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CLIMATE CHANGE & TRAVEL

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of off setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.








SCANDINAVIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Undredal | APOSTOLIS GIONTZIS/SHUTTERSTOCK

Scandinavia just gets me every time – in truth, I fell in love the very first moment I laid eyes on it. Above all, my heart belongs to Norway. There is no finer travelling experience than exploring lovely Bergen, from its historic harbour to the forested mountains that surround it. Or climbing to the deserted farm at Kjeåsen, deep in Hardangerfjord. Or hiking to Preikestolen, the world’s most beautiful viewpoint, high above Lysefjord. The drama of Norway’s natural world strikes me on every visit: the sinuous mountain trails and the deep fjords, the isolated villages, and the epic landscapes of the Arctic North. Norway has wildlife possibilities unlike anywhere else in Europe, and the subpolar Svalbard archipelago is truly one of my happy places: nothing compares to the thrill of seeing a polar bear loping across the near horizon or the northern lights dancing across the night sky.

Anthony Ham

@AnthonyHamWrite
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My favourite experience is staying overnight in fjord-side Undredal, surrounded by high cliffs and enveloped in a preternatural calm. You can almost hear the earth exhale as night descends.


WHO GOES WHERE


Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Scandinavia.
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MARINAVPH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Vestmannaeyjar is an archipelago inhabited by a community referred to as the Eyjamenn (the island people) by ‘continental’ Icelanders. I think of the humour in that while boarding the ferry: the charming stubbornness of living on a remote island that’s part of another remote island.
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Egill Bjarnason

@egilssaga

Born in Reykjavík, Egill reports on Iceland for the Associated Press and is the author of How Iceland Changed the World: The Big History of a Small Island (Penguin Books, 2021).
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LINDA_K/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Nidarosdomen in Trondheim, Norway, is a symbol of endurance. First constructed as a humble chapel on the burial site of St Olav, the cathedral has been restored, extended and rebuilt after fire and destruction. Its current form is a fitting tribute to the artisans of old, their skills passed down over centuries and into the hands of modern craftspeople, who created the truly arresting sight of its West Front.
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Gemma Graham

@gemmakgraham

Gemma is a writer and editor living in London.
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CAVAN-IMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The long-distance trail in Padjelanta National Park, Sweden, is less trodden than the Kungsleden, but it’s equally spectacular, taking in the full spectrum of Arctic wilderness from mountains and glacial rivers to boggy valleys. Even getting to the trailheads is an adventure that involves boats, and when you’re hiking alone, seeing glaciers glitter on remote mountain slopes makes the effort worthwhile.
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Anna Kaminski

@ackaminski

Anna is a travel writer who enjoys climatic extremes.
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LISA STRACHAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

It’s over a decade since I was first taken to see family in South Funen, and I’ve made countless trips to this delightful corner of Denmark ever since. Right on the doorstep you’ll find some of the country’s most beautiful nature and there are endless activities. It’s also somewhere to slow down and breathe in sea air. When I feel it’s time to escape city life, South Funen is my go-to place.
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Adrienne Murray Nielsen

@adrienne_murray; Adrienne is a broadcast journalist and writer based in Copenhagen.
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DANITA DELIMONT/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

There’s something so stimulating about Gothenburg’s Världskulturmuseet, a ‘museum’ only in the widest sense of the word. From the cool gift shop to the hands-on Together exhibition. Magic.
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Marc Di Duca

A travel author for almost 20 years, Marc has penned over 100 guides for Lonely Planet.
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SHUSHONOK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Finland’s Hanko (Hangö) is where the heart is. Whether I’m sipping craft beer with friendly locals or slipping away to ponder life as waves roll in against the sunset, Hanko fulfils all the primal needs of an ‘extroverted introvert’ like myself. Spa soaks and seafood feasts make it all the more enchanting.
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Barbara Woolsey

@xo_babxi; Barbara writes about the fascinating people behind travel, food and culture. When she’s not storytelling for guidebooks and online media, you’ll find her DJing and cooking up a storm.
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SARAH KIRCHHOFER/STOCKIMO/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

I’ve long been a sucker for Denmark’s standing stones and prehistoric barrows, but I was cynical when I first heard of plans for a new circle of megalithic stone heads. However, even on my first visit – when only a couple of the carvings were complete – the Dodekalitten impressed me. Now, with 11 of the 12 stones in place, and unworldly soundscapes playing, the site is pure magic.
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Mark Elliott

@markbekaz; Mark is the author of well over 60 guidebooks.
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OLIVER FOERSTNER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

My favourite experience is a swim in Copenhagen Harbour. Take advantage of one of the world’s only city harbours clean enough to dive into with a plunge and enjoy a picnic afterwards.
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Sean Connolly

@shanboqol

Sean has authored or updated more than a dozen guidebooks, alongside guiding tours and reporting on travel for several magazines.
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ARTBBNV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Finland’s Saimaa Lakeland has a beautiful setting: lakes, little coves and rural hotels putting up feasts of local produce. There is another side, too – the endangered Saimaa ringed seals suffering from lessening snowfall in winter and fishing nets in summer, and the outdated mining laws threatening the local environment, both reminders of the fragility of nature.
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Paula Hotti

@retrotravels; Paula is a travel journalist and photographer who lives in Helsinki, and the author of books about Dublin, gin and European coffee-shop culture.
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EQROY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sweden’s Malmö is known as a hub of innovation and design, a fact that’s well and truly proven when you wander through the streets that stretch from Centralstation to the new district called Västra Hamnen (Western Harbour).
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Virginia Maxwell

@maxwellvirginia

Virginia writes about destinations from her base in Melbourne.
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ROLF_52/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The candy-coloured wooden landscape of Eksjö, Sweden, was visually stunning, but nothing quite prepared me for the on-the-spot recalibration of travel jadedness that Norrköping thrust my way on arrival.
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Kevin Raub

@RaubontheRoad

Journalist Kevin is co-author on over 110 Lonely Planet books.
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RALAND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

I love remote places, so Kilpisjärvi is just perfect. The village sits all alone up at Finland’s far northwest tip. The day hike across 11km of Arctic wilderness to the triple border of Finland, Norway and Sweden is awe-inspiring with its views of lakes large and small, shimmering or threatening depending on the colour of the sky.
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John Noble

@johnnoble11; John is a travel writer who has covered more than 20 countries for Lonely Planet. He loves being north of the Arctic Circle.
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RUSM/GETTY IMAGES ©

The Stadshuset in Stockholm is a knockout. The city hall stands on the edge of Lake Mälaren like an early-20th-century riff on the Doge’s Palace in Venice. The interior is stunning, with the most dazzling being the Gyllene salen.
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Simon Richmond

@simonrichmond

Simon has been a journalist and photographer for over 30 years.
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OLIVER FOERSTNER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hiking out over dunes to the lighthouse at Rubjerg Knude in northern Denmark, as the sun blazed over the North Sea, revealed an epic landscape almost Martian in colour and texture. Underfoot, brittle sand and clay crags collapsed in plummeting fissures down to the beach below. Just…wow. It’s fair to say the neat, flat fields of Jutland’s interior hadn’t prepared me for the elemental drama of the coast.
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Thomas O’Malley

Thomas has worked on a dozen guidebooks for Lonely Planet.
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OLEKSIY MARK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

A waterfront stroll along the southern coast of Stockholm’s Södermalm district encapsulates the capital’s balance of beauty and buzz. During summer, the stretch between Hornstull and Skanstull comes alive.
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Maddy Savage

@maddysavage

Maddy is a Stockholm-based journalist and documentary maker.
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DRAMATIC LANDSCAPES

When the gods made Scandinavia, they really did enjoy themselves. Norway (with its fjords, craggy coastline and mountains) and Iceland (with its volcanoes and geothermal springs) rank among the world’s most beautiful countries: exploring either is like one long, continuous highlights reel. The same is true of the tiny Faroe Islands, which are wildly spectacular. Finland, Sweden and Denmark promise a very different kind of charm, with an abundance of lakes and islands.

[image: jpg]

Lofoten Islands | LAURI LOHI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Winter Travel

Getting around is usually no problem in winter, but fjord cruises run less frequently and big-sky landscapes may be obscured by clouds.
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IN GREEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Arctic Circle

North of the Arctic Circle (encircling the Earth at 66°33′) there are summer days when the sun never sets and winter days when it never rises.

[image: jpg]

GINGER_POLINA_BUBLIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hurtigruten Ferries

Norway’s coastline has to be seen to be believed. The boats of the Hurtigruten Coastal Ferry run year-round from Bergen to Kirkenes.



BEST WILD EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Explore natural chasms filled with water and wooden villages framed by cliffs around Sognefjorden 1.

Drive Iceland’s Ring Road 2, the famous 1332km loop that traverses mountain passes and one-lane bridges; it takes you past the best of Iceland.

Experience the Lofoten Islands 3, a Tolkeinesque land of mountains rising sheer out of the ocean with fishing villages clinging to the edge.

Discover the Faroe Islands 4, which appear on the Atlantic horizon like a mirage of isolated beauty.

Cycle quiet paths, explore castle ruins or sail to the shores of an ancient seafaring crossroads, the extraordinary Åland Archipelago 5.







PLACES OF THE PAST

History looms large over these ancient lands. All across the region, the past finds expression in charming streets with cobblestones and brightly painted wooden or stone facades. Pick any fishing village and you’re unlikely to be disappointed.

[image: jpg]

Ribe | ELENARTS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Unesco Sites

Among Scandinavian countries, Sweden leads the way with 15 Unesco World Heritage–listed sites, followed by Denmark (with 10), Norway (eight), Finland (seven) and Iceland (three).

Scandinavia’s Oldest Town

Stunning Ribe, along Denmark’s southwestern coast, is Scandinavia’s oldest town. It was established by the Vikings in the 9th (or even 8th) century.


BEST HISTORIC TOWN & VILLAGE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Vanha Rauma 1, the old town of Rauma, is easily the most extensive and intriguing wooden district left in Finland.

The quaint cobbled streets in the old centre of Naantali 2, close to Turku, make for a picturesque stroll, and a favourite Finnish summer retreat.

Norway’s Unesco World Heritage–listed former mining settlement of Røros 3 has splendid wooden buildings, turf-roof homes and bucketloads of charm.

Within easy reach of Stockholm and Uppsala is quiet little Sigtuna 4, home to church ruins and pretty, winding lanes.

Explore Sweden’s lakeside Vadstena 5, the goal of pilgrims visiting St Birgitta Church; fine wooden buildings and a castle line its peaceful streets.







SCANDINAVIAN WILDLIFE

The Scandinavian wild is home to amazing creatures, from bears (polar and otherwise) and wolves to reindeer. Wildlife encounters are a fantastic way to see some of the region’s most untouched landscapes. Norway’s subpolar archipelago of Svalbard is Europe’s most exciting wildlife destination, but you’ll be surprised by what you can see on the mainland.

Whale-watching Season

The best months for whale watching out of Tromsø (Norway) are November to January; dress warmly! In Akureyri and Húsavík (Iceland), the season runs from March to November.

[image: jpg]

ALEX CIMBAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Animal Safety

For your own safety and that of the animals, if you’re wildlife watching independently, enjoy the encounter with binoculars from a distance.
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GAUDILAB/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Finland’s Favourite

The brown bear (Ursus arctos) is Finland’s national animal. See the bears in the northeast between mid-April and August (but for a little July gap during mating season).


BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Explore Europe’s greatest wilderness, Svalbard 1, home to polar bears, walruses, Arctic foxes and its very own subspecies of reindeer.

Go looking for bears and wolves close to Kuhmo 2 in Finland. You’re not guaranteed to see them, but this is one of the continent’s most thrilling wildlife possibilities.

Join an eco boat trip to see endangered ringed seals in Saimaa 3, Finland’s beguiling maze of lakes, islands and channels.

Take to the sea in Norway’s Arctic north, out of Tromsø 4, and search out humpback whales and orcas for a soulful ocean encounter.

Hang out with cute-as-a-button puffins in the largest colony of its kind, in Iceland’s Vestmannaeyjar 5.







COOL CITIES

Scandinavia does urban cool like nowhere else on the planet. Copenhagen is the mother lode of the Scandi-style reimagining of the world, but Helsinki, home to its very own Design District, never lags far behind. Swedish cities – and, to a lesser extent, those of Norway, and Iceland’s Reykjavík – also exude style. And if you think design is peripheral to everyday life, think again. In Scandinavia, it’s a major reason life here seems so damned good.

[image: jpg]

Nyhavn | CHUNYIP WONG/GETTY IMAGES ©

IKEA

Swedish design is no niche industry. IKEA was born in the town of Älmhult, founded on a philosophy of making life easier for everyone.

[image: jpg]

JEPPE GUSTAFSSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Lego

Lego was born and is celebrated in Billund; the name derives from ‘play well’ in Danish and could be a Scandinavian motto for life.

[image: jpg]

JEPPE GUSTAFSSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Volvo

Sweden’s Gothenburg is where Volvo first took to the road, and a museum traces the story of the iconic car and its dazzling reinvention.



BEST URBAN EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Enjoy designer everything in the museums, restaurants, shops and more of Copenhagen 1.

