourist plans for around 3,000

ISK ($21) with generous data. Buy at KEF airport on arrival. Wi-Fi is also

widespread.

Power adapter: Type C/F (European 2-pin), 220V. Same as continental

Europe. US travelers need an adapter.

Health & safety

Water: Iceland's tap water is among the purest on Earth. Drink it everywhere.

Never buy bottled.

Weather is the main hazard. Iceland's weather can change from sunshine to

blizzard in 30 minutes. Always carry layers.



Hypothermia risk year-round. Even in July, temperatures can drop to single

digits with wind. Pack waterproof and windproof outer layers.

Sneaker waves at Reynisfjara. The black sand beach has killed multiple

tourists who got too close to the water. Never turn your back to the ocean.

Stay at least 30 meters from the waterline.

Pharmacies (Apótek): in every town. Bring your prescription medications

with documentation.

Travel insurance: not legally required but strongly recommended. Iceland is

one of the most expensive countries on Earth for emergency medical care.

Emergency number: 112 (police, fire, rescue, ambulance).

Crime: essentially non-existent. Iceland consistently ranks as one of the

safest countries in the world.

What to pack (essential)

Waterproof jacket and waterproof pants (yes, both)

Sturdy waterproof hiking boots

Warm mid-layer (fleece or wool)

Hat, gloves, scarf (even in summer)

Sunglasses (the sun reflects off ice and water)

Sunscreen SPF 30+ (UV is intense at this latitude)

Swimsuit (for hot springs and geothermal pools)

Quick-dry towel

Reusable water bottle

Power bank for cold weather (cold drains batteries fast)

Crampons or microspikes (winter only)

Budget reality check

Iceland is genuinely expensive. Expect to spend roughly:

Accommodation: $100-300 per night for a basic to mid-range double room

Car rental: $80-200 per day depending on season and vehicle type

Fuel: About $2 USD per liter (so ~$80-100 for the full South Coast trip)



Meals: $25-50 per person per dinner at a restaurant. $10-15 for a gas station

hot dog

Groceries: Buy from Bónus, Krónan, or Nettó supermarkets. Much cheaper

than restaurants.

Activities: Ice cave tour ~$200, glacier hike ~$150, lava cave tour ~$100

Total for 5 days, mid-range, two people sharing: $2,500-3,500. Comfort tier:

$4,000-5,000+.



From the moment you step off the plane at Keflavík International Airport,

you are already standing on geology that is younger than the printing

press. The Reykjanes Peninsula is one of the most volcanically active

places in Europe right now, and it makes the perfect introduction to

Iceland's defining trait: this island is still being built.

Route overview: KEF airport → Bridge Between Continents → Krýsuvík

geothermal area → Fagradalsfjall eruption site → drive to Reykjavík. About 80 km

total including stops.

D A Y  0 1  ·  ~ 8 0  K M  ·  R E Y K J A V Í K  +  R E Y K J A N E S

Where the Mid-Atlantic Ridge
Breaks the Surface

KEF Airport · Reykjanes Peninsula · Reykjavík overnight



★ Stop 1 — The Bridge Between Continents (Brú milli heimsálfa)

GPS 63°51′58″N · 22°40′31″W

Right after KEF airport, this short footbridge spans a small rift in the lava

field. The bridge is symbolic but accurate: it represents the boundary

between the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates, which are

pulling apart at roughly 2.5 cm per year (about the same rate your

fingernails grow). The actual plate boundary is wider and more diffuse than

a single line, but here the visible fault is clear enough to walk across.

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

This is your first concrete experience of plate

tectonics as a physical, walkable phenomenon. Most

people on Earth never get to do this. Walking across

this bridge is geological tourism in its purest form,

just 20 minutes after landing.



★ Stop 2 — Krýsuvík geothermal area (Seltún)

GPS 63°53′48″N · 22°03′13″W

A protected geothermal area with boardwalks crossing through bubbling

mud pots, hissing steam vents, and rust-orange sulfur deposits. The vivid

colors come from the chemical interaction between rising geothermal

water and surface minerals: yellow sulfur, red iron oxide, white silica

precipitates. The smell of hydrogen sulfide (rotten eggs) is strong and

unavoidable.

WARN ING

Stay on the boardwalks at all times. The ground crust

is thin in many places and can give way to scalding

water just below. Several tourists have been seriously

injured here.



★ Stop 3 — Fagradalsfjall eruption site

GPS 63°53′53″N · 22°16′40″W

The Fagradalsfjall volcano made global headlines between 2021 and 2024

with multiple eruptions visible from Reykjavík. The most recent lava flows

are now solid, but you can hike across them and approach the cones that

formed during the eruptions. Park at the official trailhead and follow

marked paths only. The hike to the main viewpoint is about 1 hour each

way over uneven volcanic terrain, so wear proper hiking boots.

