
It is Saturday and already September 7th. My 
colleagues, Garðar and Óli and I have been look-
ing forward to closing the 2013 season together 
fishing the Fossá and the Sandá rivers. These two 
rivers run into the upper part of the river Þjórsá. 
That river is the longest river in Iceland, some 
230 kilometres (143 miles). Its huge water flow 
provides power for the generators in a number 
of hydro-electric plants in the far upper part of 
the river. 
Part of the process of harnessing the powers 
of the river Þjórsá earlier was constructing a 
passage for migratory salmon and trout at the 
waterfall Búði. It was erected in the year 1991 
and opened up a new habitat of some 71 km for 
salmon and trout in the upper part of the river 

and its tributaries like Fossá and Sandá. Subse-
quently, smolts were brought into the upper part 
of the river to speed up the settlement of salmon 
with the result that this summer (2013) 1923 
fish, salmon and trout, migrated to the upper 
part of the river. Some 1009 of them were above 
40 cm in length and are, therefore, likely to be 
salmon. The sea trout are usually shorter.
Although we had been planning this trip for a 
long time and had reserved the licenses for all 
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the four rods allowed, things change. Garðar 
needed to attend a wedding on Saturday but 
planned to meet us on Sunday morning. Óli 
and I drove from Reykjavik to Selfoss where 
we planned to meet at a local fly fishing store, 
Veiðisport. Their slogan is: “Where the fish-
ing trip starts” so we found it appropriate to 
meet there. The owner of the store and his wife 
greeted us and we received some good advice, 
and Óli could add some promising flies to his 
arsenal. Then we drove on to the Þjórsá valley, 
stopping on the way to take a picture of Mt. 
Hekla, the famous volcano. It has erupted more 
than 20 times since 874 when the Norse settle-
ment of Iceland started. The last eruption was in 
the year 2000. The name comes probably from 
the Gaelic eagalach meaning fearful or dreadful 
which became Hekla to the non-Gaelic speak-
ing Norse settlers, a name without a meaning. 
Hekla earned its true name in 1104 when it 
erupted and buried in pumice over 20 farms in 
the flourishing Þjórsá valley leaving only two 
farmlands remaining. We planned to stay at one 
of the two farms. The drive is about one and a 
half hours from Reykjavik for those observing 
the legal speed limit of 90 km an hour.

We could start fishing at four in the afternoon. 
We chose to start at the waterfall Hjálp or 
Hjálparfoss. The salmon can only swim as far 



as the waterfall although many salmons tried to 
leap into the waterfall, even right in front of us, 
when we were fishing close to it on the north 
side. These salmons may have been reared above 
the waterfall and were now trying to get home 
with no avail. Óli started on the north side and 
quickly got a 60 cm salmon on a Black Snælda. 

I was fishing from the south side and knew of 
some fish lying just under a high cliff on the 
north side. Óli volunteered to guide my actions 
from the top of the cliff, but he had the sun 
directly behind him, so it was difficult for me to 
see his directions and to follow his instructions. 
The salmon took twice my Black & Blue tube fly 

Óli ready to fish. Hjálparfoss in the background.

The first catch of the day.

I was too busy taking pictures to do some seri-
ous fishing so he added one 65 cm salmon to his 
catch. This one took the fly Kolskeggur. Unfortu-
nately, he accidentally broke is new S4 Scott rod 
during these maneuvers but he had a spare rod. 
It was a disappointment, but due to the lifetime 
warranty, he has now received his rod back after 
repairs, as good as new. 

in its mouth without me detecting it and then 
spit it out. There was a slack on the line so I did 
not hook the salmon. The fly was tailing the fly 
line that had not straightened out yet. This hap-
pens to us more often than we realize. Therefore, 
we should follow more closely the English greet-
ings to the departing fisherman: “Tight lines”.
The lower part of the river was unexplored. We 
decided that Óli would take the truck and drive 
down to where Fossá meets the glacial water 
coming out from the Búrfell power plant. I 
planned to walk along the river the short dis-
tance to the junction where the two rivers meet. 
Before the power plant was erected in 1968, the 
junction of the two rivers was farther down. 
I did cast my fly to all the likely places on the 
way but without luck. I did not detect any fish 
along the way but we discovered fish in two 
places in the lower part of Fossá and also under 
the glacial water where the two rivers meet. The 
clear water is colder so the glacial water is on top 
providing shelter to the fish in the clear water 
underneath. I was expecting more fish under the 
glacial water but only one trout took my Green 
Butt tube. However, we detected more fish a little 
above the junction in the river Fossá in spots 
marked #27 and #28. But now it was getting late 

The flies.



so we called it a day. We grilled a tasty meal on 
the barbeque and had a good night sleep until 
we woke up early to greet Garðar who met us for 
breakfast.
We started again at the waterfall Hjálp, Garðar 

on the north side and Óli on the south and I 
observed. There are only two rods allowed be-
low the waterfall and although we had all four, 
the other two are for the trout fishing above. 
Garðar got two salmons on the north side, one 
on Skröggur and the other on a Black Snælda. 
Óli got an Arctic char on the south side while I 
hooked a 53 cm salmon on the north side on a 
Collie Dog cone head tube. 

