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Introduction

The Shepton Mallet Caving Club
(SMCC) first became involved with cave
exploration in Iceland (and indeed Vulcanospeleology) with the club’s 21st Anniversary Expedition to Raufarhólshellir
in 1971. In the following years club
members made a series of visits to the
country, exploring and surveying many
lava tube caves. The last of these visits
was in 1975.
The club’s links with Iceland were
renewed 25 years later in 2000 with
participation in the Laki Underground
Expedition (in conjunction with
Bournemouth University), led by Chris

Survey of Flóki.

Wood. Following the success of the
second Laki expedition in 2001, club
members decided to return to Iceland
to carry out more work.
This paper describes the highlights of
three visits to Iceland since the second
Laki Underground Expedition. These
visits were in May 2003, June 2005
and August 2005 and cover work on
the Reykjanes Peninsula in southwest
Iceland, and the Ódáðahraun lava fields
in central Iceland.
The material contained in this paper
is drawn from the full reports of these
expeditions which have been published
in the Shepton Mallet Caving Club Journal.

Reykjanes Peninsula

The Reykjanes Peninsula forms the south
western extremity of Iceland. The area
is attractive for visiting cavers since
access is relatively easy by Icelandic
standards and there are plenty of caves
to visit. Despite the proximity to Reykjavík, there is still much exploratory
and surveying work to be done in the
area. The SMCC have carried out work
across all areas of the peninsula, but
only the most significant activities are
highlighted below.
Flóki. This cave lies in the Tvíbollahraun Lava not far from Hafnafjörður
and has been known for many years.
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The cave name translates as “the tangled
one” due to its complex nature. Prior
to the SMCC visit in 2003 the cave
was unsurveyed, the only maps being
sketches of dubious accuracy. This had
resulted in uncertainty as to the length
of passage in the cave, with estimates
ranging from 500 – 900m.
Our survey showed a total passage
length of some 1096m, making Flóki
only the 8th known cave over 1km in
length in Iceland. The cave is mostly
made up of a complex of low crawls
connecting small windows to the surface.
There are however some sections of
larger walking height passage. As well
as its complex nature the cave is notable
for its fine floor formations, often made
even more spectacular due to the vivid
red colour of some of the lava.
Bláfjöllhellar. This is a series of well
known caves close to the ski centre
just outside of Reykjavík. Prior to the
SMCC visit only one of these caves
(Djúpihellir) had received an accurate
survey. During the 2003 expedition
all the major caves were surveyed, and
those surveys were tied together with a
Top right: Unusual formations in
Flóki(Terence Fitch).
Middle right: James Begley in Flóki (Tim
Ball).
Bottom right: Floor formations in Rósahellir
(Séan Howe).
Below: Flóki has some impressive floor
formations (Terence Fitch).
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Map of the Bláfjollhellar.
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members were invited to survey the
cave in June 2005. From this visit it
was clear that Búri was part of a much
larger system, including the well known
caves of Arnahellir and Arnaker, and
during a visit in August 2005 the other
caves presumed to be part of the same
system were also surveyed (except for
the protected Arnahellir). This survey
shows that there is significant potential
to enter new cave between Arnahellir
and Búri. Hellarannsóknafélags Íslands
have started to dig through the boulder
chokes which terminate both caves in
the hope of major discoveries, and even
a possible connection.
The two major caves in this system,
Búri and Arnaker both consist of very
large passages (up to 15m in diameter).

Ódáðahraun

Tanngarðshellir (Séan Howe).

surface survey. This allowed a map to
be constructed showing the relationship
of these caves for the first time.
The major caves surveyed included:
Langihellir (660m) which consists of a
large walking size passage, with some
braiding at the upstream end. Rótahellir
(380m), a series of low crawls close
to the surface and Djúpihellir (220m)
which is a fascinating multi-level system
including a 15m shaft to the surface. As
well as the major caves, two smaller

Main Passage in Búri (Ed Waters).

caves are worth noting due to their
fine formations Tanngarðshellir (158m)
with it bright red floors and Rósahellir
(80m) due to its extraordinary floor patterning
Leitarhraun. Our interest in this lava
flow was awakened by Hellarannsóknafélags Íslands discovery of a major
new cave (Búri) in early 2005. SMCC