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

You are walking on land that did not exist five years

ago. This is one of the very few places on Earth

where you can do that. The black, ropy texture under

your feet is fresh pahoehoe lava, geologically

identical to what is forming today at Kīlauea in

Hawai'i.

WARN ING

Volcanic activity in the Reykjanes system is ongoing

and monitored continuously. Before going, check the

Icelandic Met Office (vedur.is) for any seismic alerts,

and the official Fagradalsfjall tourist info page for

current trail status and any closures.



★ Stop 4 — Reykjavík arrival

Drive into Reykjavík, Iceland's capital. Population 130,000, making it the

smallest national capital in Europe. The city is built on a volcanic isthmus

and is entirely heated by geothermal water from underground reservoirs.

Even the sidewalks in the city center are heated in winter, which is why you

rarely see snow accumulation downtown.

TRAVEL  T IP

If you have evening energy left after the drive and

stops, walk to Hallgrímskirkja (the basalt-column-

shaped church visible from anywhere in the city) for a

sunset view from its tower. Otherwise, Iceland is a

country where rest is your friend. The next four days

are intense.

🛏️ Overnight — Reykjavík

Capital city with the widest accommodation range of the entire trip. Book ahead in

summer.

Mid-range: CenterHotels Plaza, Skjaldbreið, or Þingholt around $150-200

per night, all walkable to downtown

Budget: Kex Hostel or Loft Hostel, $40-80 per dorm bed, both with social

atmosphere

Comfort: Hotel Borg or Reykjavík Konsulat, $300-450 per night, historic

charm and central location

Outside center (cheaper): Hotel Cabin or Reykjavík Lights, $120-160 per

night, 15-20 min walk from downtown

Famous for: Hallgrímskirkja church, Harpa concert hall, the Sun Voyager

sculpture, Bæjarins Beztu Pylsur (the famous hot dog stand that Bill Clinton made

internationally known).



The most famous tourist loop in Iceland is also a geology textbook in

three acts. At Þingvellir, you walk through a rift valley where two

continents are visibly separating. At Geysir, you watch superheated

water erupt as a column. At Gullfoss, you stand at the edge of one of

Europe's most powerful waterfalls. Each is a different way the Earth

expresses its restless energy.

Route overview: Reykjavík → Þingvellir National Park → Geysir / Strokkur →
Gullfoss → drive to Selfoss or Hella for the night. About 250 km loop including the

drive south to your overnight base.

D A Y  0 2  ·  ~ 2 5 0  K M  ·  G O L D E N  C I R C L E

Walking Between
Two Continents

Þingvellir · Geysir · Gullfoss · Selfoss/Hella overnight



★ Stop 1 — Þingvellir National Park (UNESCO World Heritage)

GPS 64°15′17″N · 21°07′52″W

Þingvellir is the most geologically significant place in Iceland and arguably

one of the most significant on Earth. The valley you stand in is the visible

boundary between the North American and Eurasian tectonic plates. Walk

west along the Almannagjá fault scarp and you are on the North American

plate. Walk east to the smaller Hrafnagjá fault and you are on the Eurasian.

The two are moving apart at about 2.5 cm per year. Over geological time,

this valley has been slowly sinking as the land stretches between them, a

process called rift subsidence.

This is also where the Icelandic Althing (parliament) was established in 930

AD, the world's oldest continuously functioning parliament. The early

Icelanders chose this place not just for its central location, but for the

natural amphitheater acoustics created by the fault walls.

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

Most plate boundaries on Earth are at the bottom of

the ocean, invisible. Þingvellir is one of the only

places where you can walk through a mid-ocean

ridge above sea level. This is the geology of half the

planet, made physical.



★ Stop 2 — Öxarárfoss waterfall (inside Þingvellir)

GPS 64°15′52″N · 21°07′14″W

A short walk into the Almannagjá rift takes you to this waterfall, where the

Öxará river spills over the eastern cliff. The river was deliberately rerouted

in the 10th century to provide drinking water for the Althing assemblies. So

this waterfall is both geological and historical: natural rock plus thousand-

year-old human engineering.

★ Stop 3 — Silfra fissure (optional dive or snorkel)

GPS 64°15′29″N · 21°07′10″W

A water-filled crack directly between the two tectonic plates, with

underwater visibility of up to 100 meters because the water is glacier

meltwater filtered through volcanic rock for decades before emerging

here. You can dive or snorkel with operators based at Þingvellir. This is one

of the only places on Earth where you can swim between two continents.

