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The village's fishing boats are 
mirrored in the calm waters 
of the bay, the late sum-
mer sun offset with a gentle 
breeze. A couple sits at one 

of the picnic tables that line the waterfront, 
watching the boats come in. At first sight, this 
unassuming seaside town, population 2,200, 
seems like any other, but behind the facade of 
boatsheds and whale watching facilities lies 
a surprising variety of artistic and culinary 
innovation. 

After having built up the industry over the 
past 20 years, North Sailing, run by three 
generations of the same family, offers tours 
on renovated traditional oak fishing boats. A 
growing number of tourists head to Húsavík 
for the minkes, humpbacks and porpoises 
that frequent the bay. All in all there are 11 
species of whales, dolphins and porpoises in 
the area and seabirds abound too; puffins, 
razorbills, guillemots and skuas are among 
the 18 bird species to have been spotted.

Culinary innovations

Before the tourism boom, Húsavík once 
served as the export harbor for silica extract-
ed from nearby Lake Mývatn. Now, the com-
munity is looking at further ways to boost 
employment opportunities with large-scale 

industrial projects, including silicon metal 
factories at nearby Bakki, powered with 
geothermal energy. In the meantime, fishing 
remains a mainstay of the local economy. The 
obvious proximity to the sea and the agri-
cultural fields inland ensure a fresh supply of 
local ingredients for the town's bustling cafés 
and restaurants. Not far out of town lies the 
greenhouse production area of Hvammur, 
and further north, near Kópasker, salmon 
production and carrot farming.

Salka is one of the restaurants making a 
name for itself and the region’s culinary tra-
ditions. Lunch consists of seafood soup and a 
mixture of poached salted cod and mashed 
potato, red onion and a punch of orange zest 
topped with dill and Icelandic herbs, a twist 
on the old classic Cod Brandade. A local-
ly-produced dark brown liquor, Haustsól 
(‘Autumn Sun’), made with Icelandic herbs 
like angelica and birch is served alongside. 
The restaurant’s chef, Haukur Ákason, tells 
me that for many young people like himself, 
this is a summer job. Húsavík’s population 
grows by 200-300 when students, among 
others, head to the town to work during the 
peak season and then head back to the capital 
or further afield. In his culinary creations, 
Haukur focuses on local ingredients. The 
first harvest of mussels grown in the waters 
of Skjálfandi will be on the menu next year, 
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Nestled on the eastern shores of Skjálfandi bay, the small town 
of Húsavík has carved out a reputation as the whale watching 
capital of Europe. But, look closer, and you'll see that it is 
also fast becoming a hub for local food and creativity. 
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and should he decide to add hákarl, fermented 
shark, he just has to head down to the harbor 
to buy reportedly the best in all of Iceland.

The end of summer typically slows the 
tourist season to a trickle but Jónas Emilsson, 
who runs Salka with his siblings Guðrún 
and Börkur, says that the increase in visitors 
and the lengthening of the tourist season in 

Iceland in recent years has meant that the res-
taurant can now be open longer and through-
out the year. Year-round ferry operation from 
mainland Europe and more competition on 
the car hire market helps, he adds, as does 
the return of direct flights from Reykjavík. 
The capital only being 40 to 50 minutes away 
“will change everything for us,” Jónas states. 
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Nestled on the eastern shores of Skjálfandi bay, the small town of Húsavík has carved out a reputation as the whale watching capital of Europe.
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Heritage Beginnings 

Salka is housed in one of the oldest buildings 
in town, which has gone through numer-
ous transformations over the years but always 
played a role as a meeting place for the com-
munity. A playground was once located where 
the patio and restaurant tables now stand. “It 
used to be the town square as that’s where the 
town clock stood,” Jónas explains, pointing to 
the building’s upper facade. “My grandfather 
and his friends used to play here after school.” 
He adds that he hopes to have the clock 
repaired and returned to its original location.

Dating back to 1882, the now heritage-listed 
building was home to Kaupfélag Þingeyinga, 
the country's first cooperative. In the 1930s, 
farmers traveled into town to trade their goods 
in the adjacent building, now a gift shop. The 
lambs they brought ended up in the building 
on the other side of Salka, the town’s former 
slaughterhouse. Jónas’s passion for the history 
of the restaurant building is evident in his 
descriptions of the renovation process; recall-

ing every detail of the operation from import-
ing special, heavy-duty nails from Norway, 
to getting planning approval for changes to 
the downstairs windows. Those windows are 
framed with lace curtains made by Jónas’s 
95-year-old grandmother, further evidence 
that this truly is a family affair. 

Jónas laughs when I ask him if he has always 
lived in Húsavík. “I was born and raised here. 
I spent five years abroad but felt I had to come 
back, plus I wanted to raise my four kids here,” 
he explains, with the pride and enthusiasm so 
evident in the locals I meet. Jónas returned to 
Húsavík from Norway in 2000 to open the 
restaurant but tells me that most of his child-
hood friends are still in town.

random Creations

Back at the gift store, the typical kitsch puf-
fin souvenirs and postcards seen across the 
country are counterbalanced with ornamental 
four-horned sheep heads, described as the rar-
est of the rare by artist Elín Kjartansdóttir. She 

is a member of Kaðlín, a collective of local 
artists, who aim to create one-of-a-kind art-
works and souvenirs. “I wanted the sheep to 
live a little longer once they were taken to 
the slaughterhouse,” Elín explains. Customers 
always react strongly, she says: they either love 
them or hate them. In Design Factory, an 
artists’ workshop in an old fisherman’s hut 
down by the harbor, Arnhildur Pálmadóttir 
creates 3D models of puffins, whale skeletons 
and volcanoes.

And this winter, Húsavík is thinking 
big: the local amateur theater will perform 
the musical Ást (‘Love’), directed by Jakob 
S. Jónsson and originally performed by 
Vesturport theater company, in the hope of 
attracting visitors from across the country. 
“There are 60-70 amateur theater companies 
in Iceland and the theater in Húsavík is one 
of the best five,” Jakob declares, adding that 
he is excited about working with the local 
actors.

The story, set in a home for the elderly, 
deals with passion and romance among the 

over-70s. Jakob says he hopes the perfor-
mance will force its viewers to reassess how 
they express their feelings. “It is ambitious 
but I also think we need to talk about love 
in our society. I have the impression that we 
Icelanders do not express ourselves, we put 
up a facade in our daily lives. The ensemble 
will strip off in emotional terms and force 
people to think about this, to challenge the 
audiences,” he says. The plan is to organize 
packages with accommodation, dining, travel 
and entertainment during the winter. “We 
want people to experience a whole weekend 
in Húsavík. We want to make Húsavík the 
capital of love. It is a very beautiful town, the 
landscape, the snow on the mountains.”

As the late summer evening sun casts a 
glow over the headland on the drive north 
out of town, I can’t help but wonder whether 
one day the enthusiasm of those I have met 
will put Húsavík on the map, not for its 
whales but as a remote fishing village with a 
vibrant art and food scene. 

Behind the facade of boatsheds and whale watching facilities lies 
a surprising variety of artistic and culinary innovation. 

Snúður (‘cinnamon roll’) and vínarbrauð (‘Vienna bread’) are among the 
favorites at the Heimabakarí Konditori bakery. 

Salka is one of the restaurants making a name for itself and the 
region’s culinary traditions.
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