
BOARDING PASS

54 CA PE+K A N TA RY

In the Syllabic Highlands:

The central highlands of Iceland is a 
place of lore, magnificent nature and 
hard-to-pronounce-syllables.
Story and Photos by Dave Stamboulis
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ADVENTURE 
TRAVEL 
THROUGH 
THE CENTER 
OF ICELAND

58-01-056_054-061 Cape new20-3_G-Coated.indd   54 3/20/58 BE   10:14 PM



55A lone trekker wanders through the surreal volcanic landscape of Kerlingarfjöll
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         gas station attendant snakes a long finger along our map and 
nods his head, informing us that we are indeed on the right track. 
We are headed south, pointed in the direction of Eyjafjallajokull, 
which he blurbs out as “AY-yah-fyah-lah-YOH-kuul,” the famed 
volcano which erupted in 2010 and caused havoc throughout 
Europe, filling the sky with black ash and cancelling thousands 
of flights. We have also evidently correctly found the Kjölur (Kee-
Yo-Ler) Road, the only gravel track across the central highlands 
of Iceland navigable without a 4-wheel drive vehicle, although 
the skinny attendant does caution us to watch out for the rivers 
we will need to cross, especially if the weather changes. We’ve 
come to Iceland in August, my friend Dennis and I, a time during 
which most of Europe bakes in the height of the heat and summer 
vacation. In Iceland, it usually signifies the beginning of autumn 
and the departure of thousands of visitors. As we leave the bitumen 
of the round-the-island Ring Road behind, snow flurries begin 
swirling, and I get the sense that we are in for a few surprises. 

The roads across the highlands of Iceland are only open for a 
few months of the year, after which they lie buried in snow and 
ice for the next nine to 10 months. The tracks here have served 
as a passageway from the north to the south of the country for 
centuries, even mentioned in 11th century Icelandic family sagas. 
Stone cairns mark much of the route, even today, a desolate 
passageway through a volcanic desert. The massive glaciers and 
icecaps of Iceland cover much of this area, and precipitation seeps 
so rapidly into the ground that there are minimal nutrients for 
plants to sustain life, leaving a vast alien landscape, punctuated by 

The fumaroles, hot springs and some truly breathtaking landscapes.
The terrain isn’t exactly kind to human settlement, although it 

does attract intrepid travellers such as ourselves, not to mention a 
few larger than life figures in Icelandic lore. Fjalla-Eyvindur, which 
translates to “Eyvindur of the mountains,” was an outlaw on the 
run from the authorities with his wife during the late 1700s. The 
pair roamed the highlands and eventually holed up in Hveravellir, 
a hot spring area that lies along the Kjölur route and still bubbles 
and smokes today. Here they survived on roots, birds, fish, and 
stolen sheep and horses that they pilfered from bounty hunters 
out looking for them. I trace our route on the map, and hope we 
will not be forced to do anything remotely the same.

Just off the Kjölur route lie the mountains of Kerlingarfjöll, a 
range composed of rhyolite volcanic stone that causes the earth 
here to give off a shiny red colour. Geothermal activity also 
paints the land yellow and red and the entire area hisses and 
belches steam. It’s about as near to Mars on Earth as one can 
get without stepping into a space capsule. The mountains here 
were named after a pillar of rock said to be a female troll who 
was turned to stone as she was hit by daylight. We abandon the 
car for a couple of days to get out and hike amid the mud pots 
and steaming vents that lie in stark contrast to the snowy peaks 
that surround the area. 

We come across only one other human here, a scraggly bearded 
giant named Olaf Olafsson (Olaf the son of Olaf), who tells us we 
are here at the right time, and then proceeds to warn us to anchor 
our tent well, as a storm is projected to blow in during the night. 
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‘JUST OFF THE KJÖLUR ROUTE 
LIE THE MOUNTAINS OF 
KERLINGARFJÖLL, A RANGE 
COMPOSED OF RHYOLITE VOLCANIC 
STONE THAT CAUSES THE EARTH 
HERE TO GIVE OFF A SHINY RED 
COLOUR. GEOTHERMAL ACTIVITY 
ALSO PAINTS THE LAND YELLOW 
AND RED AND THE ENTIRE AREA 
HISSES AND BELCHES STEAM. IT’S 
ABOUT AS NEAR TO MARS ON 
EARTH AS ONE CAN GET WITHOUT 
STEPPING INTO A SPACE CAPSULE.’ 

 Clockwise from opposite page: There are not many road signs along 
the wild Kjölur Highland Route; lonesome gravel roads traverse 

Iceland’s highlands; geothermal hot pools at Hveravellir; 
views from up high along the Laugavegur Trail 

in Landmannalaugar; descending into Kerlingarfjöll.
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We brew up some soup and tea, snuggle into warm sleeping bags, 
and head off into our respective Martian landscape dreams.

Somewhere in the wee hours of dawn, I am awakened by Dennis 
who tells me that he thinks something has happened to the tent. 
I can barely hear him as the wind rages outside, but as I try to 
get up to see what’s going on, I realise that the top of the tent is 
basically touching my face while I am laying flat. I pull on all my 
storm gear and crawl out of the tent into a howling gale to discover 
that the poles have broken through the tent fabric in three places, 
totally collapsing it, and that the wind is now driving the rain and 
sleet completely horizontal, making it close to impossible to see. I 
tell Dennis that he is indeed right, that something has happened 
to the tent, and that it is time to hit the road again. 