The water sits at 2 to 4°C year-round, so dry suits are mandatory.

TRAVEL  T IP

Book Silfra in advance. The slots are limited because

of safety rules, and walk-up bookings are usually

impossible in summer. Operators include Dive.is and

Arctic Adventures, around $150-200 for snorkel,

$300-400 for dive.



★ Stop 4 — Geysir geothermal area and Strokkur

GPS 64°18′46″N · 20°18′05″W

The original "Great Geysir" gave its name to every geyser in the world. It

rarely erupts anymore (last major eruption in 2016) but its neighbor

Strokkur erupts reliably every 5 to 10 minutes, sending a column of boiling

water 20 to 30 meters into the air. The area also features bubbling mud

pots, smaller geysers, and hot springs you can observe from boardwalks.

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

Geysers are rare on Earth, only about 1,000 active

ones worldwide, half of them in Yellowstone. Iceland

has the second-largest concentration. The

mechanism requires a precise combination of

underground hot rock, a narrow vertical channel, and

continuous water supply. Geysir literally gave the

phenomenon its name in every human language.



★ Stop 5 — Gullfoss waterfall ("Golden Falls")

GPS 64°19′30″N · 20°07′10″W

The Hvítá river plunges in two stages (11 meters then 21 meters) into a 70-

meter-deep canyon. On sunny days, the spray creates rainbows over the

falls. The canyon was carved by glacial meltwater after the last Ice Age,

and the river is still cutting deeper into the basalt today.

A  PAUSE

In the early 20th century, foreign investors proposed

building a hydroelectric dam at Gullfoss. A local

woman named Sigríður Tómasdóttir walked from her

farm to Reykjavík (over 100 km) repeatedly to protest.

The dam was never built. She is considered Iceland's

first environmental activist, and a plaque honors her

at the falls. Take a minute to find it.

🛏️ Overnight — Selfoss or Hella

You have a choice based on tomorrow's plans. Selfoss is the bigger town with

more services. Hella is smaller but 35 km further east, so you start tomorrow

closer to the South Coast waterfalls.

Hotel Selfoss (Selfoss) around $180 per night, modern and well-equipped

Hotel Rangá (Hella) $250-400 per night, a unique aurora-themed hotel with

rooftop telescopes for northern lights viewing in season

South Central Guesthouse and many similar gistihús (guesthouses) around

$80-130 per night across the area

Camping at Hella or Selfoss campgrounds for around $20 per person if you

have your own gear



Today follows the southern coastline as it traces the edge of a former

shoreline. What was once the Atlantic shore is now a series of inland

cliffs over which waterfalls plunge. You will see the geological aftermath

of the last Ice Age made physical in a single day of driving.

Route overview: Selfoss/Hella → Seljalandsfoss → Skógafoss → Sólheimajökull

glacier tongue → Dyrhólaey promontory → Reynisfjara black sand beach → Vík

overnight. About 200 km.

D A Y  0 3  ·  ~ 2 0 0  K M  ·  S O U T H  C O A S T  WAT E R F A L L S

Waterfalls and
the Black Sand Coast

Seljalandsfoss · Skógafoss · Reynisfjara · Vík overnight



★ Stop 1 — Seljalandsfoss waterfall

GPS 63°36′56″N · 19°59′21″W

A 60-meter waterfall that you can walk completely behind. The Seljalands

river drops over the edge of a cliff that was the coastline at the end of the

last Ice Age. Sea levels were higher then, and the land has since

rebounded as the glaciers melted. The cliff you are looking at was once

underwater.

TRAVEL  T IP

Wear a waterproof jacket. The spray when you walk

behind the falls is intense. The ground around the

back is slick rock under continuous mist. Good

waterproof boots make this experience much more

enjoyable.

TRAVEL  T IP

Bonus stop most tourists miss: the smaller Gljúfrabúi

waterfall is hidden inside a crack in the cliff face,

about 200 meters north of Seljalandsfoss. You wade

through a shallow stream to get inside a small cavern

with a hidden waterfall. Worth getting wet for.



★ Stop 2 — Skógafoss waterfall

GPS 63°31′52″N · 19°30′43″W

A 60-meter waterfall, 25 meters wide, with one of the most thunderous

flows in Iceland. Climb the 527 steps on the right side to the top for

sweeping views over the South Coast and the Eyjafjallajökull glacier (the

volcano that grounded European air travel for a week in 2010).

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

Skógafoss sits on the same former coastline cliff as

Seljalandsfoss. Looking south from the top, you can

see the modern coastline about 5 km away. The flat

land between is recent geologically, only about

10,000 years old, formed by sediments carried by

glacial meltwater and volcanic ash deposits.