A small salmon about to be released into Fossá.

My colleagues.

Garðar fishing the south bank.

Óli with a salmon from pool no. 27.

 Garðar is getting ready to fish.

Garðar has caught the first salmon.



The columnar basalt rock formations around 
the waterfall can be found in several places in 
this part of Iceland. The sculptor Einar Jóns-
son (1874-1954) who was born at Galtafell in 
the adjacent rural district used this form in 
many of his works. Tourists will see some of the 
public monuments that he created when they 
come to Iceland but they can be seen abroad as 
well, such as the statue of Þorfinnur Karlsefni 
that was unveiled in 1920 on the Kelly Drive in 
Philadelphia. Why is there a statue of an Ice-
lander in Philadelphia, you may ask.
Þorfinnur karlsefni was born in Iceland around 
the year 975 and has a Saga to his name. He was 
visiting with Eiríkur the Red, father of Leifur 
Eiríksson, in Brattahlíð in Greenland where he 
met Guðríður Þorbjarnardóttir, who was then 
a widow after Þorsteinn, who was a brother 
to Leifur. Þorfinnur and Guðríður married in 
Brattahlíð. The rivers in this part of Greenland, 
by the way, provide some excellent fishing for 
Arctic char. The newlyweds decided to travel to 
Vinland (probably L’Anse aux Meadows on the 
northernmost part of Newfoundland) and settle 
down in the country that Leifur had discov-
ered. Their son, Snorri, was the first Caucasian 
child to be born in North America. However, 

the natives in Canada were at that time not as 
friendly as they are today so the new settlers 
moved back to Iceland when Snorri was three 
years old. She later travelled in a pilgrimage to 
Rome and ended her life as a nun in Iceland. 
Now you know the rest of the story. This was a 
detour, but I hope you agree that fishing is more 
of an experience if we are open to clues that the 
environment may provide. 

When we broke for lunch on Sunday we de-
cided to explore the lower part of Sandá and the 
stretch where it runs into Þjórsá. There was one 
pool in particular that we thought to be prom-
ising. We decided to explore it after lunch and 
the junction of Sandá and Hvammsá where the 
fishing ends. The lower part of Sandá and where 
it meets Þjórsá is a private beat that is not rented 
out to the public although that may change.

Columnar basalt rock formations. A picture of 
the statue of Þorfinnur Karlsefni is inserted.

Black Snælda and German Snælda.

From left: Green Butt, Black & Blue and
Skröggur.

We started in Sandá after the break. I had a 
floating line with a shooting head on my 15 feet 
ARC 15094 Scott rod. First I tried the fly
Skröggur. There was a salmon that went for it 
two times. The salmon was more likely clean-
ing its lie rather than aggressively taking the 
fly. I then changed to a German Snælda. The 
fly is black but the tail has the same colours as 
the German flag, hence the name. The salmon 
attacked it but did not get hooked. We then 



We enjoyed some good fishing there in the 
afternoon and into the evening. Garðar got a 65 
cm salmon on a German Snælda and two sea 
trouts on the same fly. He got also a nice Arctic 
char (50 cm) and another one smaller. Óli did 
also fine. He caught two salmons, 58 cm and 76 
cm on the fly Kolskeggur as well as a 42 cm sea 
trout. I got a sea trout as well on my Skröggur fly 
where the clear water ends and runs into Þjórsá.  
Now, the sun was starting to go down so we 
decided to move to the pool in Sandá and finish 

where I had left off earlier in the day. I started 
with the fly Skröggur. It is a 4 cm long tube fly. 
Now, the salmon did not hesitate and took the 
fly firmly. After a short struggle, I released a 
60 cm long salmon back into the river. It was 
starting to turn red as was the landscape in the 
sunset. When I took of my red cap and bid the 
salmon farewell, my colleagues proposed that 
the pool should be named Rauðhylur (Red 
Pool). I found the name appropriate and will use 
that name in the future. This was a fine ending 
to a good day.
After a good night sleep Garðar and I took off 
the day after to explore the upper part of Fossá, 

decided to rest the pool and come back in the 
evening. Garðar tried the junction of Sandá and 
Hvammsá before we went up to Fossá but did 
not find that spot promising.
There were so many tourists at the waterfall 
Hjálp that we decided to go directly to the lower 
part of Fossá to the places marked #27 and #28. 

