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I can say that, without doubt, Iceland 

totally exceeded my expectations and I 

thoroughly enjoyed my time there. 

Everyone holds their own 

preconceptions about this north Atlantic 

island but you can not truly appreciate 

its magnificence until you have 

experienced it first hand. Not only does 

Iceland have an exceptional diverse 

geological landscape but 

archaeologically it is also unique. With 

tephra enabling archaeologists to date accurately and the strong presence of its Viking 

heritage carrying out fieldwork in Iceland is guaranteed to be completely different to any 

you may have undertaken in the past. 

 

The site director, Margrét Hallmundsdóttir had 

written to us several weeks before we were due in 

Iceland to introduce herself and her project and to let 

us know the basic programme details, so I felt quite 

relaxed about travelling to Iceland. Throughout my 

stay Margrét continued to go out of her way to make 

sure that the Grampus students were well looked 

after and made the most of their time in Iceland.  

 

We were met at Keflavík airport by Margrét who 

drove us to Reykjavik for a meal and a chance to meet 

another archaeologist who would be working with us. 

This was a great opportunity to get to know one 

another and find out a bit more about the excavation and archaeology in Iceland. The 

following Sunday was spent exploring the local area around Gunnarsholt and preparing for 

our first week of excavation. 

 

http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?op=3&view=global&subj=505264051&pid=2046635&id=631051591&oid=82144573479


The first week was spent cleaning the site 

and assessing how much damage had 

occurred over the winter. We were also 

introduced to the objectives of the 2009 

season and given the chance to explore the 

surrounding landscape in order to gain an 

understanding of the wider context of the 

site. The national day of Iceland took place 

on the Wednesday and so we were given 

the day off and taken to celebrations in 

Reykjavik. The celebrations in Reykjavik 

consisted of Viking re-enactments, picnics and other Viking themed activities.  The general 

gist in any national day performance is how great Iceland is and how terrible the Danish are, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Řŀȅ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜǎ LŎŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

Denmark. This was an unexpected mid-week treat but one which we all enjoyed as we were 

able to experience Icelandic culture and history and had the chance to explore Reykjavik. 

 

Over the next few weeks the site underwent a dramatic transformation and one exciting day 

we found poo which suggested that at least one of the structures was used as a byre at 

some point. The students were given the opportunity to expand and develop their 

archaeological skills and were given a greater freedom to work than is often the case at 

many undergraduate field schools. This was most likely due to the fact that there was only a 

small number of archaeologists working on site which led to a more harmonised and 

structured working environment. A great deal of time was spent teaching us turf excavation 

techniques as these are extremely 

complicated and often not 

encountered outside Iceland. It was 

then I learnt that my trusty, faithful 

WHS was just no match for the 

devious Marshalltowns as I struggled 

to excavate the collapsed turf wall. 

Here I must point out, although it 

pains me to say, WHS trowels are 

just not as good as Marshalltowns 

when it comes to excavating turf. 

Therefore, it is my suggestion to any 

future students excavating in Iceland 

to buy both types of trowel, it will save you time, blisters and annoyance. There was a really 

nice atmosphere on site and although we worked through many weather extremes, which 

included torrential rain, freezing cold, ŀ ΨƘŜŀǘ ǿŀǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǿƛƴŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎŜŘ a constant 



battle with the incessant swarming flies our spirits remained strong, the seasons objects 

were achieved and Margrét was pleased with the outcome. 

 

On the weekends and evenings I took the opportunity to visit different parts of the country 

and areas of significant. Margrét spent a day showing us around possibly the biggest tourist 

attraction in Iceland, the Golden Circle, which is made up of Gullfoss, Geysir and Þingvellir. 

We also visited Skálholt, the southern 

bishopric of Iceland, and Kerið, a 

volcanic crater lake. One weekend we 

made the long journey to the north of 

Iceland to visit Holár, the old site of the 

northern bishopric, which now hosts a 

long running field school for 

Scandinavian students. Holár is a 

particularly interesting place with a rich 

history (it was here that the first Bible 

in Icelandic was printed) and stunning 

scenery. Selfoss is a 10 minute walk 

ŦǊƻƳ aŀǊƎǊŞǘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ ǎƻ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛƴŜƳŀΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƎŜƻǘƘŜǊƳŀƭ swimming 

pool and check out the shops and cafés that this small town (second largest in south-

western Iceland) has to offer. Disappointingly we were unable to climb Helka as three days 

into our stay the government placed a ban on people climbing it due to the magma chamber 

filling and the risk of eruption significantly increasing.  

 

The four weeks went past in a blur, before we knew it we were standing at check-in waving 

a tearful goodbye to Margrét. In the last week we had finished everything that had needed 

to be done on site and sealed the site up for the coming winter. Also, we cooked Margrét a 

surprise meal ŀƴŘ ΨǘŜǇƘǊŀ ƭŀȅŜǊκŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΩ ŎŀƪŜ to say thank you for her fantastic care of 

us over the month which we enjoyed with her wonderful children and her loveable dog, 

Snoppa. On our last night we were treated to a meal out in Reykjavik with the other 

archaeologists from the site and celebrated the end of the 2009 digging season. Both nights 

were very emotional as we had all become so close over the four weeks and reminded us of 

the fantastic time we had enjoyed in Iceland. 

 

I cannot recommend this placement enough and I am so grateful to Grampus for sending 

me. It was a fantastic four weeks and I learnt so much about Icelandic archaeology and the 

culture of the country. It was a wonderful experience! 



 

 

 