Wander from boutique to showroom to art gallery as you explore the world-famous Design District in Helsinki 2.

Visit Stockholm’s Södermalm 3, transformed from down-at-heel neighbourhood to oasis of cool cafes and other touchstones of stylish living.

Bergen 4 has the effortless character of a city that does everything with panache and knows just how beautiful it is.

Bathed in the clear light of Europe’s far north, Reykjavík 5 exudes the confidence born of deep traditions and a capacity for stylish reinvention.







ACTIVE ADVENTURES

Switch off the engine, leave the car behind, and set out to explore. Countless trails – for hiking in summer, cross-country (Nordic) skiing in winter – fan out across the mountains and through the backwoods, and every one of them opens up a whole new world of possibilities. And that’s just the beginning, with canoeing, kayaking, white-water rafting, cycling, dogsledding and just about any other way of exploring set to deepen your appreciation of wild Scandinavia.

[image: jpg]

Jukkasjärvi | FOTO-SELECT 16/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Extreme Sports

Between Bergen and Sognefjorden, Voss’ Extreme Sports Festival runs for a week at the end of June, with skydiving, paragliding, base jumping and more.

[image: jpg]

SINESP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hiking Season

Because of Scandinavia’s extreme climate, hiking is usually possible only in summer. In Norway’s high country, the season may be just July and August.
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NICOELNINO/GETTY IMAGES ©

Scandi Scuba Diving

Who knew that Iceland is excellent for scuba diving? It has fantastic underwater visibility and landscapes, and geothermal chimneys. Try Silfra at Þingvellir, or Eyjafjörður.



BEST OUTDOOR EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hike the Kungsleden 1, a multiday trek across Sweden’s spectacular, soulful Arctic North.

Walk over the roof of Norway through Jotunheimen National Park 2, along glorious trails with one remarkable view unfolding after another.

Let a team of huskies (or even reindeer) take you sledding across a beautiful ice-bound world in Jukkasjärvi 3, in the heart of Sweden’s Sámiland.

Take to the water in a kayak or canoe and explore Finland’s quietly picturesque Åland Archipelago 4.

Nothing matches the gravitas of kayaking through Iceland’s Jökulsárlón 5 (Glacier Lagoon), where you’ll be dwarfed by icebergs as they drift out to sea.







INSPIRING DESIGNS

In centuries past, architectural beauty was the preserve of churches and cathedrals. These days, the Scandinavian passion for innovation and cutting-edge building design is far more widespread, covering museums, concert halls and more.

[image: jpg]

Heddal Stave Church | ANDREY KRUPENKO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Denmark Style

Denmark has astonishing architectural breadth. Don’t miss the Maritime Museum of Denmark (Helsingør), the whimsical Lego House (Billund) and Copenhagen’s Amager Bakke.

Malmö

Once derided as Sweden’s ugly duckling, post-industrial Malmö is awash in design and innovation. Check out Gamla Staden with its landmark Turning Torso.


BEST ARCHITECTURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Heddal Stave Church 1 is Norway’s largest and most beautiful church; it resembles an ocean-going Viking ship of the imagination.

Climb to the roof of Oslo Opera House 2, a daring structure and cultural icon that rises alongside Oslofjord like an iceberg come ashore.

You could choose any of Scandinavia’s castles and not be disappointed, but why not channel Shakespeare at Hamlet’s old haunt, Kronborg Slot 3, in Denmark’s Helsingør?

The dazzling Hallgrímskirkja, designed by Iceland’s Ólafur Elíasson, is a fantastical work-in-progress in Reykjavík 4.

Swirling in rippling titanium sheets, the Nordlyskatedralen 5 (Northern Lights Cathedral) rises over Alta like an Arctic apparition.







THE SÁMI WORLD

The Sámi have been living in Scandinavia for thousands of years, and you’ll feel their presence across the region’s Arctic North. Whether you’re visiting one of their cultural buildings or museums in northern Finland, Norway or Sweden, or enjoying a festival or event such as reindeer racing, you’ll love the time you spend among them.

How Many?

Sámi refer to their traditional lands as Sápmi or Sámiland. Of the 70,000 Sámi, over half reside in Norway, followed by Finland and Sweden.

[image: jpg]

V. BELOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sámiland or Lapland?

The Sámi and their lands were formerly known as Lapps and Lapland (the latter is still used in Sweden). Both terms are now considered insulting by many Sámi.

[image: jpg]

V. BELOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sámi Languages

There are 10 distinct Sámi languages spoken across Sápmi (Sámi ancestral lands spanning northern Sweden, Norway, Finland and Russia’s Kola Peninsula) which belong to the Finno-Ugrian language group.


BEST SÁMI EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Get to know the capital of the Norwegian Sámi in Karasjok 1, with its museums, striking parliament building and cultural activities.

Finland’s Sámi capital, Inari 2, has a world-class museum dedicated to all things Sámi, a fine cultural centre, a parliament and a handicrafts shop.

Jokkmokk 3 is Sweden’s Sámi capital, and has an amazing winter festival, handicrafts shops, a fine museum and an unmistakably Sámi character.

Although it lacks the showpiece institutions of Karasjok, Kautokeino 4, also in Norway, has an almost entirely Sámi population and a strong Sámi personality.

Experience a non-touristy Sámi village by using Njurgulahti as a base for exploring Lemmenjoki National Park 5 in Finland’s far north.










REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Scandinavian Cities

[image: jpg]


Allow: 10 days Distance: 1301km




Scandinavia’s cities are some of the coolest places to live (and visit) on the planet, and this itinerary is urban Scandinavia’s greatest hits. Three capitals in particular – Copenhagen, Stockholm and Helsinki – are touchstones of design and good living. But some regional cities make rewarding way stations en route.
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Gamla Stan, Stockholm | MISTERVLAD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


1 COPENHAGEN [image: ] 2½ DAYS

Copenhagen could be the prototype for the perfect city – the hardest thing about visiting is where to begin. Nyhavn with its historic core and Tivoli Gardens are probably first, but wherever you go there’s culinary excellence and designer cool to track down in the city’s restaurants, shops, museums and more. Other highlights include free-wheeling Christiania, achingly cool Nørrebro and locals’ favourite Vesterbro.


[image: jpg]

STUDIOLASKA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


2 GOTHENBURG [image: ] 1½ DAYS

Gorgeous Gothenburg may not be Sweden’s best-known city, but it’s arguably the most fun. Its charms are diverse, from world-class museums dedicated to Swedish icons (from Volvo to the Vikings) to the fun of the fair at Liseberg, Scandinavia’s largest amusement park. And leave some time to explore the offbeat neighbourhoods of Haga and Linné.

[image: jpg]

CHRISTOPHER KANE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


3 STOCKHOLM [image: ] 2 DAYS

You could spend days exploring the historic charms of Stockholm’s Gamla Stan, but make sure you leave time for the museum riches on the city islands of Djurgården and Skeppsholmen. And don’t miss the urban cool of formerly working-class Södermalm.

[image: ] Detour: Explore Stockholm Archipelago with its forests, wildflowers and brightly painted wooden cottages. [image: ] Allow half a day to explore.
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F11PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 TURKU [image: ] 1 DAY

Wander the cobblestone byways of Turku, reigned over by two 13th-century Gothic gems, the cathedral and the castle. Turku is also Finland’s leading light for contemporary art, making a visit here a dynamic, epoch-spanning experience. But leave time just to relax and enjoy the stunning squares and streetscapes – they’re an irresistible introduction to Finnish life.

[image: jpg]

JAMO IMAGES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 HELSINKI [image: ] 2 DAYS

Straddling the divide between East and West with effortless charm, Helsinki has historic architecture (including a sprawling sea fortress) to go with its Design District. Take a sauna or a swim by the harbour, visit one of the city’s amazing museums, dive into the innovative culinary scene, and try to wrap your mind around how so much cool stuff fits within one city.
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ITINERARIES

Scandinavia’s Arctic North

[image: jpg]


Allow: 10 days Distance: 1408km (not including ferry)




Welcome to the land of the Sámi and mainland Europe’s northernmost realm. Your route begins in the peerless Lofoten Islands, then meanders across the Arctic, taking in two wilderness national parks, two centres for Sámi culture, and Tromsø, an energetic town with an impressive portfolio of summer and winter activities.



[image: jpg]

1 BODØ [image: ] 1 DAY

Your journey starts in Norway’s Bodø, which looks out across the water towards the dreamy Lofoten Islands. The 2024 European Capital of Culture, Bodø has a world-class concert hall, museums and a tangible feeling of a city on the up.

[image: ] Detour: Just 30km south of Bodø, the Saltstraumen Maelstrom may be the world’s most powerful, with tidal waters churning beneath the bridge several times a day.
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MAREK STEFUNKO / EYEEM/GETTY IMAGES ©

2 LOFOTEN ISLANDS [image: ] 2 DAYS

From Å in the south to Svolvær in the north, the Lofotens are that rare combination of utterly magnificent scenery and postcard-perfect villages. You’ll drive through jaw-dropping Reine and on via Nyksund and Henningsvær and so many other special places. At many points along the way, you’ll feel the need to pull over to the side of the road and just gaze in wonder.

[image: jpg]

MUMEMORIES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 ABISKO NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 2 DAYS

Abisko National Park is one of Sweden’s hidden gems. It’s known for its clear skies, and for being one of the best places in Sweden to to see the northern lights, especially at the park’s Aurora Sky Station; keep your eyes on the sky if you’re here in winter. In summer, hiking will take you away from the world and its noise.

[image: jpg]

TSUGULIEV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 TROMSØ [image: ] 2 DAYS

There’s something irresistible about Tromsø. The setting, against a backdrop of mountains and fjords, is superb, and the town’s Arctic Cathedral is one of Norway’s standout buildings. But whatever the season, there’s so much to see and do here, from whale watching or dogsledding in winter to fabulous hiking opportunities when things warm up.

[image: jpg]

PIOTR BEDNARCZYK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 KARASJOK [image: ] 1 DAY

The Sámi capital in Norway, Karasjok is set amid the northern pine forests of the country’s interior. There’s winter dogsledding, plus Sámi landmarks to cherish year-round. Start with the striking parliament building, where you may be able to watch Sámi democracy in action, and don’t miss the museums and handicraft shops, and restaurants serving reindeer, cooked Sámi style.
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FEIFEI CUI-PAOLUZZO/GETTY IMAGES ©

6 INARI [image: ] 1 DAY

Sleepy little Inari is very much a case of significance trumping size. Finland’s Sámi capital has a world-class museum dedicated to Scandinavia’s first inhabitants, as well as a parliament, a cultural centre and numerous places where Sámi handicrafts are displayed and sold. It’s a quiet town, with some beautiful lake country and wider wilderness areas not far away.

[image: jpg]

JONATHAN STOKES/LONELY PLANET ©

7 LEMMENJOKI NATIONAL PARK [image: ] 1 DAY

One of northern mainland Europe’s last great wilderness areas, Finland’s Lemmenjoki is a special place. As beloved by hikers as it is by Sámi reindeer herders, this stunning park consists of forests, river valleys, fells and wetlands; take the riverside hike between Njurgulahti and Ravadasköngäs. Lemmenjoki can also be a great place to see the northern lights in winter.
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ITINERARIES

Wild Beauty
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Allow: 11 days Distance: 1942km




Nowhere can match Norway and Iceland for natural drama, and this route takes you through the best of both. Begin in the fjords of Norway’s west, truly one of the most remarkable landscapes in Europe, and continue across the water to the volcanoes and glaciers of Iceland.
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1 STAVANGER [image: ] 1 DAY

Begin your journey in Norway’s fun oil city of Stavanger. Home to one of the country’s best museums, Stavanger is known for its compact harbour lined with bars, its charming, whitewashed old quarter, and one of the most exciting culinary scenes in Norway. Easy to get around on foot and close to dramatic fjord country nearby, it’s a fabulous introduction to the region.
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2 LYSEFJORD [image: ] 2 DAYS

In the pantheon of Norway’s fjords, Lysefjord belongs among the best. On the first day, drive or catch a bus to the trailhead for the four-hour return hike to Preikestolen (Pulpit Rock), truly one of Europe’s most remarkable viewpoints, high above the fjord. On day two, take a boat cruise from Stavanger out into Lysefjord for an entirely different (but equally spectacular) perspective.
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3 BERGEN [image: ] 2 DAYS

Surrounded by seven hills and arrayed around seven fjords, Bergen never feels far from nature. Take a funicular or cable car up to one of the summits and walk back down, enjoy the city’s many museums and restaurants, or immerse yourself in the enchanted (and Unesco World Heritage–listed) harbour district of Bryggen, with its colourfully painted wooden buildings. It’s a city to linger in.
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4 SOGNEFJORD [image: ] 2 DAYS

Sognefjorden is a magical world of vertiginous cliffs, glacier-gouged valleys, pristine waters and isolated villages. Take a cruise from Gundvangen, Aurland or Flåm, or the near-vertical railway from Flåm: each is an extraordinary journey. But don’t miss Undredal or Otternes for a more peaceful experience.