★ Stop 3 — Sólheimajökull glacier tongue

GPS 63°31′30″N · 19°22′18″W

A glacier tongue extending from the Mýrdalsjökull ice cap. You can park

and walk to the glacier face in about 20 minutes on a marked trail. This is

one of the most accessible glaciers in Iceland, where you can stand within

meters of 200-meter-thick ice without booking a tour.

WARN ING

Do NOT walk onto the glacier itself without a certified

guide. The surface looks solid but is laced with

hidden crevasses that can drop you 20+ meters.

Glacier walks with crampons and a guide cost $80-

150 and are bookable in Vík or directly at the

trailhead.

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

Sólheimajökull has retreated dramatically in recent

decades. The parking lot is now 1.5 km from where

the glacier face was in 1995. You are watching

climate change unfold in real time, marked by

interpretive signs along the trail showing the retreat

year by year.



★ Stop 4 — Dyrhólaey promontory

GPS 63°24′07″N · 19°07′21″W

A 120-meter-high promontory at Iceland's southernmost point. It was once

an island, but lava flows from the Katla volcano eventually connected it to

the mainland. The name means "Door Hill" because of the natural sea arch

you can see from above (and through, by boat in summer).

TRAVEL  T IP

Best timing: mid-May to August for puffin nesting

season. You can observe them from designated safe

areas, around 5-10 meters away. The Dyrhólaey

lighthouse at the top offers spectacular sunset views

when weather cooperates. Access road may close in

winter due to wind.



★ Stop 5 — Reynisfjara black sand beach

GPS 63°24′12″N · 19°02′48″W

The iconic image of Iceland: jet-black volcanic sand, a natural

amphitheater of hexagonal basalt columns, and offshore sea stacks

(Reynisdrangar) that look like petrified trolls in the right light. The sand is

finely ground basalt eroded from coastal lava cliffs over thousands of

years.

WARN ING

EXTREMELY IMPORTANT. Reynisfjara has killed

multiple tourists in recent years. The waves here are

"sneaker waves": they appear smaller than they are,

surge much further up the beach than expected, and

have powerful undertow that pulls people into very

cold water. Stay at least 30 meters from the waterline

at all times. Never turn your back to the ocean. Watch

the official safety signs (red, yellow, green warning

lights at the entrance).

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

The hexagonal basalt columns at Reynisfjara form

one of the most photographed geological features in

Europe. They formed when lava cooled slowly

enough for contraction fractures to organize into

hexagonal patterns. This is the same geometry that

drives honeycomb cells, soap bubble walls, and mud

cracks: nature's most efficient packing solution.

🛏️ Overnight — Vík village



Vík (population around 300) is the iconic South Coast village, famous for the view

of its red-roofed church standing alone on a hill above the black sand beach.

Most South Coast travelers overnight here before continuing east tomorrow

toward Vatnajökull.

Hótel Vík í Mýrdal central, modern, $200-280 per night

Black Beach Suites upscale view rooms, $250-350 per night

Vík HI Hostel social budget option, $40-80 per dorm bed

Mid-Hvoll Cottages quieter setting 5 km outside Vík, $180-250 per night for

a private cottage

Camping: Vík campground with showers and kitchen, around $20 per

person

Local dinner option: Suður-Vík restaurant for traditional Icelandic lamb and lobster

soup at moderate prices ($25-40 per main).



Today is the geological climax of the trip. You will drive across one of

the largest lava flows in human history, walk along a 100-meter-deep

canyon carved by Ice Age meltwater, see Europe's largest glacier,

watch icebergs calve into a glacial lagoon, and finish on a black sand

beach where chunks of thousand-year-old ice wash up like crystal

sculptures.

Route overview: Vík → Eldhraun lava field → Fjaðrárgljúfur canyon → Skaftafell

area → Vatnajökull viewpoints → Jökulsárlón iceberg lagoon → Diamond Beach →

drive to Höfn for the night. About 280 km.

D A Y  0 4  ·  ~ 2 8 0  K M  ·  V A T N A J Ö K U L L  R E G I O N

Ice Above Fire,
Diamonds on the Beach

Skaftafell · Jökulsárlón · Diamond Beach · Höfn overnight



★ Stop 1 — Eldhraun lava field (drive-through)

GPS 63°45′33″N · 18°16′37″W

For about 30 km east of Kirkjubæjarklaustur, you drive through one of the

largest lava flows in human history. The Laki eruption of 1783-1784

released so much sulfur dioxide that it caused crop failures across Europe

and contributed to the famine that preceded the French Revolution. Today

the lava is covered with a thick carpet of woolly fringe moss (gamburmosi)

that gives the landscape its characteristic muted green appearance.

