
HOW  TO BE ALONE

A view of Skálafell, 
Iceland’s famous ski resort
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Fatima Bhutto chases the aurora borealis through a land of  
magic, stars, light and love. Photographs by James Bedford

inIceland
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Iceland is, as all the tourist 
ads promise, a country of 
surprises. Once home to the 
Vikings, fearsome plunderers, 
it now has no army. According 
to the 2012 Global Peace 

Index, it’s officially the most peaceful 
country in the world. More than half 
the population believes in elves (and 
even more believe in fairies—don’t 
laugh, by the end of the trip, I did, too). 
It’s also home to no less than 30 active 
volcanoes and one of the world’s largest 
ice caps, behind only Antarctica and 
Greenland. In the summer, Iceland is lit 
by White Nights—24-hour brightness. 
In the winter, you’re lucky if you get 
four hours of daylight. But this is 
February, the season of the changing of 
the light. We have just driven across an 

dying, but Arnar is so cheerful about 
our reverse drop down the mountain,  
I can’t help but feel a little excited, too.

Halfway between North America 
and Europe, Iceland was born of 
underwater volcanic eruptions some 20 
million years ago. This makes it one of 
the youngest land masses in Europe—
and without a doubt, the coolest. (The 
entire country has just over three lakh 
people—and not a single McDonald’s 
or Starbucks.) It’s my first day. I am 
wearing three layers of trousers—four, 
if you count my long socks—and 
five layers of sweaters and shirts, not 
including two down jackets. The air 
smells like sulphur; it’s the geothermal 
springs and geysers, Arnar says. Arnar, 
whom I call Arrrrrnrrr for most of the 
trip, trying unsuccessfully to sound like 
a local, runs his own bespoke travel 
agency catering to Indian tourists, and 
has been doing tours of Iceland for the 
past three years. Before that, he was 
in a band (Leaves, which supported 
Coldplay and Travis), composed film 
scores and worked in graphic design. 
He is now working on a solo album. 

We are driving out of Reykjavík. 
Hafravatn Lake is iced over; children 
skate and play hockey over small 
patches. Motorbikes and big American 
jeeps carry locals to work across the 
frozen water. The sky is beautiful, 
shaded behind the mountains into  
a bright turquoise, but appears a  
subtle golden over the snow. We pass 
Thingvellir Lake, deep enough to  
scuba-dive in during the summer, and 
spend the afternoon among nature. 
There is Gullfoss, an enormous waterfall 
made up of carpets of cracked ice and 
gushing water that cascades down  
a rocky ravine. There is Geysir—the 
original; all other hot water springs 
take their names from this one right 
here—where the water shoots up every 
10 minutes, nature at its most reliable. 
There is Hellisheiôi, with hot water 
buried deep underground, and visible 
only through enormous plumes of 
smoke that swirl into the sky. There  
is enough energy under this earth to 
fuel Europe.

But we see nature most clearly 
through God, through the rituals of the 
earth and the land. And, though the 
days of worshipping the sun and the r 

almost lunar landscape—miles of pure 
white snow so unspoiled it shimmers 
under the sun—en route to the Golden 
Circle, which includes the Thingvellir 
Lake, the Geysir hot water spring and 
the Gullfoss waterfall. We’ve decided 
to take a shortcut over the snow-
capped mountains. This seems like a 
terrific idea but within a few moments 
of driving up a slippery white slope, 
our jeep loses control. It is then that 
I discover the most remarkable thing 
about Iceland—its people. They  
are congenitally, enthusiastically,  
heart-warmingly positive. As our jeep 
careens backwards down the slope  
at a frightening speed, Arnar Olaffson, 
our charming and talented guide, smiles 
and says, “Ah well, we’ll use our Plan 
B then.” Presumably, this includes not 
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Fatima Bhutto 
wearing a coat by 
Eggert Jóhansson



Icelandic horses at  
Laxnes Horse Farm
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gods of the elements were technically 
hundreds of years ago, heathenism is 
undergoing a revival in Iceland. 

“It is heathen, like from the heath, 
from nature,” high priest Jormundur 
Ingi tells me as we stand in the middle 
of an icy forest. Wearing a tan Burberry 
coat and walking briskly into the forest, 
clutching a cane with a silver handle, 
Jormundur, who studied Sanskrit for 
three years, insists we go deeper into 
the woods. “It’s better to be closer  
to the trees,” he explains as we stop on  
a spot of soil littered with fallen acorns. 
“It is holy because we have been using 
it for our ceremonies, but in actuality, 
all groves in nature are holy.”