Fortunately, the hot springs of Hveravellir are not far down the 
road, and its geothermal pools provide a soothing contrast to the 
frigid winds and icy temperatures outside. This surreal spot is 
not only Fjalla Eyvindur’s hideout, it has also been the subject 
of scrutiny by a team of Italian researchers led by a software 
engineer named Giancarlo Gianazza, who is convinced that the 
medieval author Dante made a secret journey here in the 1300s, 
following in the footsteps of the Knights of Templar, whom he 
believes had made a pilgrimage to Iceland and hidden a cache of 
treasure here, including the Holy Grail. 

Gianazza believes that the Grail is hidden in a secret cave in 
the district of Hrunamannahreppur, not far from here, and while 
the story may be nothing more than another Iceland-centric 
saga, it gives us something to discuss as we try to mend the 
tent, while at the same time trying out various pronunciations 
of Hrunamannahreppur, all of which lead us to believe that our 
Icelandic is going nowhere. 

As the tent looks to be beyond mending, we decide to head 
off to another excellent highland spot, the colourful and again 
almost unpronounceable Landmannalaugar, a natural mountain 
reserve formed by a volcanic eruption. The Laugavegur trekking 
route starts here, connecting the highlands with the south coast, 
a four to five day walk over some of the country’s most beautiful 
terrain. The 55 kilometer trail is maintained by the Iceland Touring 
Association, who manages a series of mountain huts across the 
trekking route, allowing hikers to do the trip without needing a 
tent. Tent-less, we figure this is the perfect trip for us, and thus we 
call in at a small hamlet to buy food, load our packs, and arrange 
a car shuttle to meet us at the end of the trail.

The Laugavegur trail has been selected by National Geographic 
as one of the top 20 hikes in the world, and it’s easy to see why. 
Rhyolite mountains, glacial valleys, raging rivers, and several 
well placed huts situated a day’s walk apart make this a trekker’s 
dream. There are hot springs to soak in, the huts have wood stoves 
and equipped kitchens, and there is plenty of solitude out in the 
high country, this being one of the last untouched wilderness 
landscapes in Europe.

What they fail to mention, however, is that the weather here 
is fickle, to put it politely. By our second afternoon it is snowing 
out, which shortly thereafter turns to full whiteout and a raging 
blizzard. My pack cover gets blown away in 40-50km per hour 
gusts, and both of us are reduced to crawling along narrow ridge 
areas, lest we become part of the highlands ourselves. My faded 
Goretex jacket is no match for the Icelandic wind and horizontal 
stinging sleet, and I am soon soaked to the bone. Thus it is with 
great relief that we stumble into the small heated hut high up on 
the pass at Hrafntinnusker late in the afternoon. It resembles a 

 Clockwise from opposite page: bridge 
crossing in the Syðri-Emstruá Canyon 

along the Laugavegur Trail; smoking 
steam vents at Hveravellir; trekker 

in Landmannalaugar; by car into the 
spectacular Landmannalaugar region.
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dry cleaner, full of soaked trekking gear hanging from the rafters 
above the stove to dry.

We continue the next morning, despite the fact that it is still 
snowing and visibility is next to nil. This is the highest section of 
the trek and we are hoping to descend into better conditions up 
ahead. Walking along in silence, bundled up against the elements, 
and carrying a heavy pack, I long for the comforts of the car, 
with heat, an ice chest full of food, and tunes on the stereo. Yet 
hardship usually brings rewards to those who persevere, and 
after several hours along a high ridge, we begin to descend and 
the weather improves. All of the sudden the clouds part, and below 
us is revealed the greenest valley I have ever seen, lush volcanic 
rock drenched in moss, looking like something out of The Hobbit 
or some sci-fi fantasy film. 

We descend grinning, but our trek is not yet complete. To get 
to the finish line, the Pronga River must be crossed, a knee to 
waist deep affair at this time of year, braided, and flowing very 
fast. Many hikers have been swept away here; too eager for a 
beer on the other side, not paying attention to the river level, nor 
unbuckling pack straps, and holding hands while crossing with 
a partner for security.

We make our way trepidly through the icy water, finally relaxing 
when we reach the other side. We are now officially on the southern 
side of Iceland, having crossed its center. Another burly Icelander 
with a bushy beard comes over to welcome us, and asks where 
we have come from. We tell him Landmannalaugar, which doesn’t 
sink in for him at first, with our pronunciation attempts, but then 
he looks at us, smiles, and says, “Oh, Lamaaanalaaga,” flicking 
his tongue up and down over the roof of his mouth. I don’t think 
my syllable retention capability can handle any more of Iceland’s 
tongue twisting names, but I do know that I am ready for a 
celebratory beer.
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TRAVEL TIPS

Finnair (www.finnair.com) has well priced flights to 
Reykjavik with stopovers in Helsinki

Hiking the Laugavegur Trail involves advance planning. 
Space in the huts is limited and needs to be booked 
in advance to ensure a place. The Icelandic Touring 
Association (www.fi.is/en/hiking-trails/laugavegurinn) 
has a detailed website with hiking and trail information, 
as well as a booking section for the huts.

For travel and trekking information around Kerlingarfjoll, 
see www.kerlingarfjoll.is

Good information on the Kjölur highland route 
can be found at www.nat.is/travelguideeng/plofin_ 
kjolur.htm

Clockwise from 
top left: Rhyolite 

mountains reflected 
in a quiet lake in 

Landmannalaugar; 
a maze of steam 

vents and hot rivers 
in Kerlingarfjöll; lush 

volcanic landscape in 
Langmannalaugar; hot 
springs in Hveravellir; 

travel by motorcycle 
is one way to tackle 

the remote central 
highlands; soaking 
after a long trek in 
hot spring pool in 

Landmannalaugar.
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