WARN ING

Do NOT walk on the moss. It takes decades to

centuries to regrow once disturbed. Footprints on

moss can remain visible for 50+ years. Pull over only

at marked rest stops if you want to see it close-up.

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

This lava field is geologically young (240 years) but

its impact was global. Studies link Laki to widespread

climate disruption, food shortages from India to North

America, and possibly to the geopolitical instability

that triggered the French Revolution in 1789. You are

driving across a piece of history disguised as a quiet

landscape.



★ Stop 2 — Fjaðrárgljúfur canyon

GPS 63°46′12″N · 18°10′21″W

A 100-meter-deep, 2 km long serpentine canyon carved by glacial

meltwater at the end of the last Ice Age. A well-maintained trail runs along

the top edge with several viewpoints down into the gorge. Most visitors

spend 30-45 minutes here.

TRAVEL  T IP

The canyon became briefly internet-famous after a

Justin Bieber music video in 2015 caused trail

damage from sudden tourist surges. The trails are

now reinforced and the experience is back to normal.

Visit early morning for fewer people and softer light.

★ Stop 3 — Skaftafell (Vatnajökull National Park visitor area)

GPS 64°00′59″N · 16°57′59″W

The main gateway to Vatnajökull National Park, with a visitor center, café,

restrooms, and trailheads. The most popular hike is to Svartifoss waterfall

(a 45-minute uphill walk one way), where a thin waterfall plunges over a

curtain of perfectly hexagonal basalt columns. The architectural inspiration

for Hallgrímskirkja church in Reykjavík.

From Skaftafell you also have unobstructed views of Skaftafellsjökull, a

glacier tongue you can walk up to in about 1 hour each way.



★ Stop 4 — Vatnajökull glacier viewpoints (multiple stops along
the Ring Road)

For about 50 km after Skaftafell, the Ring Road runs along the southern

edge of Vatnajökull, Europe's largest glacier by volume. The ice cap

covers 8% of Iceland's surface and has dozens of named outlet glaciers

descending toward the sea. Many have marked pull-offs with information

signs.

Notable outlet glaciers visible from the road: Skaftafellsjökull,

Svínafellsjökull, Hrútárjökull, Fláajökull, Heinabergsjökull. Each has its

own personality and rate of retreat. Pick one or two for closer inspection

rather than trying to see all.

WHY  TH IS  MATTERS  FOR  TRAVELERS

Beneath Vatnajökull lie several active volcanoes,

including Grímsvötn and Bárðarbunga. When these

erupt under the ice, they create jökulhlaups,

catastrophic glacial floods that can release more

water in a few hours than the Amazon River does in a

day. The 1996 jökulhlaup from Grímsvötn destroyed

sections of the Ring Road. The bridge supports you

see in some places are deliberately weak so the flood

can take them out instead of building up dangerous

pressure.



★ Stop 5 — Jökulsárlón iceberg lagoon

GPS 64°02′56″N · 16°10′45″W

The most famous lagoon in Iceland, possibly in the world. Icebergs the size

of cars and houses calve directly from Breiðamerkurjökull glacier and float

across the lagoon toward the sea. Seals are often visible resting on the

floating ice.

Boat tours (amphibious or zodiac) cost $50-100 and last about 40 minutes.

The amphibious boats are easier (drive from the parking lot into the water)

but less intimate. Zodiac tours get closer to the larger icebergs.

A  PAUSE

The lagoon barely existed 80 years ago. It formed as

Breiðamerkurjökull retreated, leaving a void that filled

with meltwater. In 1934 the glacier extended to within

250 meters of the ocean. Today the lagoon is over 8

km long. You are looking at a body of water created

entirely within human lifetimes.



★ Stop 6 — Diamond Beach

GPS 64°02′46″N · 16°10′01″W

Directly across the Ring Road from Jökulsárlón. Icebergs that escape the

lagoon and float to the ocean are pushed back onto the black sand beach

by the tide. The result is one of the most photographed scenes in Iceland:

crystal-clear chunks of ancient ice scattered across jet-black volcanic

sand.

TRAVEL  T IP

The amount of ice on the beach varies dramatically

by season and recent calving activity. Some days the

beach is covered, others it has only a few small

pieces. Check the tide. Low tide exposes more ice.

The shapes are most dramatic in cold months when

ice doesn't melt quickly.

WARN ING

Same sneaker wave warning as Reynisfjara. Do not

stand close to the water. The ice can also shift

unexpectedly if waves push it. Watch your feet.