Everything in Iceland has a sense  
of the mystical, of the hallowed. We  

are here at this time of year to follow 
the Northern Lights, aurora borealis. 
They are particles of dust from the sun 
that take 40 hours to reach Earth. The 
Inuit, a tribe indigenous to the Arctic 
region, believed the green lights that 
haunted the night sky were the spirits  
of the dead. Others thought they were 
the wandering souls of unmarried 
women. But they appear, we are 
promised, late at night, in the darker 
parts of the country where city lights  
do not pollute the sky. One night passes. 
We don’t see them. A friend spends four 
hours on a bus filled with Australian 
teenagers in the hope of spotting the 
lights, but comes back at 1am with 
nothing more than a headache. The 
second night goes, there is only a hint—
an apparition—but still it evades us. 

Meanwhile, I am more sporting  
than I have ever been in my life. I go 
dog-sledding and horseback riding  
in -7 degrees Celsius. Icelandic horses 
are small, Shetland pony-sized, and 
Arnar promises that riding one will be 
like galloping atop a pillow (Icelandic 
horses are unique in that they have 
their own movement: two gaits  
more than other breeds). I arrive for 
dog-sledding and am introduced to  
my six huskies and Greenland dogs  
by Sami, who happens to be wearing 
only a t-shirt. “Are you crazy?” I ask 
him, politely. “This is hot weather!” he 
says. I point out that it’s -7. “Yes,” Sami 
smiles, “I’m used to -25.” I make a note 
to stop pointing out the weather to 
locals. Because naturally, the moment 
you do that, they suggest you go for  
a swim. Outside. 

Blue Lagoon is situated over  
volcanic earth, nestled among black 
lava rocks and dark-green moss. It 
became famous for the healing qualities 
of its geothermal water, rich with 
silica mud and green algae. The water 
is a vivid blue so bright it resembles 
something out of a cartoon. I resist 
the temptation to ask someone the 
temperature as I swim in the warm 
water. Around me, the heat from the 
lagoon rises up into the air and the 
water looks milkier as the white silica 
mud reflects the light around us. For  
a moment, I forget about the cold and 
wonder what the lagoon must look like 
in the summer, when you can soak in 
the water until midnight.

Don’t let the Arctic tundra excursions 
fool you; Iceland is no remote island. 
It is the epicentre of design, art, music 
and cuisine. 

Walk down Skólavörðustígur, one 
of Reykjavík’s central streets and pay 
a visit to Eggert Jóhannsson. Eggert 
began his career as a furrier on Bond 
Street in the 1980s and still works 
with Savile Row great, Anderson & 
Sheppard, as well as running his own 
local business. Tall and looking every 
bit a Viking with his white-blond hair, 
Eggert is a master craftsman. He opens 
the door to his boutique, just up the 
road from Reykjavík’s prison, in one  
of his famous ‘surf ’n’ turf’ gilets  
made from lamb and salmon skin.  
The prison, by the way, is just next r 
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Diners at Vi  Tjörnina,  
a fine-dining restaurant



 

Clockwise from top left: An artwork  
at SpArk DeSign SpACe; Lake Tjörnin; 

Mayor Jón gnarr in front of Banksy’s 
stencil ‘The Flower Chucker’; inside  

the 101 Hotel; the Harpa concert  
hall and conference centre; the  

exterior of Hótel Borg
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The Northern Lights  
outside Reykjavík
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Of course there is magic in a place where the sun travels to meet the 
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earth and where the sky just ran towards me. How can there not be?



to a smart bookstore, a stone’s throw 
from the famous Kaffibarinn (a bar 
part-owned by Blur’s Damon Albarn). 
Only a city like Reykjavík would put 
its prison in the trendiest part of town. 
Only a city like Reykjavík would have  
a grand total of 14 prisoners.

“We are much closer to nature here, 
we understand nature in a different 
way,” explains Eggert, who also 
happens to be a guitarist in the band, 
Pieces of String. Nothing goes to waste, 
nothing is abandoned, as last season’s. 
Icelanders live by the land. It sustains 
them completely and they imbibe 
the philosophy of settlers past—what 
doesn’t nourish them inspires them. 