[image: ] Detour: En route to/from Bergen, go for a two- to three-hour drive along the shores of Hardangerfjord.
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5 REYKJAVÍK [image: ] 1 DAY

Iceland’s capital is a fun introduction to the country. Bathed in clear northern light, Reykjavík is known for its amazing shopping and restaurants and for its culture of coffee cafes and beer bars: this is a city that really knows how to have a good time. The interactive museums are stellar ways to get a sense of what lies beyond the city.
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6 RING ROAD [image: ] 3 DAYS

Drive as much or as little of it as you like, but Iceland’s Ring Road is like traversing a land that seems too beautiful to be real. Along the way you’ll marvel at jagged summits and ridges, glaciers and volcanoes, ice-blue lakes and steaming geothermal springs. It may well be one of the most beautiful drives anywhere on the planet.
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ITINERARIES

Denmark & the South
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Allow: 2 weeks Distance: 2114km




This route across Scandinavia’s south feels like travelling on the film set of some great historical drama. Beginning with some of Denmark’s historical jewels, you’ll visit the islands of Sweden’s Gotland and Finland’s Åland, before taking in two of Finland’s most beautiful towns.
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1 AARHUS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Lovely Aarhus stands out for its historic public spaces and sense of life being lived well, even by high Danish standards. Explore on foot or by bike, visit the ARoS Aarhus Kunstmuseum, and make sure to do a deep dive into Den Gamle By (The Old Town). If you’ve time left over, head dockside for stellar examples of urban regeneration.
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2 RIBE [image: ] 2 DAYS

If you’re the kind of traveller who likes to go to the source, Ribe is urban Scandinavia’s ground zero. Believed to be the oldest town in Scandinavia (recent archaeological finds place its origins in the 8th century), it has not one, but two Viking museums, Denmark’s oldest cathedral and a streetscape of great charm and beauty.
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3 ROSKILDE [image: ] 2 DAYS

Denmark’s Roskilde may feel like the unlikely setting for northern Europe’s biggest musical festival (late June and/or early July), but it somehow works. And only in Roskilde could 130,000 festivalgoers play second fiddle (or electric guitar) to the city’s other attractions, which include a Viking museum, a glorious cathedral, a stunning fjord-side setting and a whole host of royal buildings.
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4 GOTLAND [image: ] 3 DAYS

Gotland is an extraordinary place. Its largest town, Visby, is a gem, with encircling walls that date back as far as the 12th century. It also has a museum filled to overflowing with Viking treasure, a beguiling old town awash in historical architectural relics and a brilliant culinary scene. Beyond Visby, Gotland’s farmland and small villages are a real Swedish idyll.
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5 ÅLAND ARCHIPELAGO [image: ] 2 DAYS

Finland’s Åland Archipelago is that rare combination: as steeped in natural beauty as it is in fascinating human history. Hop between the islands and learn its story in the many museums. You could take your pick of the highlights: walk through history’s legacy in Sund, enjoy a Baltic sunset at Djävulsberget (Devil’s Mountain) or kick back and enjoy the view from just about anywhere.
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6 TAMPERE [image: ] 1½ DAYS

Cool museums, cafes and restaurants, wooden facades and red-brick buildings: Tampere is one cool city, a Finnish poster child for post-industrial urban renewal. Tampere has also declared itself to be the sauna capital of the world. Enjoy the rushing rapids of the Tammerkoski Channel through the city centre, take the elevator to the summit of Pyynikki Observation Tower and relax in Rajaportin sauna. Bliss.
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7 SAVONLINNA [image: ] 1½ DAYS

Your journey ends in picturesque Savonlinna in Finland’s southeast. Beloved for its Olavinlinna Castle – which inhabits its own island, complete with drawbridge – and for its annual opera festival, Savonlinna has a busy harbour, gorgeous gardens and a pretty old quarter.

[image: ] Detour: Join a three-hour eco boat tour to look for endangered Saimaa ringed seals and enjoy the pretty Saimaa scenery.
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WHEN TO GO


Scandinavia is filled with possibility year-round, from celebratory summers to magical winters.



A trip to Scandinavia requires careful planning. For example, summer is an easier time to visit but you’ll need to book ahead. Winter quests for the northern lights continue to grow in popularity, but don’t be surprised if some attractions are closed at this time.

Another uniquely Scandinavian consideration is the amount of daylight you can expect. Seeing the northern lights might be the purpose of your visit in winter, but in some places you might pay for the privilege by, for example, only having a few hours of daylight a day before the sun sets in the early afternoon. Check sunrise and sunset times before making your reservations.

High Season?

Some Scandinavian countries, especially Norway, have an unusual high-season quirk. High season is generally considered to be mid-June to mid-August, but at this time hotels offer better deals to entice travellers and prices are generally lower than during the rest of the year.
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Aurora borealis, Tromsø | REISEGRAF.CH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE

WINTER IN THE ÅLAND ISLANDS

Graham Robins is chief curator at the Åland Cultural History Museum. @alandsmuseum

‘I remember winter darkness and sea ice in the Åland Islands, an archipelago of 6500 scattered islands, skerries and rocks. On our first visit to Granskär (Fir skerry) we clambered over the smooth granite rocks and through sweet-smelling pine woods, carpeted with bilberry bushes and moss. There on the flat bedrock, beside an inlet, lay a spiral of stones, from a time when fisherfolk camped there, long ago. A memory, too, of midsummer and dancing, and the joy of warm, everlasting evenings.ʼ




NORTHERN LIGHTS

Seeing the aurora borealis (northern lights) is possible year-round, but the long nights from October to March make for the best viewing. Bring very warm clothing if you plan on standing outside to stare at the sky in the depths of winter.




GULF STREAM

Don’t be surprised if coastal temperatures are considerably warmer in Scandinavia than anywhere else in the world at the same latitudes. It’s all thanks to the warm Gulf Stream, a fast-moving Atlantic current that flows into the North Atlantic from the Gulf of Mexico.

The Big Festivals


The Jokkmokk Winter Market in February is one of the biggest Sámi markets anywhere in Scandinavia. Watch reindeer race across the ice, shop for handicrafts and Sámi food delicacies, and view live performances. [image: ] February

All across Scandinavia, locals celebrate midsummer with uniquely Scandinavian zeal. Family feasts, sauna parties, bonfires and copious drinking cause normally sensible people to act with joyous silliness on the weekend between 19 June and 26 June. [image: ] June

The fab Roskilde Festival near Copenhagen is northern Europe’s largest music festival. It happens in early July, but tickets go on sale as early as October: plan ahead if you want to go. [image: ] July

Christmas is a wonderful time to be in Scandinavia, from Santa’s grotto in Finnish Lapland to the mulled wine and magic of Copenhagen to stunning lights and home-baked cinnamon delicacies across the region. [image: ] December

Quirky Festivals


Northern Scandinavia comes alive with winter festivals, but none get the juices flowing quite like Reindeer Racing in Finland. The grand finale, the King’s Cup, is a great spectacle. [image: ] March

During Þorrablót, Icelanders honour the god Thor with feasts that will make your eyes water. Delicacies such as fermented shark are most definitely an acquired taste. [image: ] February

Summer silliness takes over Sonkajärvi in Finland with the Wife-Carrying World Championships. Winning couples take home the woman’s weight in beer, as well as lots of newfound friends. [image: ] July

Musical talent is not required at the Air Guitar World Championships in Oulu. Grown men and women play their hearts out with cheesy guitar classics on imaginary instruments. Who said the Finns don’t know how to have fun? [image: ] August


I LIVE HERE

SALMON FISHING IN ICELAND

Friðrik Rafnsson is an Icelandic writer and translator, and president of the Icelandic Union of Tour Guides. facebook.com/frafnsson

‘When I was a boy, my family had a fishing hut by one of the best and most beautiful salmon rivers in Iceland, the Laxá in Adaldalur, which runs from Lake Mývatn. We used to go there in spring and summer, and I especially loved the summer solstice on 21 and 22 June. The dramatic lava fortress of Dimmuborgir is an exciting labyrinth to explore and maybe get lost in for a few minutes.ʼ
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Christmas market, Højbro Plads | Mikhail Markovskiy/shutterstock ©

MIDNIGHT SUN

Scandinavian summer can mean you’ll never experience true darkness, especially in the far north. Enjoy a midnight beer in sunlight by all means, but bring an eye mask to help you sleep later.

Weather through the year
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JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 3°C
Days of rainfall: 17
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FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 3°C
Days of rainfall: 13
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MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 6°C
Days of rainfall: 12
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APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 11°C
Days of rainfall: 13
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MAY

Ave. daytime max: 16°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: jpg]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 21°C
Days of rainfall: 14

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 14

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 17°C
Days of rainfall: 15

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 12°C
Days of rainfall: 16

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 7°C
Days of rainfall: 16

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 4°C
Days of rainfall: 17








GET PREPARED
FOR SCANDINAVIA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Clothes

Dress smart: Scandinavians pride themselves on dressing casually, but don’t be fooled: casual rarely means scruffy (unless you’re at a death-metal concert in the back-blocks of, say, northern Finland). Scandinavians may dress down, but they still look as though they’ve stepped out of a magazine. This is especially true in Copenhagen, Helsinki and Stockholm. Carry a couple of sets of nice clothes.

Layer up: As you’d expect, Scandinavians have mastered the art of staying warm in winter. The key is making each layer count, from a wind- and waterproof shell on top of a fleece to lightweight thermal underwear close to your skin. Other key accessories include waterproof boots, woolly hat, gloves and neck warmer.

Not a stitch: Finally, choosing what to wear in a sauna is no choice at all: nothing.


Manners

As for clothing, so, too, for manners.

Although they’re pretty relaxed and forgiving, Scandinavians take greetings seriously: always shake hands (including with children) when meeting for the first time.

If you’re lucky enough to be invited into someone’s home, take your shoes off when entering and bring a gift (such as flowers, wine or chocolate) for your hosts.





READ

[image: jpg]

How Iceland Changed the World (Egill Bjarnason; 2021) By Lonely Planet’s own expert, this is a fab intro to the country.

[image: jpg]

Min Kamp (Karl Ove Knausgaard; 2009–11) These six searingly honest autobiographical novels were a worldwide sensation.

[image: jpg]

The Almost Nearly Perfect People (Michael Booth; 2016) An intriguing nonfiction look at modern Scandinavia.

[image: jpg]

The Year of Living Danishly (Helen Russell; 2015) Danish life as viewed by an expat in rural Jutland.




Words

Danish (for Denmark and the Faroe Islands)

goddag (go·da) is how Danes say hello.

farvel (faar·vel) is the Danish goodbye.

vær så venlig (ver saw ven·lee) translates as please.

tak (taak) is thank you.

undskyld (awn·skewl) means sorry.

Ja/nei (ya/nai) Yes/no

Finnish

hei (hay) is Finnish for hello.

näkemiin (na·ke·meen) is how Finns say goodbye.

ole hyvä (o·le hew·va) is Finnish for please.

kiitos (kee·tos) is how Finns say thank you.

anteeksi (uhn·tayk·si) is the Finnish sorry.

kyllä/ei (kewl·la/ay) Yes/no.

Icelandic

halló (ha·loh) is the hearty Icelandic hello.

bless (bles) is Icelandic for goodbye.

takk (tak) is please in Iceland (and elsewhere).

takk fyrir (tak fi·rir) is thanks.

fyrirgefðu (fi·rir·gev·dhu) is for when you need to apologise to an Icelander.

já/nei (yow/nay) Yes/no

Norwegian

god dag (go·daag) is the rather formal Norwegian greeting; they’ll often just say hei hei (the equivalent of hi).

ha det (haa·de) is goodbye.

vær så snill (veyr saw snil) is please in Norwegian, rather like its Danish counterpart.

takk (tak) is thank you, which works just about anywhere except Finland.

beklager (bey·klaa·geyr) is sorry.

ja/nei (yaa/ney) Yes/no

Swedish

hej (hey) is Swedish for hi.

hej då (hey daw) is goodbye in Swedish.

tack (tak) is both please and thank you in Swedish.

förlåt (feur·lawt) is Swedish for sorry.

ja/nej (yaa/ney) Yes/no.




WATCH

Katla (Baltasar Kormákur; 2021) Netflix thriller series about the eruption of a volcano and the mysteries that follow.

The Bridge (2011) Flagship for gritty Scandinavian detective stories, focused on the bridge between Sweden and Denmark (pictured).

The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (Niels Arden Oplev; 2009) The film of the global phenomenon with its dark commentary on modern Swedish society.

A Man Called Øve (Hannes Holm; 2015) A subtle study of modern Sweden through the relationship between a grumpy retiree and his immigrant neighbours.

Sameblod (Amanda Kernell; 2016) Set in the 1930s, ‘Sámi Blood’ exposes the historical racism faced by Sámi across Scandinavia.
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LISTEN

Peer Gynt (Edvard Grieg; 1875) A marriage of classical masterpieces, putting Henrik Ibsen’s words to music.

Best of ABBA (ABBA; 1975) We dare you not to dance to the greatest hits of this era-defining Swedish band.

re:member (Ólafur Arnalds; 2018) Mesmerising multi-instrumentalist Icelandic artist at his best.

Mastering Finland (2019) Expat-led podcast about what it’s like to live in Finland.