🛏️ Overnight — Höfn

Höfn (population around 2,200) is the largest town on the southeast coast and

your best base for the night. Known as the lobster capital of Iceland (the local

langoustines are world-class), it also offers spectacular views of Vatnajökull from

the harbor.

Hotel Höfn central, $200-280 per night, with glacier views from some rooms



Milk Factory a converted dairy with industrial-chic rooms, $180-240 per

night

Guesthouse Hvammur family-run gistihús, $100-150 per night

Höfn Camping good campground with showers, around $20 per person

Don't leave Höfn without trying langoustines. Pakkhús Restaurant (in the old

warehouse by the harbor) is the most famous spot. Expect $40-60 for a

langoustine main course. Worth it for one meal.



Today is your return drive, about 470 km from Höfn back to Reykjavík.

Use this day as a buffer: revisit favorite stops in different light, catch

what you missed yesterday, or extend toward less-traveled areas. The

same landscape always reveals something new on the second pass.

Route overview: Höfn → Vík → Selfoss → Reykjavík. Same Ring Road as the

outbound drive, but in reverse. About 6-7 hours of pure driving without stops, but

realistically plan for 8-10 hours with breaks.

D A Y  0 5  ·  ~ 4 7 0  K M  ·  R E T U R N  D R I V E

Return Through
the Volcanic Highlands

Höfn · Vík · Selfoss · Reykjavík + departure



★ Optional Stop — Stokksnes and Vestrahorn mountain

GPS 64°15′02″N · 14°59′13″W

About 15 km east of Höfn, a small private road (paid access, around $10)

leads to Stokksnes beach, with iconic views of the Vestrahorn mountain

reflecting in the black sand and shallow water. One of the most

photographed locations in Iceland for landscape photographers.

TRAVEL  T IP

This is a backwards detour from your return route

(you go east before heading west) but worth it if

weather is clear. Total detour: about 1 hour. If you

didn't visit yesterday, this is your chance.

★ Optional revisits along the way

Pick any of yesterday's stops to revisit in different conditions. Particularly

worth a second look:

Jökulsárlón at sunset if you arrive there late

afternoon. The icebergs glow blue and pink in low-

angle light.

Eldhraun lava field with more time to walk to a

designated viewing area and appreciate the moss

texture.

Vík church viewpoint from the hill north of town, if

you didn't manage it on day 3.

Reynisfjara at low tide, when more of the basalt

amphitheater is exposed.



★ Lunch stop — Vík or Selfoss

Vík (around 2.5 hours from Höfn) is a natural lunch stop. Try Halldórskaffi

(casual cafe with good fish soup) or grab supplies at the Krónan

supermarket for a picnic. Selfoss (further west, 3.5 hours from Höfn) has

more options including Tryggvaskáli for a sit-down meal.

★ Reykjavík evening (if flying out tomorrow)

You will arrive in Reykjavík mid-to-late afternoon. Options for your last

evening:

Geothermal pool: Skip the expensive Blue Lagoon

and try a local pool like Sundhöllin or

Vesturbæjarlaug for around $10. Same hot

geothermal water, used by locals daily.

Dinner with a view: Grillmarkaðurinn for a memorable

last meal of Icelandic lamb, fish, or beef ($60-90 per

person)

Hot dog: Bæjarins Beztu Pylsur, the famous stand

near the harbor, $5 for the iconic Icelandic hot dog

with everything

Sun Voyager sculpture at the harbor, perfect at

golden hour

Hallgrímskirkja church tower, $13 for the elevator to

the top, 360° city views



★ Airport return

KEF airport is 50 km from Reykjavík (about 50 minutes drive). The FlyBus

shuttle runs every 30-60 minutes from BSI bus terminal in Reykjavík to

KEF, $35 one way. If you have your rental car, drop it at the airport rental

return area at least 2 hours before your flight (rental returns can be slow in

summer mornings).

TRAVEL  T IP

If your flight is late evening or next day morning,

consider one final stop: the Reykjanesfólkvangur

nature reserve (where you started day 1) or Garður

lighthouse near KEF for sunset. Both are 15 minutes

from the airport.

End of trip — Departure

You have driven 900 km along the most active geological frontier in Europe. You

have walked between two continents, stood beside Europe's largest glacier,

watched geysers erupt, and laid hands on lava that did not exist before you were

born. Iceland never closes the conversation. It just pauses until you return.

Accommodation guide

Iceland is expensive. Book your accommodation as early as possible, especially

for the June-August peak season. Properties along the South Coast fill up months

in advance.