Garðar with a salmon from pool no. 27.

The Búrfell Power Station – Where Fossá runs 
into Þjórsá.

The author with a salmon from Sandá.

and possibly Rauðá that runs into Fossá. Óli 
could not be with us that Monday morning so 
there were just the two of us that drove up to 
Stöng.
The farm at Stöng was destroyed in the eruption 
in Hekla in 1104. The ruins or the remains were 
excavated in 1939 and later protected by erect-
ing a house to preserve the excavation. A replica 
of the farm, Þjóðveldisbærinn, was constructed 
1974 – 1977 to commemorate 1100 years of the 
Norse settlement in Iceland.
It was Gaukur Trandilsson that lived at Stöng 
in the 10th century. He also had a Saga to his 
name but it is now lost. He was a prominent 
figure in Iceland and his name is also preserved 
in some runes on a burial mound on the Orkney 
Islands (Maeshowe) dating back to 1153 stating 
that they were made with an axe once owned by 
Gaukur Trandilsson. He is, however, best known 



for his love affair with Þuríður Arngeirsdóttir, 
the housewife at Steinastaðir, the nearest farm 
to Stöng. The legend goes that they met at Gjáin 
where there is a waterfall in Rauðá (Red River) 
in a walking distance from Stöng. Gaukur paid 
for this love affair with his life. He was slain at 
Gaukshöfði. This was a question of honour and 
revenge for the relatives of Þuríður. These land-
marks are shown in the row of six pictures end-
ing with a picture of the waterfall Háifoss, the 
second highest waterfall in Iceland (122 metres 
high) that is in Fossá. It is possible to hike from 
Stöng to Háifoss (five to six hours, both direc-
tions).

We did not have the opportunity this time to go 
up to this grand waterfall, Háifoss. If you can, it 
may be the experience of a lifetime. It is possible 
to get into the canyon and fish from the water-
fall down the river. The pictures tell the story. 
These were taken when another group was fish-
ing the canyon in 2014. However, I would not 
recommend fishing the canyon without a guide 
and one should be fit and have a wading staff for 
support. It is also possible to fish upstream go-

Stöng.
(unknown author)

Þjóðveldisbærinn.
(unknown author)

Gjáin.
(unknown author)

Rauðá.
(unknown author)

Gaukshöfði in winter. Háifoss.

ing into the canyon in the other direction. One 
can drive up to the outdoor wilderness swim-
ming pool on the west bank of the river and 
from there go down to the river and start fish-
ing. The pictures tell you a part of the story, but 
the best way to experience it, is with a guide that 
knows where to go.

Two fishermen going down to the canyon.
Háifoss in the background.

A fisherman in the canyon.

Fishing the canyon.



Garðar and I drove by Stöng and from there to 
the river Fossá. The road is not good and it helps 
to be on a 4 x 4 wheel car. My pick-up truck 
suited the mission fine. It was raining slightly 
which was no problem but it was worse that 
we could not see the mountains in the horizon 
due to clouds and fog. But on the bright side it 
prompts me to come back as it would be possi-
ble to start fishing up there and walk all the way 
down to Hjálparfoss fishing on the way. How-
ever, walking away from the river can cause one 
to get lost if caught in a fog without any GPS in-
struments. We parked the car and walked quite 

extensively along the river. We had very light 
equipment for a line #3 and trout flies. We only 
met one trout and it did not say good bye before 
it hurried away. This was before we started fish-
ing. The trout may have warned his relatives of 
our presence. At least we did not meet any more 
trout despite our delicate approach with appetis-
ing and well tied trout flies such as Hare’s Ear 
and Pheasant Tail.
It was now getting close to noon and our time 
was up at 13:00 hours. We had not yet tried the 
upper parts of Sandá. There was plenty of water 
in Sandá now due to the rainy season during 
the summer and my guess was that a number of 
salmon might have ventured up into the river to 
look for some good spawning grounds. Garðar 
and I decided to test my theory.
There was one promising stretch in the river 
that I thought was worth exploring. We walked 
down the track in the forest where I thought that 
we might split company and explore the river 
in two directions, independently. After fishing 
for a while I got second thoughts on leaving my 
rods on the car where it was parked in a place 
frequently visited by tourists. I decided to walk 
back to the car and put my rods into storage. 
Garðar had already done so at the farm and was 
using his Scott G2 rod for line #3 also for the 
salmon that he might meet here in Sandá. When 
I came to the car I could notice that Garðar had 
hit the jackpot in the pool below and soon had 
a salmon on. The pictures tell the story. In the 
end he landed a 62 cm, 2.13 kg salmon on his #3 
trout rod using a Skröggur fly #10. Unfortunate-
ly, the salmon took the fly so ferociously that the 
fly damaged its gills. It was therefore an act of 

Garðar about to hook the last salmon of the trip 
in Sandá.