The SMCC expedition to this area in
August 2005 was without doubt the
most ambitious visit we have yet made
to Iceland. The Ódáðahraun is Europe’s
largest area of lava at 6,000km2 and
lies in the heart of Iceland, to the north
of the vast Vatnajökull icecap. Potential cave areas were physically remote
and required long walks to reach them.
Work in 2005 was severely hampered
by unseasonal snow falls.
Lofthellir. Prior to our expedition

Lava Fall in Búri (Ed Waters).
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this cave was the longest known in the
area. The cave was discovered by Hellarannsóknafélags Íslands in 1990? After
a short dig to enlarge a constriction.
Beyond this the cave passage is very
large and liberally decorated with fine
ice formations. As the cave had never
been accurately mapped, it was surveyed
during our visit. Despite excellent potential all efforts to extend the cave or
find other caves nearby failed to enter
significant new passage.
Bræðrafell. Bræðrafell is an acient
weathered volcano that nestles against
the slopes of the huge Kollottadyngja
shield volcano. It is also the location
of a small hut owned by the Akureyri
walking club, and more interestingly
cave entrances had been reported in
the area. The emplacement of the lava
flows in this area is somewhat complex.
Certainly Björn Hróarsson’s observations do not match those of previous
geologists.
Major caves mapped were:
Fjárhólahellir lies about 2km west of
the hut, and the approximate location
was given by Kári Kristiansson. This
approximate location coincided with
interesting features on the aerial photographs which proved to be the cave.
Our survey gives a total passage length
of 452m of generally large passage, some
of which contains large quantities of
sand. It is unknown how much of this
cave had been entered before.
Hellingur had been noted by Kári, but
not descended as it was vertical. The
Map of the Leitahraun.

The large main passage of Lofthellir is decorated by fine ice
formations (Keith Batten).

Entrance to Lofthellir.
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Survey of Lofthellir. A larger version is included in the supplementary material on the CD.
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Survey of Fjárhólahellir. A larger version is included in the supplementary material on the CD.
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Lava Formations in Hellnigur
(Keith Batten).

first descent and survey of this cave was
carried out during August 2005. The
entrance pitch proved to be 15m deep,
and leads to over 500m of generally
large passage, some finely decorated by
lava stalagmites and straws. The cave is
formed in a low hill, and may represent
a feeder for a rootless crater (there is
a large hornito close to the entrance)
from a larger tube (now sadly full of
lava) beneath.
Situated about 300m from Hellingur
is another low hill which also contains a
series of caves, the Holgóma Group. The
longest of these is Holgóma. Again passages are generally large and are sealed
with lava at a similar level to the base
of the hill. This again suggests that the
caves fed some form of rootless crater.
In Holgóma is an unusual formation,
named the Marmari Drottning (Marble
Queen) by Kári. This is a 0.8m high lava
stalagmite which is encrusted with white
crystals (probably gypsum).
Fjárhóladyngja / Litladyngja. This is
a large shield volcano about 10km south
of Bræðrafell. There were reports of
cave entrances on this mountain, and the
aerial photos indicated several interesting features. Unfortunately only a brief
reconnaissance to the area was possible,
and a planned return was prevented by
a worsening of the weather. Thus our
visit merely confirmed the presence of
significant caves, one of which has now
been partially explored. Much work
remains to be done here.
Relationship of Caves at Bræðrafell.

Terminal Chamber in Hellingur (Keith Batten).
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Future Work

There remains a huge amount of speleological exploration and mapping to
be carried out all over Iceland. In the
areas we have been working in there are
still many sites around the Reykjanes
peninsula that are partially explored or
unmapped. In addition new entrances
are still being found as a matter of
course.
In the Ódáðahraun the partially
explored caves at Litladyngja clearly
need to be fully explored and surveyed.

However there also remains many thousands of square kilometres of lava to
examine. Most of this is extremely
remote, and detailed examination of
aerial photos will be the best way to
prioritise research.
In the short term hopefully Björn
Hróarsson’s new book on Icelandic caves
should be available later this year, and
will identify all known Icelandic volcanic caves. Hopefully this will spur a new
generation of Icelandic cavers to take up
the gauntlet of speleological research
in the country. At present most of the

“Marmari Drottning” a large lava stalagmite encrusted with secondary minerals.

serious work is carried out by foreigners
and only a couple of Icelanders.
Any caver wishing to visit Iceland
is strongly advised to contact Hellarannsóknafélags Íslands (Icelandic
Speleological Society)
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