THE FOOD SCENE


Scandinavia’s food scene crackles with energy and innovation. Add fabulous local ingredients into the mix and you’re in for a treat.
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Scandinavia is a fantastic place to eat. Best of all, most of what’s on offer will have deep roots in local life.

The guiding principles of Scandinavia’s culinary scene centre on the region’s dramatic landscapes and extremes of climate. Also prominent is the interplay between strong local traditions and Scandinavians’ relentlessly forward-looking approach to life.

Running from the Baltic to the High Arctic, this epic land takes in rugged coastlines and the pristine lakes, rivers and pastures of the interior. Each bequeaths a wonderful contribution to the Scandinavian table.

In the relatively short summer months, eating is often a celebration. Spring abundance, autumnal preparations for winter, and the long, harsh winters themselves: each season has its own culinary character.

And then there’s New Nordic cuisine, which is built around the Scandinavian passion, in equal measure, for the rich traditions of the past and the exciting possibilities of the future. The results are some of the most thrilling in Europe.

Husmanskost

They call it husmanskost (basic home cooking) in Sweden, but every country has its own version of down-home comfort food. Not that long ago, finding such food in a restaurant was quite hard: Scandinavians could, after all, enjoy such dishes at home. Thankfully, home cooking is now enjoying a revival. Try it at Toldbod Bodega in Copenhagen, Pingvinen in Bergen and Pelikan in Södermalm.


Traditional Scandinavian cuisine is often based on simple, everyday dishes – Swedish meatballs are perhaps the most widespread example. Other classic home-cooked dishes are largely built around seafood and potatoes, and include various forms of pickled and fried herring, cured salmon, shrimp or roe. In Sweden, pytt i panna (potato hash served with sliced beets and a fried egg) may be the ultimate comfort food. And Finns have been known to come to blows over whose granny cooks the best grilled liver, traditionally served with mashed potatoes and bacon.

New Nordic

New Nordic cuisine appeared in 2004 with a 10-point manifesto (norden.org/en/information/new-nordic-food-manifesto). But its genesis occurred a year earlier with the opening in Copenhagen of noma (noma.dk), which has always been (and until 2024 will remain) the standard bearer for New Nordic cooking. True to Scandinavian form, the New Nordic manifesto was far more than a commitment to experimentation and exciting riffs on traditional local dishes. It added questions of sustainability, ethical production, the importance of seasonality, and a passion for foraging and local ingredients.

Copenhagen may have been where it all began – and the rest of Scandinavia still looks to the Danish capital for inspiration – but you’ll find restaurants across the region where chefs pay homage to local traditions while remaining faithful to the guiding principles of New Nordic cooking. While the concept itself is no longer new, the dishes that emerge from New Nordic kitchens across Scandinavia continue to surprise.
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FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Copenhagen Cooking & Food Festival (copenhagencooking.com; August; pictured above) Celebrity chefs, cooking demonstrations, special menus in restaurants, as well as food-themed tours of the city and events.

Sol over Gudhjem (bornholm.info/en/chefs-competition-sol-over-gudhjem; June) Celebrity chefs vie for attention and prizes on the Danish island of Bornholm.

Smaka Good Food Festival (smakagoodfoodfestival.se; June) Five days of good food in Stockholm, with street food, cooking demos and other events; the epicentre is on Kungsträdgården.

Helsinki Beer Festival (helsinkibeerfestival.fi; April) It’s all about the beer at Helsinki’s answer to Oktoberfest; sample local and international brews at events across the city.

Helsinki Coffee Festival (carnivals.fi; April) Finland’s love affair with coffee and cafe culture takes over the city for three days.

Gladmat (gladmat.no; June-July) Stavanger’s largest food festival.
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Best Scandinavian dishes

SMØRREBRØD

Rye- or white-bread open sandwich with a range of toppings.

SAUTÉED REINDEER

Sámi dish with potatoes, lingonberries and/or pickled cucumber.

KÖTTBULLAR OCH POTATIS

Swedish meatballs and potatoes, served with lingonberry jam.

FISKESUPPE

Creamy, fish-flavoured soup with fish or seafood pieces.

HERRING (SILD OR SILL)

Served salted, dried, sugar-cured and in many other ways.

TØRRFISK

Dried, unsalted Arctic cod served as a main meal or snack.

GRAVAT LAKS

Norwegian salmon marinated in sugar, salt, brandy and dill.

ICELANDIC LAMB

Roasted free-range lamb fed on chemical-free grasses and herbs.




Local Specialities


Some Scandinavian dishes may sound adventurous, but you’ll be eating caviar from a tube in no time.

Snacks & Street Foods

Cinnamon scrolls (kanelsnegle to the Danes, kanelbullar or kanelsnurrer to the Swedes)

Skyr (Old Norse recipe preserved by Icelanders; a protein-rich yoghurt, now available in many flavours)

Flatbraud or flatkökur (Icelandic flatbread, often topped with smoked lamb, salmon or trout)

Harðfiskur (dried fish, eaten with butter; nutritious and lightweight for hikes and long voyages)

Hjortron (cloudberry; served in Sweden as jam or as a warm sauce over ice cream; Finland’s Ranua even has a cloudberry festival in August)

Pølse (hot dog; the Scandi equivalent of a kebab; a lifesaver when you’re on a budget)

Dare to Try

Gudbrandsdalsost (Norwegian brown cheese)

Torsketunger (cod tongues; popular in Norway’s Lofoten Islands)

Raspeballer (salted meat, potatoes and mashed turnip; available in Norway’s Bergen from September to May)

Svartfugl (commonly translated as ‘blackbird’ on Iceland’s English-language menus; usually guillemot)

Karhu (bear; available in Finland during autumn’s hunting season)

Surströmming (canned, fermented Baltic herring opened and consumed ritually in Sweden during late August and early September)

Nässelsoppa (nettle soup; traditionally served with hard-boiled eggs in Sweden)

Kaviar in a tube (sugar-cured and smoked cod-roe cream popular on breakfast tables)
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MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Fagn In Trondheim, with Michelin-starred gourmet dining downstairs and a sleek bistro up top.

Slippurinn Creative, first-rate Icelandic cooking in the Vestmannaeyjar archipelago.

Geranium Three-Michelin-star restaurant in Copenhagen. It was voted the world’s best in 2022.

Toldbod Bodega Copenhagen institution serving home classics since 1787.

Operakällaren Michelin-star Stockholm restaurant with lavish decor and Scandi-French fusion.

Palace (https://palacerestaurant.fi) Two-Michelin-star restaurant in Helsinki with New Nordic cuisine and fine views.

Heimablídni The ultimate home-cooking experience: a meal cooked by a Faroese local and served in their home.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

As festivals and warming temperatures bring people onto the streets, crops such as new potatoes, asparagus and other vegetables appear on menus. It’s doughnut season in Finland.
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SUMMER

No-one knows how to welcome summer’s return quite like Scandinavians; now’s the time for outdoor dining, harbourside fish markets, and berries on the menu in everything from salads to hot dishes.
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AUTUMN

Scandinavians head to the forests to pick the last of the berries and mushrooms. Seasonal menus begin their shift from fresh, summery tastes to hearty, warming stews. In Iceland, roasted heiðagæs (pink-footed goose) is popular.
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WINTER

Reindeer stew, roast lamb and salted meat and fish are enjoyed across the region. Christmas markets are popular; try the mullled wine. Ptarmigan (grouse) and pheasant are often eaten at Christmas.
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THE OUTDOORS


Scandinavia’s landscape is something of a grand epic and exploring is one exciting opportunity after another, from hiking the high country to riding the rivers.
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Driving through Scandinavia can only take you so far. To really experience its wonders, you need to join the locals by getting out and exploring on foot, or at the very least under your own steam. Cycling is a hugely popular pastime here, as are canoeing, kayaking or even rafting down the rivers. And Scandinavia’s reputation for being one of the world’s most family-friendly places extends to its outdoor activities, with lots of fun on offer for all members of the family.

Hiking

Lace up your hiking boots and get ready to head out into the wild. Scandinavians love hiking in summer, whether on multiday expeditions or to remote lakeside cabins where they can drop off the grid for a few days.

Norwegians take it to a whole new level: they claim the right to go anywhere. Known as allemannsretten (every man’s right, often referred to as the ‘right of access’), a 1000-year-old law entitles anyone to, among other things, hike or ski across uncultivated wilderness areas, including outlying fields and pastures.

There are many wonderful variations on the theme, ranging from Sweden’s 450km Kungsleden Trek (King’s Trail), which runs from Abisko in Swedish Lappland to Hemavan in the south, to higher-altitude treks across the roof of Norway through Jotunheimen National Park. Norway’s Hardangervidda is another favourite, as are Iceland’s lonely Hornstrandir and its Laugavegurinn Trek from Landmannalaugar to Þórsmörk across rainbow-hued mountains and pumice deserts. Urho Kekkonen National Park is the pick of Finland’s wilderness hiking destinations.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Follow the trail of Hans Christian Andersen and explore a moat-encircled castle in Odense, Denmark.

Discover the home of Lego at Central Jutland’s Legoland, the childhood icon, with amusement and safari parks nearby.

Watch whales and visit volcanoes in Iceland, the ultimate fire-breathing geography lesson.

Delight animal lovers with dogsled and horse-drawn sleigh rides and moose safaris around Norway’s Rjukan.

Enjoy the fairground fun of Liseberg, Sweden’s (and Scandinavia’s) largest amusement park.

Visit Santa in his Arctic home just north of Rovaniemi in Finland, and give them a Christmas memory they’ll never forget.



Cycling

Scandinavia is one of the most bike-friendly destinations on the planet. Cities are awash in cycle lanes, grab-a-bike stands and marked routes. Denmark alone has more than 12,000km of signposted cycle paths. Best of all, local drivers are generally studiously aware of cyclists and their need for a safe space. It’s also rarely a hassle to take your bike on trains, ferries and other public transport.

Some of our favourite cycling destinations are on the islands, including Bornholm (Denmark), Gotland (Sweden) and Finland’s Åland Archipelago. For something a little more challenging, there’s always Norway’s vast Hardangervidda and Iceland’s Lake Mývatn.
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Canoeing & Kayaking

Rushing, transparent river waters and pine-encircled lakes are a motif of the Scandinavian outdoors. In many cases, such as in the Norwegian fjords, cruise boats ply the waters, taking in the views. These are all perfectly fine, but for genuine solitude, nothing beats the quiet lapping of a paddle on otherwise still waters as you take yourself away from the crowds.

There are lots of possibilities. In Norway, kayaking or canoeing takes you into some of the most spectacular landscapes the country has to offer, including Geirangerfjord, Sognefjorden and Svalbard. For similarly dramatic backdrops, Iceland offers Ísafjörður and Seyðisfjörður. Elsewhere, things are a little more sedate, but no less beautiful, from Denmark’s Lake District around bucolic Jutland to the quietly picturesque Åland Archipelago. For a more urban experience, try canoeing around Stockholm’s Djurgården.


Other Scandinavian Adventures

ICE HOTEL

Stay in the famous Icehotel near Kiruna in Sweden.

DOGSLEDDING

Let a husky team carry you across the frozen Pielinen lake in Finland.

WHITEWATER RAFTING

Build yourself a timber raft and drift down the river in Torsby, north of Karlstad in Sweden.

GLACIER HIKING

Clip on crampons and walk across the richly textured glacier ice in Iceland’s Vatnajökull.

SNORKELLING

Take advantage of crystal-clear waters amid the lava ravines and geothermal chimneys of Eyjafjörður in Iceland.

DOWNHILL MOUNTAIN BIKING

Risk life and limb but enjoy the adrenaline of Åre Bike Park in Åre, Sweden.

WHALE WATCHING

Take to the seas in a boat to go looking for whales out of Húsavík.



ACTION AREAS


Where to find Scandinavia’s best outdoor activities.
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THE GUIDE

SCANDINAVIA


Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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DENMARK
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VIKINGS, HYGGE & A CYCLE-FRIENDLY CAPITAL

‘Fairy tale’ is a phrase that’s often used liberally, but in the home of whimsical castles, picture-postcard villages, and Hans Christian Andersen himself, it actually rings true.
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The Danes first made their mark, more than a millennia ago, when seafaring Vikings embarked on conquests across northern Europe and beyond.

Much smaller than Norway and Sweden, Denmark has had an outsized influence far beyond its shores, through literature, design, gastronomy, cycle culture and, of course, hygge (cosiness and togetherness). The Danes are a contented bunch and this is one of happiest and most liveable nations on Earth. Cutting-edge yet functional design, urban planning that puts people before cars, and all-important work-life balance are all Danish hallmarks.

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the coolest Scandinavian capital of them all, cycle-friendly and ever-so-hip Copenhagen, where travellers can discover world-class museums, trendy shopping, lively nightlife and vibey neighbourhoods. It’s also a foodie paradise, serving up artful smørrebrød (open sandwiches) and New Nordic cuisine, where Michelin-starred restaurants rub shoulders with down-to-earth street-food hangouts and you can wind down in a cosy candle-lit cafe, to savour the hyggelig (cosy) ambience yourself.