Art is boundless here. The old 
fish-packing district of Grandi is now 
home to small artist studios and design 

ateliers. Steinnun Thorarinsdottir, 
an elegant sculptor with shoulder-
length brown hair, looks amused 
when I ask her how one explains 
Iceland’s booming art scene against its 
geographic isolation. “What’s isolated 
today?” Thorarinsdottir’s life-sized 
bodies, cast in bronze, concrete and 
glass, surround Reykjavík. Börkur 
Arnarson, the owner of the edgy 
conceptual art gallery i8, agrees: 
“Borders are not of interest to us.  
The art world’s opening up at all ends; 
those interested are going everywhere 
and seeing everything. We are a part of 
that, too.” “We love music and art and 
stories because we are so spiritual,” 
Arnar explains. “This is a holy country 
in a way—it’s the energy, the heat, the 
electricity in the ground, the people…” 

And the food… Oh the food! Everyone 
in Iceland might be a musician, but 
you’d be forgiven for thinking they 
were also all haute-cuisine chefs. 

Jakob Magnússon (there are no 
last names in Iceland—all children 
take their father’s name and affix 
either -sson or -dottir to the end), who 
produced singer Björk’s first demos 
when she was 11, takes us to The East 
India Company (locally known as 
Austur-Indíafjélagi ), “This is Yoko 
Ono’s favourite Indian restaurant,” 
he says. Chandrika Gunnarsson, 
the owner, imports the spices from 
Coorg and pairs them with the finest 
Icelandic seafood. Lobster Kalimirchi 
and Hariyali Salmon marinated in 
cashew paste, green chillies and cumin 
are two longstanding favourites. Gló, 
the brainchild of Solla Eiriksdottir 
and her partner, Elli, pioneers of the 
Icelandic vegetarian food movement, 
fuses its cuisine with smart Icelandic 
design. “It’s food with love,” Solla says, 
explaining the queues that go all the 
way down the stairs the day we have 
lunch. Eat at Grillmarka urinn, where 
the bread is served with black lava salt, 
and see if you can ever bother with 
another restaurant again. 

At night, from my window at 
Reykjavík’s hip 101 Hotel, the Harpa, 
a concert hall and conference centre, 
comes to life and green and blue lights 
flicker across the modern complex. For 
a moment, I think it’s the Northern 
Lights. But it’s just a trick of the eye. 

They say Iceland is a small country, 
but it doesn’t feel like it. Jón Gnarr is 
a former comedian, who, fed up with 
the hopelessness of politics, founded 
his own party—The Best Party—and 
was elected Reykjavík’s most popular 
mayor. He leads the Reykjavík gay 
pride parade every year, in drag, no less. 
His advisor on human rights issues— 
a subject very close to his heart— 
is a poet. Jón (who is the only Icelander 
I’ve met thus far who isn’t in a band) 
is enormously built, like a boxer, and 
sports two tattoos on his forearms. One 
is the emblem of Reykjavík and the 
other, the logo of a British punk band. 
Behind his desk hangs Banksy’s famous 
‘Flower Chucker’ stencil of a protester 
throwing a bouquet of flowers, a gift 
from the elusive graffitist himself. r 
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A traditional Icelandic  
house at Árbæjarsafn 



“Iceland is heathen, like from the heath, from 
nature” - Jormundur IngI
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High priest 
Jormundur Ingi



Works by Mahatma Gandhi and a box 
set of the TV show The Wire, are on his 
bookshelf. I ask him how he explains 
the allure of this strange town, beautiful 
and stark, big and small, isolated and 
pulsing with energy. “Reykjavík has 
always been a bit like the Shire in  
The Lord of the Rings” Jón says. “It’s  
a cosy little place, a bit far away, and 
very innocent.” For a moment, he 
considers the idea. “It’s probably one  
of the last innocent places on earth…” 

Only in Iceland could someone 
writing for a travel magazine meet  
a Mayor and the President in the  
same afternoon. Only a people this 
friendly and accessible would be so 
kind to strangers. 

President Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson 
has long held a special bond with India 
and with its people. We speak for some 

time about his visits to India before we 
come to Iceland and how a foreigner 
should approach this unusual country. 
“The most overwhelming experience 
is how to be alone in a city, in nature,” 
President Grímsson says of visitors 
coming to Iceland from afar. “How to 
experience the forces of nature and 
society without multitudes of people 
is a mental shift. It changes your 
humanity. It’s fundamental. What 
is also an important experience is  
that Icelandic society is based on  
trust. Everyone who comes here  
is a friend.”

There’s no locked gate, no wall 
and no security cordon around the 
President’s official residence. When  
we leave, he sees us to the door. 

It is cold, -10 degrees. I continue  
to collect weather reports silently. 

I have given up the hunt for the 
Northern Lights. But Arnar, ever 
positive Arnar, persists. “The forecast 
is good,” he promises. Tonight we meet 
aurora borealis. 

I am sceptical, but we drive out of 
Reykjavík at 11pm. On our way out of 
the city, there is a faint green band that 
glows over the frozen Tjörnin Lake; 
for a moment it looks like a Day-Glo 
rainbow in the night sky. But then it’s 
gone. It’s too bright here, so we drive; 
we have to leave the city.

Half an hour later, there’s nothing, 
not even a wisp. So we drive further, 
but again, nothing.

It is not to be. Arnar promises  
we’ll try tomorrow again, but as  
we are heading back to Reykjavík, 
feeling deflated, we spot it. Arnar  
stops the car and we get out. It is totally 
silent, we can hear each other breathe. 
There is not another sound. Great 
tornadoes of smoke, of hot air, rise up 
from the earth. And then we see them. 
Bright-green lights shooting across the 
sky, jagged lines like a heart beating 
on an electrocardiogram. Strands of 
fluorescent green threaded through the 
black night. They are extraordinary. 

“Wait,” Arnar whispers, “they’ll 
dance now.”

But I don’t care if they dance. I 
just want to stare at them. They are 
magnificent, eerie, overwhelming.  
And then suddenly, one part of the 
lights, as expansive as the sky, starts 
shifting. It moves, jerking up into the 
night and then back down towards  
the ground. It’s dancing. 

It seems as though they’re  
running towards you, not moving in 
the direction of anyone else. They are 
reaching out for you, only you. The 
colours shift to purple and gold and  
red, like only a hologram can. To  
the eye, the lights are still green.

“Did you see?” Arnar asks. “Did  
you see them dance?”

I saw them. I saw it all. I believe 
in magic, in the fairies, in the elves. 
Because of course it’s true. Of course 
there is magic in a place where the  
sun travels to meet the earth and  
where the sky just ran towards me.

How can there not be? 
A trip similar to the writer’s can be 
booked through Thomas Cook India 
(www.thomascook.in)
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Clockwise from top left: Arnar driving  
near a hot spring; a husky; a design by 
Steinnun Thorarinsdottir; a vegetarian  

dish at Gló; the view from Perlan;  
Iceland’s president, Ólafur Ragnar  

Grímsson, in his office
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“The most overwhelming human experience is how to be alone 
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Dog-sledding 
in Skálafell



in a city, in nature. It changes your humanity” - PRESIDENT GRÍMSSON
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 GETTING THERE
Fly to London with 

British Airways (www.
britishairways.com) or 
Virgin Atlantic (www.
virgin-atlantic.com) from 
New Delhi or Mumbai. 
From there, fl y to Kefl avík 
International Airport 
with Iceland Air (www.
icelandair.com). Indian 
passport-holders can 
apply for a Schengen 
Visa from the Embassy of 
Denmark (www.iceland.
is) in New Delhi, Chennai 
or Mumbai, which handles 
visa applications on 
behalf of the government 
of Iceland. Visas take up 
to 15 working days to 
process and cost 4,960.
REYKJAVĺK
Make Iceland’s capital 
city your base and set out 
on day trips nearby.