CITY STAY
COST  /

NIGHT
NOTES

Reykjavík
CenterHotels (Plaza,

Skjaldbreið, Þingholt)
$150-200

Walkable downtown,

mid-range

Reykjavík
Hotel Borg, Reykjavík

Konsulat
$300-450

Historic charm,

premium

Reykjavík Kex Hostel, Loft Hostel $40-80
Social atmosphere,

dorm beds

Selfoss /

Hella
Hotel Selfoss $180

Modern, well-

equipped

Hella Hotel Rangá $250-400
Aurora hotel with

rooftop telescopes

Vík Hótel Vík í Mýrdal $200-280 Central, modern

Vík Black Beach Suites $250-350 Upscale view rooms

Vík Vík HI Hostel $40-80 Budget, social

Höfn Hotel Höfn $200-280
Glacier views from

some rooms

Höfn Milk Factory $180-240
Industrial-chic

converted dairy

Anywhere
Camping (with own

gear)

$15-25 per

person

Cheap option,

facilities at sites



TRAVEL  T IP

Booking platforms like Booking.com and Hotels.com work well in Iceland. For

smaller guesthouses, Bungalo and direct websites often have better prices.

Some properties only accept email reservations, particularly on the east

coast.

Beyond the rocks — culture, food,
philosophy

The geothermal bath culture

Every Icelandic town has at least one geothermal swimming pool (sundlaug).

These are not tourist attractions but everyday community spaces where locals

meet, gossip, and unwind. Entrance is cheap ($8-12). The water is naturally

heated, smells faintly of sulfur, and the experience of sitting outdoors in 38°C

water while the wind blows snow around you is essentially Icelandic.

Skip the Blue Lagoon if you can. It is expensive ($100+), crowded, artificial, and

built on geothermal wastewater from a nearby power plant. The Sky Lagoon near

Reykjavík is more authentic and beautiful, but still expensive. The local sundlaug

is the real experience.

What to eat

Skyr: a yogurt-like dairy product, eaten daily by Icelanders, available in

every supermarket

Lamb soup (kjötsúpa): traditional, hearty, perfect after a cold day outdoors

Plokkfiskur: fish stew with potatoes, comfort food classic

Fresh fish: cod, haddock, salmon, all caught in Icelandic waters

Langoustines from Höfn: world-class, worth one splurge meal

The Icelandic hot dog: yes really, the gas station and Bæjarins Beztu version

is part of the experience



Brennivín: the local schnapps, traditionally drunk with fermented shark

(don't feel obliged to try the shark)

Cultural notes

Sagas: medieval Icelandic literature describes the lives of Vikings who

settled here. Many places you visit are mentioned in them. The Saga

Museum in Reykjavík is a good intro.

Sustainability: Icelanders take environmental protection seriously. Don't

drive off-road, don't disturb moss, don't leave traces. Fines are real and

steep.

Tipping: not customary. Service is included. Rounding up at restaurants is

appreciated but not expected.

Language: Icelandic is challenging, but virtually everyone speaks fluent

English. Don't worry about it.

Trolls and elves: a surprising number of Icelanders genuinely believe in

hidden folk (huldufólk). Construction projects have been rerouted to avoid

suspected elf rocks. Take it seriously when locals mention it.

Northern lights (September to March)

If you visit between September and March, you have a chance of seeing the

aurora. Conditions need to align: dark sky, clear weather, active solar activity.

Check the Icelandic Met Office aurora forecast

(en.vedur.is/weather/forecasts/aurora/) for nightly predictions. The South Coast

offers excellent dark-sky viewing once you leave city light.

Frequently asked questions

Is Iceland safe for solo or female travelers?

Iceland consistently ranks as one of the safest countries on Earth, with essentially

no violent crime against tourists. The real dangers are environmental: weather,



terrain, sneaker waves, glaciers without guides. Follow safety signs and check

road.is and vedur.is daily.

Can I do this trip in winter?

Yes, but it becomes a different trip. Winter pros: northern lights, ice caves, smaller

crowds, lower prices. Winter cons: 4-5 hours of daylight, road closures from

storms, mandatory 4×4 with winter tires, real risk of being stuck. Recommended

for confident drivers only.

Do I need to book activities in advance?

For Silfra diving, glacier hikes, ice cave tours, and boat tours at Jökulsárlón: yes,

weeks in advance for summer. For walking trails, viewpoints, and most stops in

this guide: no, just show up.

How much will this 5-day trip cost me?

Realistic estimate for two people sharing a rental car and double rooms: $2,500-

3,500 total for mid-range. Comfort tier: $4,000-5,000+. Budget tier (hostels,

supermarket meals, smallest car): $1,800-2,500. Add $1,000-1,500 per person for

international flights from the US.

Is the Blue Lagoon worth it?