Yet Denmark has so much more to offer visitors. Right on the doorstep are history havens Helsingør and Roskilde, and further afield there’s Odense and Aarhus, packed with cultural treasures. Unlike its Scandinavian neighbours, Denmark is pancake-flat (the highest point is a mere 170m), yet its stunning countryside, sweeping coastline and outdoor life are a large part of its appeal.
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THE MAIN AREAS

COPENHAGEN

Denmark’s effortlessly cool capital.

BORNHOLM

‘Sunshine island’ far away in the Baltic.

HELSINGØR

Hamlet’s castle and heavenly beaches.

ROSKILDE

Royal tombs and rock stars.

MØN

Wondrous coastal cliffs and ancient graves.

ODENSE

Birthplace of storyteller Hans Christian Andersen.

RIBE

Medieval history and a wild coastline.

AARHUS

Denmark’s culture-rich second city.

AALBORG

Museums and waterfront architecture.

SKAGEN

Art and nature where two seas meet.



Find Your Way

Denmark is a small country, with cultural and historical sights aplenty, as well as stunning coastline and countryside. We’ve picked the places that help you discover the very best of this hyggelig nation.
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Plan Your Days

Bridging Scandinavia and continental Europe, Denmark is part mainland and part island chain. Discover your own Denmark through an activity-packed city break or by escaping to the countryside.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Focus your time in Copenhagen, getting to know Scandinavia’s coolest capital. Start at the waterfront, heading to Nyhavn for a classic postcard shot. Hop on a boat tour from here to get your bearings and pass the Little Mermaid. See if the Queen is home at Amalienborg, then visit the Designmuseum Danmark.

• Have a bite at Broens Gadekøkken or go gourmet at Torvehallerne.

• Swat up on Viking history at the Nationalmuseet, and spend the evening in Vesterbro to see old and new Copenhagen mix, finishing with dinner and drinks at the ever-hip Kødbyen (the Meatpacking District).




Five Days to Travel Around

• Continue your culture fix in the capital at the SMK or Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek. Amble around Nørrebro or Vesterbro, and hang out at Reffen Street Food Market; then check out the Nordic culinary scene with dinner at Høst.

• It’s now time for some day-tripping. Get an early start in Helsingør at the impressive Shakespearean castle Kronborg Slot, drop anchor at M/S Museet for Søfart maritime museum, and visit Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, just 10km away.

• Denmark’s old capital Roskilde is another must. Feast your eyes on the astonishing cathedral and the nearby Viking Ship Museum.




A Week or More

• Take a trip between Denmark’s two biggest cities for a taste of Zealand, Jutland and Fyn. Hop on the train to Odense, the birthplace of fairy-tale author Hans Christian Andersen, and visit the imaginative HC Andersens Hus, railway museum Danmarks Jernbanemuseum and art gallery Brandts; then fill up on global cuisine at Storms Pakhus.

• Picture-book island Ærø beckons with its colourful, 18th-century merchant’s town of Ærøskøbing, then Kolding, home to the Koldinghus fortress and Trapholt art and design museum, makes a great first stop on Jutland before reaching Aarhus, Denmark’s seafront second city.



Seasonal Highlights

Denmark shines in summer. Trails, beaches, parks and holiday hotspots come alive. In winter, coastal and countryside villages wind down, but bigger cities glow with Christmas lights and markets.

JANUARY

Coldest weather of the year and time for a brisk dip. Join the locals for their popular pastime of ‘winter bathing’.
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APRIL

Bird-watchers flock to Jutland’s west coast to see starlings perform their ‘black sun’ (sort sol) routine at Ribe.
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MAY

Aalborg Carnival celebrates the arrival of spring and the countryside is an explosion of colourful blooms, perfect for hiking.
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JULY

Summertime peaks and the Danish go on holiday – accommodation is often choc-a-block; 130,000 revellers head to legendary Roskilde Festival.
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AUGUST

The cultural calendar takes off: Helsingør performs Shakespeare; Odense celebrates Hans Christian Andersen; and Aarhus hosts 10 days of festivities.
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OCTOBER

Seasonal attractions and guesthouses have mostly shuttered, but the harvest is underway. Dine out on seasonal fare.
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DECEMBER

Nights draw in and hygge Christmas markets get underway. Fill up on æbleskiver (spherical pancakes) and gløgg (mulled wine).
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COPENHAGEN
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The Danish capital is regularly ranked among the best places to live in the world and it’s no surprise that visitor numbers have been climbing every year. What do all these travellers find when they get here? A bunch of beautiful people on bikes, for one. There’s nothing more quintessentially Copenhagen than navigating its streets on two wheels, though this charismatic harbour city of 1.4 million is also a joy to explore on foot or using the new circle-line metro.

Many come for the highlights, such as postcard-perfect Nyhavn and the historic Tivoli Gardens, only to fall for the lower-key neighbourhoods like hip Nørrebro or vibey Vesterbro. Copenhagen is awash in bars, restaurants and cafes that beckon you to stick around and cosy up. So with centuries of royal history, world-class museums, culinary delights and thoughtful design, this elegant and egalitarian city is not to be missed.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Nyhavn

2Tivoli Gardens

SIGHTS

3Amalienborg Slot

4Assistens Cemetery

5Blågårdsgade

6Bopa Plads

7Botanisk Have

8Brumleby

9Christiansborg Slot

10Danish Architecture Centre

11Dansk Jødisk Museum

12Designmuseum Danmark

13Det Kongelige Bibliotek

14Dronning Louises Bro Rust

15Elmegade

16Enigma Museum of Communication

17Fælledparken

18Frederiksstaden

19Freetown Christiania

20Frihedsmuseet

21Galleri Bopa

22Galloperiet

23Inderhavnsbroen

24Jaegersborggade

25Kastellet

26Københavns Museum

27Kongens Have

28Kongens Nytorv

29Krigsmuseet

30Kunsthal Charlottenborg

31Little Mermaid

32Marmorkirken

33Nationalmuseet

34Natural History Museum of Denmark

35Nikolaj Kunsthal

36Nordatlantens Brygge

37Nørrebrogade

38Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek

39Nyboder

40Nyboders Mindestuer

41Østre Anlæg

42Palmehus

43Papirøen

44Parken

45Rådhus

46Refshaleøen

47Rosenborg Slot

48Rundetårn

49Sankt Pauls Kirke

50SMK

51Thorvaldsens Museum

52Vor Frelsers Kirke

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

53Badezone Sandkaj

54Copenhill

55GoBoat

56Kayak Republic

57Vega

EATING

58Alchemist

59Broens Gadekøkken

60Folkehuset Absalon

61Geranium

62Kødbyens Fiskebar

63Kokkeriet

64Meyers i Tårnet

65Morgenstedet

66POPL

67Torvehallerne

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

68Beat Café

69Fermentoren

70Søernes Ølbar

ENTERTAINMENT

71Det Kongelige Teater

72Det Ny Teater

73Operaen

74Pantomime Theatre

75Skuespilhuset

76Union

SHOPPING

77Reffen Street Food Market

78Stine Goya

79WAUW

TRANSPORT

80Canal Tours Gammel Strand

81Canal Tours Nyhavn

82FriendShips

83Hey Captain




TOP TIP

If you’re planning a lot of museum-hopping, consider a Copenhagen Card (copenhagencard.com). This discount card lasts one to five days (24 to 120 hours), and includes entrance to almost 90 attractions (including Tivoli, Christiansborg and Nationalmuseet) as well as public transport as far away as Roskilde, Helsingør and Stevns Klint.



Queen for a Day

EXPLORING COPENHAGEN’S NOBLEST NEIGHBOURHOOD

If there’s one defining image of Copenhagen – or even Denmark – it’s probably Nyhavn, the line-up of perfectly pastel portside townhouses in the centre of town. You can dabble in high culture nearby at the Skuespilhuset, part of the grand 1874 Det Kongelige Teater on Kongens Nytorv (King’s New Square), or at the eclectic Kunsthal Charlottenborg.

Or perhaps carry on past the quayside into Frederiksstaden, where the vibe becomes more refined still. The four identical palaces facing each other across the large cobbled square opposite green-and-gold domed Marmorkirken are the main residences of the Danish royal family. Completed in 1760, the palaces of Amalienborg Slot are named for kings Frederick VIII, and Christian VII, VIII and IX. Queen Margrethe II has lived in Christian IX’s palace since 1967. Two of the four palaces are open to visitors, where you can tour the reconstructed royal apartments. Outside, the Royal Life Guard put on their tall bearskin caps and march from Rosenborg Slot to Amalienborg for the changing of the guard daily at noon.

Nearby, the top-notch Designmuseum Danmark has eight brand-new exhibitions, from ancient samurai swords to iconic Danish design. Head next to the bunkers of Frihedsmuseet. Reopened in 2020 after a mysterious 2013 arson attack, the completely rebuilt Museum of the Danish Resistance covers life in Denmark during WWII. The museum is almost entirely underground, lending itself well to the sense of uncertainty, secrecy and constraint running through the exhibitions.

Just north, Kastellet is a huge pentagonal bastion-and-moat built to protect the entrance to Copenhagen’s inner harbour. It was started in 1626 under Christian IV, and expanded a few decades later by Frederik III. Even today, it’s still administered by the Ministry of Defence, but mostly used as offices. The rest of the site, including the 1703 church, is open for visitors, and the tree-lined bastions and ramparts today provide some of Copenhagen’s most unique recreational space, full of joggers and picnickers taking in the harbour views. The Little Mermaid sits on her rock just outside the bastions.

Originally built as housing for naval personnel, the quaint central neighbourhood of Nyboder features two-storey rowhouses that are still home to many military families. Most of the houses date to the second half of the 1700s, and their symmetrical layout around Sankt Pauls Kirke and vivid orange-yellow paint job (there’s even a term, ‘Nyboder yellow’ in Danish) make it a dream for photographers. It’s usually pretty quiet, but there’s a Sunday-only exhibition in the oldest building, Nyboders Mindestuer, and Michelin-starred restaurant Kokkeriet is tucked away here too.
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NYHAVN SAILORS, BARS & BROTHELS

Nyhavn seems like it could have been created with the express purpose of looking phenomenal on a postcard. In reality, King Christian V had this ‘New Harbour’ dug by Swedish prisoners-of-war in 1673, to connect more easily to his newly cobbled plaza, Kongens Nytorv. Nyhavn’s oldest surviving building, No 9, dates to shortly afterwards in 1681. Ironically, the southern side – now mostly ignored by tourists – was long considered the ‘good’ side of Nyhavn. The other side was a notorious strip of sailors’ bars and brothels when Hans Christian Andersen lived at No. 20, a far cry from the photogenic terrace cafes of today.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ROYAL COPENHAGEN

Generator

International hostel chain gets points for its central location and active bar and terrace. €

Babette Guldsmeden

Just next to Kastellet, offering characterful, cosy rooms, a rooftop spa and an organic restaurant. €€

Admiral Hotel

Modern rooms in a restored 1787 harbourfront warehouse between Nyhavn and Amalienborg. €€€


THE LITTLE MERMAID

Like it or not (and Copenhageners certainly do not), the Little Mermaid (Den Lille Havfrue) has become synonymous with Copenhagen, like New York’s Statue of Liberty or Rio’s Cristo Redentor, even though she’s barely 1.25m tall.

Beer baron Carl Jacobsen commissioned her after seeing a Royal Danish Theatre ballet of the Hans Christian Andersen tale. Sculptor Edvard Eriksen modelled the body on his wife Eline and the face on ballerina Ellen Price. Unveiled in 1913, she has presumably been prompting shrugs and/or selfies from tourists ever since.

She’s also been the target of dozens of attacks and indignities, including beheadings, amputations and various paint-dumpings, for political points or seemingly no point at all.
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WHERE TO FIND MODERN DINING IN CENTRAL COPENHAGEN

Famo Metro

Cheerful fixed-menu Italian dining with a front-row seat on the sunset side of Copenhagen’s lakes. €€€

Pluto

Popular bistro that hits the bulls-eye between cosy vibe and creative menu. €€

Lille Petra

Slip into this secret garden cafe for sandwiches and fresh bread in beautiful surrounds. €€

Get on the Water

COPENHAGEN BY BOAT

You’re never far from water in Copenhagen; it’s arguably the city’s defining feature. So there’s no better way to get to know the ‘merchants’ harbour’ than by boat!

Classic one-hour Canal Tours departs from Nyhavn or Gammel Strand, taking in the Inner Harbour, Christianshavn, the Slotsholmen Canal, and of course the Little Mermaid. Touristy though it may be, it really is a good and inexpensive way to see the city. Alternatively, hop on the Harbour Bus (Havnebus), a small electric ferry that makes 10 stops between Teglholmen and Orientkaj.

Kayak Republic rents out kayaks and stand-up paddleboards and GoBoat, FriendShips and Hey Captain all offer small-boat rental.


COPENHAGEN WITH KIDS
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Keri Bloomfield (@keri.bloomfield) is a New Zealander living in Copenhagen and author of Nothing Like a Dane: A real-life search for hygge in Denmark.

Playgrounds

With over 125 playgrounds, Copenhagen is a great city for kids. One of our favourites is the Traffic Playground (trafiklegepladsen) in Fælledparken, where bikes and helmets are free for kids aged two to eight. The cleverly hidden Konditaget Lüders is another fantastic playground with great city views.