101 Hotel
This chic, design-focused 
property in the heart of 
Reykjavík showcases 
works by Icelandic 
artists. (www.101hotel.is) 
Doubles from ISK53,010 
( 28,120)
Radisson Blu Saga 
Hotel, Reykjavík 
The 209-room business 
hotel is a 10-minute 
walk from the city centre 
and comes with a spa 
and restaurants that 
serve Icelandic cuisine. 
(www.radissonblu.com) 
Doubles from ISK30,952 
( 16,600)
Hótel Borg
This elegant art deco 
hotel sits on Austurvöllur 
square, across from the 
Icelandic parliament. The 
property was recently 
refurbished and a 43-
room wing added to 
the older 56 rooms. 
(http://en.hotelborg.is) 

Doubles from 
ISK43,395 ( 23,275)
Reykjavik Hostel 
Village 
This family-run hostel 
is steps away from the 
city’s main shopping 
strip, Laugavegur. (www.
hostelvillage.is) Doubles 
from ISK14,465 ( 7,760) 

GOOD VALUE  

Gló
This pioneer in Icelandic 
vegetarian food often 
has lines of waiting 
patrons snaking out 
of the front door. 
(www.glo.is)
Austur-Indía� élagiđ  
(East-India Company)
Using Icelandic 
ingredients and Indian 
spices, this restaurant 
gives desi food a twist. 
(http://austurindia.is) 
Grillmarkađurinn 
This stylish fi ne-dining 
destination serves 
Scandinavian cuisine 
using ingredients sourced 
from local farmers. (www.
grillmarkadurinn.is)
Perlan
Head here for some 
of the best food in the 
city, such as cream 
of lobster with grilled 
lobster tails and scallops 
with cucumber, bacon, 
date purée and dill 
mayonnaise. (http://
perlan.is)

Ka�  barinn
Reykjavík’s most 
popular watering hole 
o� ers space to shake 
a leg with local hipsters 
and the city’s arty set. 
(www.facebook.com/
ka�  barinn)
Viđ Tjörnina Seafood 
Restaurant
This excellent seafood 
joint o� ers cod roe with 

roasted shallots and 
capers and baked, salted 
cod with dill-fl avoured 
potatoes. (www.
vidtjornina.is)

Lake Tjörnin
Visit this beautiful lake in 
the city centre, where you 
can feed the birds and jog 
along the shore.
The Golden Circle
The highlights of this 
circuit include the 105ft 
Gullfoss waterfall (formed 
by a glacial melt), Geysir 
(which gave the natural 
phenomenon of hot 
water spouting from 
the earth its name)
and Thingvellir National 
Park, where Iceland’s 
fi rst parliament met 
in AD 930.
Fissure-snorkelling
Try fi ssure-snorkelling 
and diving in Lake Silfra 
in Thingvellir National 
Park, and hiking up 
Sólheimajökull Glacier. 
Blue Lagoon
The water and mud at 
this luxurious geothermal 
spa, a 45-minute drive 
from the Reykjavík 

city centre, are known 
for their therapeutic 
properties. (www.
bluelagoon.com)
Laxnes Horse Farm
Enjoy a comfortable ride 
on an Icelandic horse 
at this beautiful farm. 
(www.laxnes.is)
Dog-sledding
Get your adrenaline 
fi x by dog-sledding 
and snowmobiling on 
Langjökull, Iceland’s 
second-largest glacier, 
or at Skálafell ski resort. 
Whale-watching
If you would rather take 
it easy, watch these 
stunning giants o�  
Reykjavík’s coast.
SPARK DESIGN SPACE
This gallery showcases 
cool, contemporary 
design projects. (www.
sparkdesignspace.com)
Harpa
Enjoy a musical evening 
at one of the world’s 
most beautiful concert 
halls. (www.harpa.is)
Árbæjarsafn (Árbær 
Open Air Museum)
Once an established 
farm, today this museum 

exhibits Reykjavík’s 
fascinating architecture 
and history. (www.
minjasafnreykjavikur.is)

i8 
This cool art space sells 
and displays conceptual 
works by Icelandic artists. 
(http://i8.is)
Eggert Jóhannsson
Visit the atelier and store 
of this furrier who creates 
garments for renowned 
Savile Row bespoke tailor 
Anderson & Sheppard. 
(www.furrier.is)
STEiNUNN
It displays a stylish 
fashion collection by 
Steinunn Siguröardóttir, 
inspired by the land in 
which she was raised. 
(www.steinunn.com)

 WHEN TO GO
The best time to 

view the Northern Lights 
is between December 
and February, though 
temperatures hover in 
the negative. But between 
June and August, the sun 
stays up late into the night 
and temperatures are far 
more comfortable.

NEED TO KNOW: NEED TO KNOW: ICELANDICELAND
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Water shooting  
up at Geysir




