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Reyjkavik, Iceland - Islands are different.  The smaller the island, the more that has to be shipped in.  Anything which cannot be grown or manufactured there must be imported.  Here in Iceland much of the land mass is not conducive to agriculture, the climate is cold and wet, and the population is small (less than 350,000).  With no significant indigenous source of income other than the productive fishing fields nearby, Icelanders have turned to tourism as their cash cow.
In fact, tourism is now the main industry.  Travelers are drawn here not only by the promise of interesting geological features (geysers, volcanoes, glaciers), but also by low airfares on Icelandair.  In addition to arguably the lowest transatlantic fares among major airlines, Icelandair is unique in offering free 3-5 day layovers during stops in Keflavik, the large international airport serving Iceland.  On a recent trip to England, we took advantage of one of these three day layovers on our return flight to the U.S.
Low prices end as soon as your plane touches down in Keflavik.  Because the airport in Keflavik is quite a distance from anything of interest (it was built by Americans during the Cold War), arrivals must take surface transportation to the only main city, Reykjavik, which is also the capital.  If you have a LOT of money, you can choose to take a taxi, but most tourists opt for bus service, either Gray Line or The Fly Bus operated by Reyjkavik Excursions.  Both cost roughly $25 per person each way. Following a 40 minute ride with jagged volcanic lava beds (and not much else) on each side of the road, you arrive in the downtown area.  Although we paid the bus company an extra five dollars each to be taken directly to our hotel, we soon learned that “new” municipal regulations prohibit busses from entering designated areas of the downtown region.  Guess where our hotel was located?
So we dragged our luggage five blocks to the hotel which I had pre-paid online.  When I had booked the room, I learned that lodging is insanely high in Reykjavik.  Many hotel options were over $800/night. I found a few for $300, and grimaced at that price.  Although I had read reviews that the rooms in the hotel I selected were small, I had not envisioned this small.  We had a double bed, a tiny bathroom, and one small desk and chair.  There was essentially no room to move about in the room.  Basically we were in a $300 closet.
Shopping was another eye-opener.  The local currency is the kroner, and the exchange rate was approximately 100 kroner to the U.S. dollar.  Just divide the price by 100;  for example, a sweater listed at 18,000 kroner is $180.  If you want to take home a hand-made Icelandic wool sweater, multiply that by three.  Ice cream (which is very tasty) will cost you roughly $9 for two small scoops.  A fish and chips dinner with a beer is $40.   Breakfast is another eye-opener; two donuts and two coffees = $20.
The most popular tour for visitors to Iceland is an all-day bus ride called “The Golden Circle.”  In view of the cost, $272 for two of us, I understand the name.   It is operated by the multiple companies with generally the same itinerary.  Again a “fake” offer to pick you up at your hotel is available, but I am not that slow a learner, and I declined this extra charge.  The tour takes you to a greenhouse operation specializing in growing tomatoes, then to some rather spectacular geysers which spout about every five minutes, to a canyon with falls comparable to Niagara, then to a national park that is home to a geological fault separating continents.  We paid extra - a lot extra - to be dropped off at a spa featuring natural hot water baths.  Another bus picked us up for the return to Reykjavik.
I liked Iceland.  The people are friendly, and Reykjavik is clean, safe, and easy to navigate on foot.  But during our three days here, I found myself so continually aware of the high prices for everything that I was not able to fully enjoy our visit.  I would certainly not return…unless I hit the lottery.
I thought you might like to know.
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