Paddling Pools

In summertime we’ll head to one of the many soppebassiner – free water parks for children.

Science Centre

While it’s not free, the hands-on Experimentarium is a big winner with our seven-year-old; she’ll happily spend the day exploring.



WHERE TO EAT DANISH FAVOURITES

Toldbod Bodega

Serving up all your grandma’s favourite Danish classics since way back in 1787. €€

Café & Ølhalle ‘1892’

Cellar cafe at the Arbejdermuseet (Workers Museum) still parties like it’s 1899, with smørrebrod and snaps. €€

Aamanns Etablissement

An organic and up-to-date take on the Danish kitchen, with sister locations around town. €€€

Promenade to the Park Museums

FROM RAMPARTS TO FINE ARTS

The magnificently manicured Kongens Have (King’s Gardens) is the oldest park in the city. Once Christian IV’s vegetable garden, today it’s crisscrossed by romantic paths and fragrant rose borders. It faces the fairy-tale turrets and gables of the 1633 Dutch Renaissance–style Rosenborg Slot, which served as Christian IV’s summer home. The castle still holds Denmark’s crown jewels; visit the basement treasury to see Christian IV’s extravagant crown and Christian III’s jewel-studded sword.

Next door, the 10-hectare Botanisk Have (Botanic Gardens) feel organic and indulgent after the elegant geometry of Kongens Have. The extensive outdoor gardens are free, but don’t skimp on a ticket to the 1874 cast-iron-and-glass Palmehus, where the world’s largest flower occasionally blooms. At the north end of the gardens, a new 1.2-billion-kroner Natural History Museum of Denmark is set to open in late 2024. Until then you can still visit the exhibits in the existing museum, located on the corner of Øster Voldgade and Sølvgade.

Across the road, at the southern end of Østre Anlæg park, is Denmark’s largest art museum, the Statens Museum for Kunst, known by its acronym, SMK. Its grand Italian Renaissance Revival building is a visual treat, connected to a modern wing by a high glass atrium full of sculpture. The extensive permanent collections cover a wide variety of European art, from late-medieval works to the 19th-century Danish Golden Age and contemporary works. There’s also a fine cafe and shop.

Taste the World

GROUND ZERO FOR COPENHAGEN’S FOOD SCENE

On the site that was Copenhagen’s vegetable market until the 1950s, Torvehallerne (Market Halls) represents a return to form for one of the city’s most central squares. Opened in 2011, it’s rapidly become an epicentre of Copenhagen’s food scene; you can buy fresh fish and meat, or sample anything from Argentinian empanadas and Korean hotteok pancakes to traditional Danish pickled herring and smørrebrød from one of the 80 vendors. The vegetable market is back too, beautifully set outside between the twin glass halls.


ANOTHER QUEEN ON THE QUAY

In 2018, Copenhagen’s harbourfront hosted the most socially significant update to the city’s public-art canon in many years. I Am Queen Mary (iamqueenmary.com), by Virgin Islander and Danish artists La Vaughn Belle and Jeannette Ehlers, was raised in front of the West Indian Warehouse. This was HQ for the Danish West India Company, which managed the Danish slave trade and colonisation in the Virgin Islands (1672–1917).

The grand 7m statue depicted ‘Queen Mary’ Thomas, leader of the 1878 ‘Fireburn’ rebellion against wretched labour conditions on the islands’ sugarcane plantations. It was removed due to storm damage in 2020, but the artists are fundraising to create a permanent version.



WHERE TO DRINK IN COPENHAGEN

Søhesten

Pub quiz Tuesday, live jazz Wednesday and funky DJ weekends at this speakeasy-style hangout.

Hviids Vinstue

Feel the vibes of yesteryear at Copenhagen’s oldest bar, in the same spot since 1723.

Brønnum

Take in this atmosphere-drenched lounge on Kongens Nytorv from the comfort of a velour barstool.

Museum Hopping

THE CENTRE IS JAM-PACKED WITH CULTURE

You could spend days trying to hit every museum in central Copenhagen – so you’re better off savouring a few of them.

Starting opposite Tivoli, near the romantic 1905 Rådhus (city hall – tour the 105m tower) and Latin Quarter, the Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek, Nationalmuseet and Københavns Museum (engaging local history) are just a couple of blocks away. Ny Carlsberg Glyptotek is based on early Carlsberg brewing magnate Carl Jacobsen’s private glyptotheca (sculpture collection). There’s a significant showing of 19th-century Danish and French art, including the largest collection of Rodin sculptures outside of France and 47 Gauguin paintings, displayed alongside works by greats like Van Gogh, Monet and Renoir. The rest of the museum is just as fascinating, focused on Egypt and the ancient Mediterranean.

Denmark’s dynamic Nationalmuseet is the repository for all manner of Stone Age tools, Viking weaponry, rune stones and medieval jewellery (the exquisite Trundholm sun chariot is not to be missed). There are also exhibits contextualising Denmark’s place in the world, including the fascinating ‘Voices from the Colonies’, about Denmark’s little-discussed colonial history in places as far afield as India, Greenland and the Virgin Islands.

Cross the canal for spectacular Christiansborg Slot. Home to Folketinget (the Danish parliament), Prime Minister’s office and the Supreme Court, it has been the seat of power since the 1400s, and it’s unique in the world to have all three branches of government housed in one building. (Throw in the fact that the Queen has her reception rooms here and it’s really an all-in-one deal.) Visitors can check out these appropriately opulent royal reception rooms, as well as the royal kitchen, stables and palace chapel. You can also see the castle’s first foundations, a set of 11th-century ruins found underneath. Above ground, take the elevator up to the tower for fabulous city views, or even a high-flying meal at Meyers i Tårnet. The colourful and ancient-looking Thorvaldsens Museum, chock-full of impressive mythological sculpture from Thorvaldsen himself (d 1844), is next door.

On the south side of Slotsholmen are the Dansk Jødisk Museum (bold, modern and very informative); Det Kongelige Bibliotek (Royal Danish Library) better known as the Black Diamond (Den Sorte Diamant), a polished black granite, architectural landmark on the harbourfront; and Krigsmuseet (War Museum) – see the affecting day-in-the-life exhibit on Danish soldiers in Afghanistan. Round out this museum-dense islet with the Danish Architecture Centre, where you can explore with VR, puzzles and a 40m playground slide, just past the library.

Crossing back onto the mainland at Højbro Plads, take in the unexpected Nikolaj Kunsthal – a 13th-century church now home to rotating contemporary-art exhibitions (tower tours on weekends only) before arriving at the unique 35m Rundetårn (Round Tower), built as an observatory for astronomer Tycho Brache in 1642.
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DESTINATION: DESIGN
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Mille Maria Steffen-Nielsen Smith is head of communications at Designmuseum Danmark (@designmuseumdanmark) and these are her design favourites.

Etage Projects

Beautiful art and design gallery with changing exhibitions (Borgergade 15). In the cool, urban gallery space you can marvel at lamps and vases by Danish artist FOS or tinted mirrors by Sabine Marcelis.

Danish Design Showrooms

Near Designmuseum, visit House of Finn Juhl (Gothersgade 9), Montana Furniture (Bredgade 24) or File Under Pop (Esplanaden 6).

Design-Forward Cafes & Bars

Apollo Bar hosts trendy art parties and fashionable flea markets, while Den Lille Blå might be the city’s most beautiful wine bar.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN CENTRAL COPENHAGEN

Hotel Kong Arthur

Elegant rooms, some of which have views over the Lakes, and a full-service spa for guests. €€

Danhostel Copenhagen City

The building looks rather institutional, but the price is right and the views are righter still. €

Scandic Nørreport

Opened in 2022, boutique-style rooms and a rooftop cocktail bar overlook the cityscape. €€


A Trip to Tivoli

ONE OF THE WORLD’S OLDEST AMUSEMENT PARKS

The Tivoli Gardens is exactly what you would expect a Danish-designed amusement park to be: all the fun and fantasy, none of the tacky junk. (OK, a bit of tacky junk, but still – it really is the prettiest amusement park you’ll ever visit.) Guests can ride the century-old roller coaster, enjoy the Saturday evening fireworks or just take in the storybook atmosphere. ‘Fredagsrock’ concerts take place on the outdoor Plænen stage on summer Friday evenings, but these occasionally reach capacity, so go early. There’s also the 1874 open-air Pantomime Theatre with theatre and orchestra performances, and heaps of places offering quality food and drink. It opens April to September, plus Halloween and Christmas.


STROLL ON STRøGET

Copenhagen’s main pedestrian street, the 1.1km Strøget (struh-ul), runs through the heart of the city. It’s home to several Danish design flagships, like Royal Copenhagen porcelain, Illums Bolighus design store and Georg Jensen silverware. Luxury brands are clustered towards Amagertorv and Kongens Nytorv, while the end near Rådhuspladsen is more downmarket. Strædet has more interesting local ceramics and antique shops, and the beautifully verdigrised Stork Fountain (Storkespringvandet).



The Road to Refshaleøen

UNPRONOUNCEABLE & UNMISSABLE

Since the shipyards closed in 1996, the industrial island of Refshaleøen – commonly (and mercifully) referred to as simply ‘Reffen’ – has slowly become a hip cultural centre.

The focal point for many visitors is the Reffen Street Food Market (open March to September), Scandinavia’s largest. With dozens of cuisines from Afghanistan to Argentina, and a big Mikkeller beer bar attached, hip Copenhageners gravitate here in summer. And just around the corner, double-Michelin-starred Alchemist takes you on a surreal 50-course culinary journey.

A short walk away is CopenHill. Visible from around the city, the 85m building is the world’s first and only power plant/ski slope/climbing wall combo. Ski rental is at the ready. Alternatively, it’s free to walk the 450m up to the cafe-bar and views on top.


PADDLE THE CANALS

Most boat tours take in the canals of Christianshavn, but it’s also a great place to paddle yourself around in a kayak or on a stand-up paddleboard. See for some rental options.



WHERE TO HANG OUT IN CENTRAL COPENHAGEN

Palæ Bar

Soak up the living-room vibes at this cosy, warmly decorated bar and lunch spot.

Bastard Café

Come and play one of the hundreds of board games at this stalwart cafe-bar.

Boulebar

Play a few rounds of petanque, even in winter, at this indoor bar and boules court.

Explore Central Christianshavn

CANALS & CHURCHES

Across the water from Nyhavn, Christianshavn is perhaps Copenhagen’s most unique neighbourhood, built over a series of artificial islands and 17th-century bastions, cut through by canals. Start exploring from pedestrian-only Inderhavnsbroen, aka Kyssebroen (the Kissing Bridge), after its two moveable halves that meet in the middle. Just north is the futuristic Operaen (Copenhagen Opera House). Closer to the bridge, the trapezoidal skyline of Papirøen (Paper Island) is one of the city’s newest developments with flats and restaurants. Ahead is Broens Gadekøkken street food market, where you can grab a bite or head to Noma’s burger spin-off, POPL. The Nordatlantens Brygge (North Atlantic House) sits behind, with exhibitions from Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands.

Stroll the waterfront or Christianshavn’s atmospheric inner streets to the dramatic black-and-gold baroque spire of the 18th-century Vor Frelsers Kirke. It’s 400 steps to the top (150 of them outside – acrophobics take note!), and the city views up top are divine.
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BEST CENTRAL EATS

Høst

Perfectly pretty and perennially popular New Nordic bistro serving sustainable set menus; book ahead. €€€

Iluka

Innovative insider’s seafood restaurant – think squid moose and Danish seaweed. €€

Seks Bakery

New, joyfully colourful, vegetarian bakery and brunch hotspot. €€

Lillians Smørrebrød

Tuck into a classic at this recently redesigned, but still affordable, open-sandwich bar. €

DØP

Not your average pølsevogn, this all-organic stand next to the Round Tower takes Danish hot dogs to the next level. €



WHERE TO DRINK CLASSY COCKTAILS

Trio

Take in the views from this 9th-floor cocktail lounge atop the 2017 Axel Towers.

Ruby

Gaze over at Slotsholmen from one of the leather chairs at this impeccable, intimate address.

Strøm

Get swept away in the art-deco ambience at this award-winning bar on Gråbrødretorv square.

Anarchist-Inspired Counterculture

HIPPY COMMUNE IN THE HEART OF THE CITY

Encompassing a once-abandoned military barracks and a stretch of 17th-century ramparts, Freetown Christiania is one of Copenhagen’s most unlikely stories. Established by squatters and anarchists in 1971, it’s still a semi-autonomous community, about 1000-strong, and has existed in an uneasy relationship with the Danish state ever since.

Christiania offers a tantalising taste of the slightly chaotic counterculture that perfectly coiffed Copenhagen sometimes lacks; full of whimsical DIY homes, eateries, beer gardens and music venues. And, of course, the notorious ‘Pusher Street’ (no photos!), where weed and hash are sold openly, despite being illegal in wider Denmark.

Wander around to find one of Thomas Dambo’s famous giant troll sculptures, visit local gallery Galloperiet (Stadens Museum for Kunst) or stop at Morgenstedet, a volunteer-run hippy cafe serving affordable vegetarian treats.