Honest answer: not really. It's expensive ($100+), crowded, and the water is

technically wastewater from a geothermal power plant. The Sky Lagoon near

Reykjavík is more beautiful and authentic. Best of all, just use a local town pool

(sundlaug) for $10 and the same hot geothermal water.

What if there's a volcanic eruption?

Iceland averages an eruption every 4-5 years. They are heavily monitored. If one

occurs during your trip, follow official guidance via vedur.is and ICE-SAR. Most

eruptions don't disrupt travel beyond a localized closure. The 2010 Eyjafjallajökull

eruption that grounded European air travel was unusual due to the specific ash

plume composition.

Can I extend this trip?



Yes, add 1-2 days for: Snæfellsnes Peninsula (the "Iceland in miniature" loop)

before starting the South Coast, OR push further east beyond Höfn to the East

Fjords. With more time, add 4-5 days for the full Ring Road circuit including the

north (Mývatn, Akureyri) and Westfjords.

Is car rental really necessary?

For self-drive flexibility: yes, essential. The alternative is booking organized day

tours from Reykjavík (Golden Circle day tour, South Coast day tour, glacier day

tour separately), which costs roughly the same total but limits your stops. If you

don't want to drive, group tours are available for the exact same route over 4-5

days at $1,500-2,500 per person.

Sources & further reading

Essential daily-check websites

vedur.is (Icelandic Met Office) — weather forecasts, aurora forecast, seismic

alerts, storm warnings. Available in English.

road.is (Vegagerðin, Icelandic Road Administration) — real-time road

conditions, closures, surface temperatures. Color-coded national map.

safetravel.is (ICE-SAR Search and Rescue) — register your travel plan, get

safety alerts, location-specific hazard info.

visiticeland.com — official tourist board, useful for booking links and

seasonal updates.

Key scientific references

Thordarson, T. & Larsen, G. (2007). Volcanism in Iceland in historical time:

Volcano types, eruption styles and eruptive history. Journal of

Geodynamics.

Sigmundsson, F. et al. (2020). Geodynamics of the Iceland hotspot. Annual

Review of Earth and Planetary Sciences.



Björnsson, H. & Pálsson, F. (2008). Icelandic glaciers. Jökull (Iceland

Glaciological Society).

Icelandic Institute of Natural History (Náttúrufræðistofnun Íslands)

publications on regional geology.

Geonatra articles to deepen your knowledge

These articles on Geonatra expand on the geological themes touched in this

guide:

Iceland's Most Geologically Significant Places: A Thoughtful Guide — the

master pillar article on Icelandic geology

Deep Time in Iceland: When Did This Island Actually Form?

Iceland's Volcanic Spine: Following the Rift That Built the Earth

Standing on Two Continents: The Silfra Rift and Iceland's Tectonic Secret

Iceland's Volcanoes: A Beginner's Guide to Reading Earth's Fire

Basalt, Obsidian, Lava Fields: How to Read Iceland's Rocks

Iceland's Geysers: The Science Behind the Spectacle

Vatnajökull Glacier Volcano: What Happens When a Glacier Sits on Top of a

Volcano

How to Plan a Geology Road Trip in Iceland

Responsible Travel Iceland: A Guide for Conscious Explorers

What to Bring to Read Iceland's Landscape: A Geotraveler's Packing List

Iceland's Overtourism Problem: What Every Traveler Needs to Know Before

They Go

Apps to install before you go

Vedur (Icelandic Met Office app, free) — weather alerts in your pocket

112 Iceland (emergency SOS app, free) — sends your GPS location to rescue

services

Maps.me or Google Maps offline — download Iceland before you go for

navigation without data

https://geonatra.com/iceland-geological-places-guide
https://geonatra.com/deep-time-iceland-geological-formation
https://geonatra.com/iceland-volcanic-spine-rift-atlantic
https://geonatra.com/standing-on-two-continents-silfra
https://geonatra.com/icelands-volcanoes-beginners-guide
https://geonatra.com/iceland-volcanic-rocks-basalt-obsidian
https://geonatra.com/iceland-geysers-explained-strokkur-science
https://geonatra.com/vatnajokull-glacier-volcano-iceland
https://geonatra.com/vatnajokull-glacier-volcano-iceland
https://geonatra.com/iceland-geology-road-trip-guide
https://geonatra.com/responsible-travel-iceland
https://geonatra.com/iceland-packing-list-geology-geotraveler
https://geonatra.com/iceland-overtourism-sustainable-travel
https://geonatra.com/iceland-overtourism-sustainable-travel


Aurora Forecast (My Aurora Forecast Pro) — northern lights probability with

KP index
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