Out of the canyon.

The canyon seen from above.



mercy to introduce it to the priest, but the other 
16 fish that we caught may still be swimming in 
the river as far as we know.

     Catch and release can be a topic for debate. 
In this part of the river system we need more 
fish to spawn to increase the run of salmon, sea 
trout, and Arctic char. The breeding grounds 
are good and fertile and provide good shelter 
for the young ones. The three proposed power 
plants in the lower part of Þjórsá had been put 
on hold, but may, however, present a very seri-
ous danger to the habitat of the salmonoids if 
erected. Anadromous fish can travel upstream 
but it can be more life threatening for the young 
smolts if they travel through the turbines of the 
three possible power plants on their passage to 
the ocean. A surface passage will no doubt be 
installed at each dam to assist the young salmon 
to travel to the ocean with the least harm. The 
salmon feeds in the ocean for one or two years 
before returning to the feeding grounds of its 
youth to reproduce. At present, only one plant 
is being returned to the drawing board, but 
in my mind the one that is most damaging to 
the scenery and the future of salmon fishing 
in Þjórsá and its tributaries. The plant farthest 
down would on the other hand mean that catch-
ing salmon in nets would cease, permitting a 
larger number of salmon to travel freely to the 
upper parts of the river, winning new territories 
and habitats.

     The fishing is split into two six hour periods during the day 
during the summer. It starts at seven in the morning until one in 
the afternoon, and again from four in the afternoon until ten in 
the evening. The fishing is divided into two parts or sections of 
the river providing for either trout fishing or salmon fishing: 
The salmon fishing in the river Fossá is from Hjálparfoss in Fossá 
to the place where it runs into the river Þjórsá. It starts from July 
15th and runs until the 30th of September. Two rods are allowed, 
and it is fly fishing only with catch and release.
     The upper part of the river Fossá (above the waterfall Hjálpar-
foss) offers trout fishing up to Háifoss. There is trout fishing in 
Rauðá as well. The species are local brown trout (Salmo trutta) 
and Arctic char (Salvelinus alpinus). The season starts on May 
20th and runs until September 30th. Two rods are allowed, and 
it is fly fishing only with catch and release. The trout fishermen 
have been allowed to try for sea trout in Fossá below the waterfall 
Hjálparfoss until July 10. The sea trout starts to run in the South 
Western part of Iceland in July, but usually not until later in the 
month.

For licenses, we were in contact with Hreggnasi ehf., Nóatúni 17, 
105 Reykjavík. Their e-mail address is: hreggnasi@hreggnasi.is 
and their telephone number at the office is +354 577 22 30. The 
Angling Club Hreggnasi is, however, no longer selling permits to 
the river Fossá and Sandá is no longer a part of the deal. Hreg-
gnasi has an interesting web page, www.hreggnasi.is presenting 
many interesting offers of fly fishing pleasures in Iceland. The 
river Fossá is presently rented out by a new company, Laugard-
alsá ehf. It can be found on the web at www.fishingiceland.com 
and the contact for licenses is Helgi Guðbrandsson. His e-mail 
address is: helgi@fishingiceland.com. He can be reached at +354 
823 49 90. His offices for Fishing Iceland are at Fjarðargata 17, 
220 Hafnarfjörður, Iceland.
  

The final catch and on a no. 3 line.

Picture credits:

Most of the pictures were taken by my colleagues 
and myself. The one of the waterfall Búði was 
taken by Gísli Sigurðsson. Skeiða- og Gnúpver-
jahreppur (www.skeidgnup.is) gave their kind 
permission to use pictures from its website of 
some landmarks. These pictures are identified, 
the author being unknown.
The pictures of the fishing in the canyon from 
Háifoss are used with the kind permission of 
Fishing Iceland (www.fishingiceland.com).

This article was originally written for the H2O 
magazine. It was published in a short and al-
tered version in the September 2014 issue. The 
pictures in that article were not selected by the 
author and are not all related to this fishing trip. 
Here, the article appears in the unabridged ver-
sion.