Resident-led tours start at the Prinsessegade entrance at 3pm (summer daily, winter weekends; 60kr). Oh, and bring cash. (Cards are not accepted here.)
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WHERE TO SWIM IN COPENHAGEN
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Laura Hall (@hello_laura_hall) is a Copenhagen-based travel journalist and outdoor swimmer. She shares her tips on where to make a splash.

Islands Brygge Havnebadet

Right in the middle of the harbour, this pool is the place to swim, sunbathe and hang out in summer.

Kastrup Søbad

Take a metro to Amager Strandpark and discover this architectural wonder, a swimming platform shaped like a snail shell.

Kalvebod Bølge

‘The Wave’ has space to sunbathe in summer and a dipping zone for hardy folk who like a chilly dip in winter.



WHERE TO SLEEP AROUND CHRISTIANSHAVN

Hotel CPH Living

Rooms on a German-built barge docked next to Langebro, with floor-to-ceiling windows and harbour views. €€

Kanalhuset

New boutique hotel in a fabulously restored 1754 building with a colourful, design-forward vibe. €€

Kaj Hotel

Gorgeous designer houseboat docked at the edge of Holmen, with kayaks for guests. €€€

Get to Know Nørrebro

WHERE THE COOL THINGS ARE

Recently declared the ‘coolest neighbourhood in the world’ by Time Out, any trip to Copenhagen would be woefully incomplete without taking some time to poke around the city’s hippest, densest, liveliest, foodiest, artsiest and most international neighbourhood.

Nørrebro just means ‘northern bridge’, and indeed the bridge is the best place to start exploring. Crossing the Lakes, Dronning Louises Bro Rust (Queen Louise’s Bridge) is a summertime hangout, and one of the world’s busiest bike routes.

Frenetic Nørrebrogade is the spine of the neighbourhood, running 2km until reaching Nørrebro Station. Most hotspots are within a few blocks of this artery and you can easily spend a day flaneuring your way around the mural-strewn streets. Make a left down Blågårdsgade for a fun mix of greengrocers and terrace bars, or a right down Elmegade for fresh fashion. This will land you at Sankt Hans Torv, home to the Union cultural centre.

Back on Nørrebrogade, duck behind the yellow walls into Assistens Cemetery. Formerly a paupers’ graveyard, it’s the burial place of leading cultural figures such as writer Hans Christian Andersen (d 1875) and physicist Niels Bohr (d 1962). It makes a lovely garden shortcut to Jaegersborggade, which is absolutely chock-a-block with gallery-workshops selling clothes, wine, jewellery, art and untold other goodies. From here, carry on a few steps past the park to Superkilen, a linear park running through the heart of Nørrebro and consisting of three parts – the red square, black square and green park. It’s an eclectic community space filled with pop art, swings, skateboard ramps and 108 design elements from 62 countries, alluding to the diverse residents of the neighbourhood. The hyper-photogenic squiggly stripes of the black square have become a Copenhagen icon since they first appeared in 2012.


NOMA

Even though the vast majority of Copenhageners have never darkened the (obviously exquisite) doors of René Redzepi’s renowned restaurant, it became world-famous not just for quality and innovation, but because noma and the 2004 New Nordic Food Manifesto catalysed a sea change in Danish, Nordic and ultimately global dining.

If you can afford their 20-course tasting menu, it’s a meal you won’t soon forget. But in 2023, noma is off to Japan, returning to its idyllic dining space on the edge of Christiania, for one last season in 2024, before reinventing itself as a Food Lab and only doing occasional pop-ups.



WHERE TO HEAR LIVE MUSIC IN CHRISTIANIA

Nemoland

At the heart of ‘downtown’, this bar, stage and restaurant complex puts on Sunday-evening concerts in summer.

Loppen

Lively, intimate music venue with a reliably strong calendar of Danish and international acts.

Den Grå Hal

Live-music venue that also hosts a Christmas market in December.

Explore Sophisticated Østerbro

PEACEFUL, PRETTY & FULL OF PRAMS

Østerbro has long been an affluent corner of the city, where the late-19th-century apartments that dominate the landscape were always larger and grander than the crowded tenements of neighbouring Nørrebro. While it won’t be named world’s coolest neighbourhood anytime soon, Østerbro has an urbane and understated charm, where babies really do take naps outside cafes.

The grand open fields of picnic paradise Fælledparken are where footballers practise their moves in the shadow of Parken stadium, home to FC København and the Danish national football team. More surprisingly, it’s also home to Geranium, the three-Michelin-star restaurant ranked best in the world in 2022. The hulking modern stadium also makes an odd neighbour to the dollhouse-pretty rowhouses of the 1860s Brumleby quarter next door.

At the Trianglen junction across the street, the new Enigma Museum of Communication will open in spring 2023, with interactive exhibits on global communications and the complex questions these technologies raise.

From Trianglen, tranquil Sortedam Sø lake is steps away. Here, you can drop into the exceedingly cosy Søernes Ølbar and ponder how it’s possible that in the 1960s there was a serious proposal to run a 12-lane highway down these lakes!

The streets up past the lakes are dotted with fashion and design boutiques like Stine Goya and WAUW ceramics, and pretty plazas like the delightfully hidden Bopa Plads (and Galleri Bopa). From here, it’s 2km to sandy Svanemølle Beach, or aim for nearby Nordhavn, where you can climb up to the whimsical, eight-floor Konditaget Lüders playground, whose external staircase comes complete with stopwatch function to time your ascent to the top. Alternatively, you can hop in the water at Badezone Sandkaj.


BEST CONCERTS & MUSIC VENUES IN COPENHAGEN

Alice

Nonprofit venue focusing on alternative and eclectic styles from around the globe.

Vega

Three halls showing Danish and international performers in a beautifully restored modernist building.

Pumpehuset

Central spot for everything from new Danish hip-hop to Chicago house and drag shows.

Spillestedet Stengade

Volunteer-run Nørrebro venue with a diverse calendar, but especially known for rock and metal.

DJ-Led Nightclubs

Kødbyen is a good bet, or check out Culture Box, Werkstatt, Bolsjefabrikken or Kargo.



WHERE TO STAY IN NøRREBRO & ØSTERBRO

Urban Camper

Nørrebro’s new hostel with a big lively bar and a unique tented dormitory setup. €

Rye115

Feel like a real Copenhagener in this warm and familial boutique hotel on a quiet Østerbro street. €€

TheKrane

A luxurious night like no other atop what used to be a coal-scooping crane in Nordhavn. €€€

Vibey Vesterbro

COPENHAGEN’S DYNAMIC NIGHTLIFE DISTRICT

Vesterbro has been a culturally significant neighbourhood long before the first waves of ‘90s gentrification. Most of the action flows southwest from Hovedbanegård (Central Station) along three parallel streets: Vesterbrogade, Istedgade and Halmtorvet/Sønder Blvd.

Vesterbrogade is the main thoroughfare, passing by Vesterbros Torv where a half-dozen terrace cafes overlook the 1908 Eliaskirken and Det Ny Teater opposite. Further along turn into Værnedamsvej, one of the city’s most charming streetscapes, to find designer boutiques, gourmet groceries and pavement cafes, with a Parisian vibe.

Istedgade is one of Copenhagen’s most (in)famous streets, considered an epicentre of drugs and prostitution. The blocks closest to the central station retain a somewhat seedy air, but the hipster coffee and artisanal-everything density climbs sharply as you head towards Enghave Plads – where Beat Café does tapas and vinyl, and nearby Vega does concerts.

Halmtorvet/Sønder Boulevard is the hippest of the bunch. Its linear green space runs almost 2km to Carlsberg Byen and borders Kødbyen (the Meatpacking District), a massive former abattoir complex that’s divided into brown, grey and white sectors based on the colour of the buildings. The brown and grey parts are older (dating to 1879), while the white’s celebrated modernist halls were opened in 1934. It’s worth a visit here by day or by night to take in the variety of extraordinary restaurants, energetic galleries and ample choice of bars, breweries and nightclubs open late into the night. You can eat anything from old-school Danish pork sandwiches to award-winning oysters (at Kødbyens Fiskebar) here. Or just feed your artist’s soul at V1 Gallery or Bo Bjerggaard galleries.

Next along is candlelit craft-beer destination Fermentoren, and further still is Folkehuset Absalon, an ex-church which hosts popular daily communal dinners.

Carlsberg Byen is a new development in the former brewery, where the museum is under renovation until mid-2023.
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BEST FOOD STOPS IN ØSTERBRO

Café Bopa

Brunch by day and beats by night at this do-it-all cafe. €€

Gro Spiseri

Fresh, family-style dining in a greenhouse on the fantastic ØsterGRO rooftop farm. €€€

Hahnemanns Køkken

Exquisite organic bakery-patisserie-cafe from chef and food writer Trine Hahnemann. €€

Madmanden

Weekday-only smørrebrød and pork-sandwich takeaway window, beloved by locals for a workday lunch. €

VeVe

This vegetarian sister restaurant to Nørrebro’s Kiin Kiin serves a globetrotting six-course menu in designer surrounds. €€€

Juno

There’s a reason for the queue. Join it for some Swedish-style cardamom rolls. €



WHERE TO STAY IN VESTERBRO

Hotel Ottilia

Be the first to explore the new Carlsberg Byen from this industrial-chic boutique hotel. €€€

Coco Hotel

Crisp, colourful design and discounts at 16 co-owned restaurants makes this boutique hotel a winner. €

Annex Copenhagen

Budget sibling to the excellent Absalon Hotel next door – colourful, comfortable and value for money. €

Frederiksberg’s Tranquil Parks

POLISHED & PRETTY URBAN OASIS

Though it’s entirely surrounded by Copenhagen, affluent Frederiksberg is a separate municipality. It feels different, too, thanks to all the stand-alone mansions and smart apartment blocks.

Approaching from the Lakes, follow either the tree-lined Frederiksberg Allé or the main shopping street, Gammel Kongevej. From the latter, you arrive first at the Frederiksberg Rådhus, notable for its Saturday flea market.

Most of the highlights are centred on romantic Frederiksberg Have, one of the finest gardens in Copenhagen. Meander around the bird-rich waterways, or take one of the idyllic 20-minute rowboat tours.

The hilltop Frederiksberg Slot dates to the beginning of the 18th century, built as a summer residence for King Frederick IV, and home to the Royal Danish Military Academy since 1869. Next door in the world-class Copenhagen Zoo, the panda house and elephant enclosure were designed by famous architects BIG and Fosters.

Cross Roskildevej into adjacent park Søndermarken, where one of the city’s strangest attractions sits right beneath your feet. The Cisternerne (Cisterns) once served Copenhagen’s water reservoir, holding up to 16 million litres. They were drained in 1981, and since 2013 have served as an utterly unique art-exhibition space where you might find yourself handed a pair of gumboots, or even seated in a rowboat!
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BEST BITES & BEATS IN KøDBYEN

Prolog Coffee

Perfectly refined roastery with superb coffee, snacks and outdoor seating.

Hija de Sanchez

Takeaway taqueria incarnation of Sanchez restaurant, serving a phenomenal short menu. €

Warpigs

Brewing and barbequing on the spot, this US-DK flavour alliance is a reliable hit. €

Jolene

Small, sweaty and perfect for the eclectic electro vibes pumping here until late.

Mesteren & Lærlingen

The music changes, but the party goes on – usually spilling way out the front door.




Getting Around

Copenhagen is a compact city that’s easily explored on foot or by taking the metro’s new circle line. However, there’s no better way to get around than cycling. There are separated bike lanes all over the city as well as several cycle highways and bridges. You can pick up a white city bike (bycyklen.dk) or orange Donkey Republic bike (donkey.bike). Download an app to use either. There are countless other rental places and hotels often have bikes for guests.

The circle-line metro is an efficient way to get across the city in minutes and has stops close to the major sights, such as Kongens Nytorv and Marmokirken, as well as in neighbourhoods Nørrebro, Østerbro, Vesterbro and Frederiksberg.

Copenhagen’s S-train is also a useful option for short hops in the centre, and to travel further out of the city, not to mention the network of buses and electric ferries. Buy a Rejsekort (rejsekort.dk) for seamless, discounted travel, and use app Rejseplanen (rejseplanen.dk) to find out how to get from A to B.






Beyond Copenhagen


Copenhagen’s suburbs are anything but dull, offering splendid castles, world-class art galleries, glorious beaches and forested parks.
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Copenhagen’s suburbs spill up and down the coast from the city, north towards Helsingør and the Danish Riviera, south onto the island of Amager and towards Køge. The coast north of the city is a particularly scenic – and swanky – part of the country, known for its modernist villas and historic homes along the seashore.

But no matter which direction you go, there’s plenty to see and do, from modern art to marine biology and Michelin-starred country inns. A few of the highlights here are considered Copenhagen must-sees, like the Louisiana Museum and palatial Frederiksborg Slot. But wherever you end up, nothing listed in this section is more than an hour from central Copenhagen.
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TOP TIP

You can save money by buying a combined Louisiana ticket and round-trip train pass for 235kr (see dsb.dk).



Get Lost in Denmark’s Grandest Castle

ZEALAND’S ROYAL PLAYGROUND

Almost 40km northwest of Copenhagen, Hillerød is home to one of Denmark’s most iconic and spectacular buildings, Frederiksborg Slot. Jutting straight out of the waters, this graceful Dutch Renaissance-style castle-palace is packed to the elaborate rafters with over-the-top artwork, including hundreds of portraits, tapestries and opulent furnishings. It also functions as the Museum of National History. The scale can be overwhelming, but don’t miss the dazzlingly extravagant chapel and its 1001 pipe organ. Afterwards, cruise around the lake on the ‘little ferry’ or wander the manicured Slotshaven gardens.


WHY I LOVE DRAGøR
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Sean Connolly, writer

I had been living in Copenhagen for a few years before I even realised there was a town beyond the airport. Though it serves as a bedroom community for Copenhagen, I love how hidden Dragør somehow manages to be; it really feels like you’re in an old fishing village – even though you’re practically on top of the airport. Besides, it’s just a quirky little place, with its massive ‘Big Mermaid’ statue (14 tonnes of unapologetically curvaceous granite), a Thai cafe in an old naval fort and a wide, windswept beach. Throw in a bike ride down the back side of the airport to get here, and you’ve got a fabulous day out.



Modern-Art Wonder

DENMARK’S CONTEMPORARY-ART HOTSPOT

Even for non-gallery-goers, Louisiana Museum of Modern Art is a treat. This extraordinary gallery sits in a garden landscape facing the Øresund, where a maze of halls and glass corridors integrate seamlessly with the grounds outside, dotted with surrealist sculpture. Exhibitions rotate frequently, meaning visitors will almost always encounter something new. The museum is in Humlebæk, 35km from Copenhagen.

Forests & Funfairs

UNWIND IN THE KING’S OLD HUNTING GROUNDS

Dyrehaven (Jægersborg Deer Park) is one of three Unesco-recognised royal hunting estates in north Zealand. Today it’s a very popular excursion from Copenhagen for a day of walking and deer-spotting, with around 2000 deer living in the park. On a hilltop at the heart of the park is Christian VI’s elegant 1734 Hermitage hunting lodge (tours on summer weekends).

In the park’s southeast, you’ll find Bakken, the world’s oldest amusement park. While the roller-coaster, cotton-candy fun-fest lacks some of Tivoli’s charm, it still makes for a fun day out.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK BEYOND COPENHAGEN

Café Sylten

Cosy beach-cottage vibes on a windswept shore just south of Dragør, with views of the Øresund bridge. €€

Den Røde Cottage

A refined seasonal multicourse menu in a cottage tucked away in the forest behind Taarbæk near Dyrehaven. €€€

No. 22 Bistro

Seafood, smørrebrød and bistro classics right on Rungsted Harbour, between Copenhagen and Louisiana. €€

Away to Amager & Beyond

UNSUNG SOUTHERN NEIGHBOUR

Though Amager (am-ah) is a separate island, the city of Copenhagen covers its northern half before giving way to the suburbs. Within a few minutes of Christianshavn, there’s a lively main drag, Amagerbrogade, kilometres of dunes and beach at Amager Strandpark, the largest campus of the University of Copenhagen, the DR Koncerthuset and plenty of worthwhile restaurants and bars (like Ingolfs Kaffebar).

Just before the airport (Metro 2), Den Blå Planet is Denmark’s national aquarium, with an impressive collection of sea life and a terrestrial rainforest room with sloths and birds. Kids are well catered for, and there are several hands-on touch pools.

Behind the airport lies Dragør (Drough-ur), a fairy-tale village of half-timbered homesteads painted in traditional golden-ochre hues and huddled around a clutch of narrow cobbled lanes leading down to the still-busy fishing harbour.
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BEST PLACES TO SLEEP BEYOND COPENHAGEN

Raadvad Vandrerhjem

Budget rooms in a historic building surrounded by the forest at the Raadvad mill complex. €

Kokkedal Slot

Sleep in an 18th-century castle overlooking a golf course between Rungsted and Nivå. €€

Dragør Hotel & Ferieudlejning

Neat self-contained holiday apartments smack dab in the centre of Dragør’s old city. €€



Copenhagen’s Cutting-Edge Gallery

ARKEN MUSEUM OF MODERN ART

On the coast south of Copenhagen, the innovative ARKEN Museum of Modern Art in Ishøj is known for its playful and unconventional site-specific installations, as well as post-1990 sculptures, paintings and mixed-media works. In 2022, it exhibited a recreation of Haus-Rucker-Co’s Giant Billiard, in which up to 15 visitors move enormous inflatable billiard balls across a 225-sq-metre mattress. The permanent collections include works from Andy Warhol, Damien Hirst and Ai Weiwei, plus significant Danish artists like Asger Jorn and Olafur Eliasson. The museum is surrounded by a moat on a barrier island facing Ishøj Beach – see if you can find the hiding troll.


Getting Around

Trains run frequently to Hillerød, for Frederiksborg Slot, and to Humlebæk for Louisiana, where it’s a short walk to the gallery. To reach Dyrehaven and Bakken, take an S-train north to Klampenborg station.

Amager is only minutes from Copenhagen city centre on the metro line, but for Dragør you’ll need bus 250S from the central station.

To get to Arken, hop on the S-train to Ishøj station, then bus 128 towards the beach.





HELSINGøR
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Once one of the most important maritime cities in Europe, Helsingør may no longer command the sea, but it still wears its nautical history on its sailor-tattooed sleeve. Guarding the passage between the North and Baltic Seas, Helsingør is strategically set at the Øresund strait’s narrowest point – it’s only 4km across to Helsingborg, Sweden – and its location has defined the city since its formal inception in the early 1400s.

Indeed, until 1658, when Denmark lost one of its many wars with Sweden, both sides of the water were Danish territory, making the kingdom fabulously wealthy thanks to the Sound Dues, taxes levied on ships passing through the strait. The city took shape over this period, and Helsingør’s medieval old centre, filled with narrow cobbled lanes and crooked half-timbered houses, is one of the city’s main draws, alongside the spectacular Kronborg castle – Shakespeare’s Elsinore – that still keeps watch over the water.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Kronborg Slot

SIGHTS

2Axeltorvet

3Gammel Færgestræde

4Han Statue

5Helsingør Bymuseum

6M/S Museet for Søfart

7Sankt Mariæ Kirke & Karmeliterklostret

8Sankt Olai Domkirke

9Skibsklarerergaarden

10Stengade

11Værftsmuseet

EATING

12Kulturværftet




TOP TIP

If you’re not basing yourself in Helsingør, the city can easily be visited as a day trip from Copenhagen. The train journey takes 45 minutes. Trains run throughout the night on weekends and stop just after midnight on weekdays, so you can linger over dinner and a digestif.



Hamlet’s Seafront Home

BAROQUE SPIRES & BASEMENT SQUIRES

Perhaps most famous in the English-speaking world as Elsinore Castle, the setting for Shakespeare’s 1602 play Hamlet, Kronborg Slot juts dramatically into the water at the Øresund’s narrowest point. This Unesco-listed Renaissance masterpiece is surrounded by a star-shaped system of moats, walls and bastions, and crowned with baroque green copper spires.

The Royal Apartments cover two floors of the castle, full of grand views and elaborate art, and across the wide courtyard are entrances to the 145-step Cannon Tower, the tapestry collection and the 1582 chapel. Even better is the descent into the spooky maze of casemates – subterranean dungeon passages barely lit by flickering paraffin lamps. Finish your visit with a stroll to the Flag Bastion to take in the cannoneer’s view over the sound.

The fort, then known as Krogen, first took shape at the command of King Erik of Pomerania in the 1420s, and along with its counterpart Kärnan in Helsingborg, got busy collecting tolls from passing ships. It made Helsingør rich, allowing Frederik II to significantly expand the castle in 1585. A 1629 fire destroyed most of the interior, except the chapel. The castle took another blow when it was occupied by Sweden from 1658 to 1660, after which Christian V shored up the defences, but the Danish royals largely lived elsewhere. It served as a barracks from 1785 until 1924, when it took on its present-day role as a museum.

Visitors can wander the site as they please, but guided tours are available in English twice daily and a mobile app also provides commentary.
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SHAKESPEAREAN IMAGINATION

Despite setting one of his most famous plays at Kronborg Slot, aka Elsinore, Shakespeare had never been to Denmark. It’s thought that the setting for Hamlet (1602) was inspired by tales of the newly expanded castle spread by travelling players as well as Danish nobles Frederik Rosenkrantz and Knud Gyldenstierne, who met the Bard in England in the 1590s. Their surnames might sound familiar – the two were written into the play as Hamlet’s childhood friends. Hamlet was first staged at the castle in 1816, and you can see a performance for yourself every August when Kronborg hosts the open-air Shakespeare Festival.



WHERE TO STAY IN HELSINGøR

Danhostel Helsingør

Set in an old manor on the beach a short walk from the centre. €

Kagefryds Gæstehus

Light and stylish studio set above the central cafe and patisserie of the same name. €€

Marienlyst Strandhotel

Helsingør’s oldest hotel is a large beachfront complex with sea-facing spa and well-regarded restaurant. €€€

Cloisters & Cobblestones

STROLLING HELSINGØR’S MEDIEVAL CENTRE

Helsingør’s compact and characterful city centre is full of fascinating things to see. The ship-shaped subterranean M/S Museet for Søfart (Maritime Museum of Denmark) is a cleverly designed and compelling exploration of Denmark’s maritime history and culture. Alongside nautical instruments, sea charts and wartime objects, the interactive exhibitions touch on everything from modern container shipping to Danish colonial trade networks and sailor tattoo culture.

Next door is the modern Kulturværftet (Culture Yard) events centre and cafe, which is also home to the revamped Helsingør Bymuseum (City Museum). Han, a male version of Copenhagen’s famous Little Mermaid statue, sits by the water. In the same waterside complex, the free Værftsmuseet (Shipyard Museum) delves into Helsingør’s 19th- and 20th-century shipbuilding history, once the city’s biggest industry, with more than 3000 workers. Away from the water, the 1500 Sankt Mariæ Kirke & Karmeliterklostret (St Marie Church & Carmelite Priory) is Scandinavia’s best-preserved monastic cloister, ringed with photogenic arched brick arcades. A block away, the Gothic Sankt Olai Domkirke (St Olaf’s Church) dates to 1559 in its current form, with a tall, copper-capped spire and a 12m altarpiece.

From here, enjoy a leisurely stroll around the old centre. Axeltorvet is the city’s old market square, while Stengade is the pedestrianised main shopping street. The blocks around Skyttenstræde, Gyldenstræde and Anna Queens Stræde at Stengade’s far end are half-timbered heaven, while Gammel Færgestræde, next to the 1580 Skibsklarerergaarden (Shipbroker House; often closed so check ahead) is another particularly atmospheric block.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN HELSINGøR

Strejf

Seasonal New Nordic seafood inside Helsingør’s Renaissance-style railway station. €€

Restaurant MOS

Danish soul food on Axeltorvet square, with lunchtime tapas and a ‘dozen-flavoured’ dinner menu. €€€

Vaerftets Madmarked

Warehouse-turned-food-hall thick with global food from Denmark to Damascus. €

Helsingør Røgeri

Picnic-ready mackerel or dish of the day from this chef-run smokehouse overlooking the harbour. €

Cafeen på Hammermøllen

Wander Helsingør’s Teglstrup Hegn forest towards Hellebæk, where this cafe does light meals overlooking a millpond. €




Getting Around

If you’re driving to Helsingør, park outside the old centre, which is best explored on foot. There’s 24-hour parking next to Værftets Madmarked. By train, Helsingør is easily connected to Copenhagen (45 minutes), Gilleleje (45 minutes) and Hillerød (30 minutes). Danish National Cycle Rte 9 is an approachable and scenic afternoon ride, with 45km of mostly protected bike lane along the coast between Copenhagen and Helsingør, and many fine stopping points in the upmarket towns and villages in between.

As of 2022, the Danish–Swedish Øresundståg train connecting to Malmö and beyond no longer serves Helsingør and instead terminates in Nivå, so you may have to change trains. Many visitors to Helsingør pop over the water to Sweden’s Helsingborg, and why not? The ferries run 24/7, and it’s 20 minutes each way, costing only €12 return.






Beyond Helsingør
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Stretch out in Zealand’s seafront summerland, with days spent at cliffs and beaches and dining on the catch of the day.


North Zealand is the final square on Denmark’s Monopoly board, home to some of the most desirable real estate in the country. The landscape is a patchwork of forest, lake and heath, punctuated with groves of summer cabins and luxury villas dotted along generous sweeps of beach. Also known as the ‘Danish Riviera’, this peninsula between the Øresund and Isefjord has long been a retreat for Copenhageners, including royalty, as the numerous castles, palaces and manors attest. The towns of the north coast – Tisvildeleje, Gilleleje, Hornbæk – are synonymous with summertime for many Danes. Grab an ice cream or a surfboard and soak up the atmosphere in this low-key idyll.
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Harbour, Hundested | natalia gh/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Lokalbane is a local railway serving north Zealand. From Helsingør, take 940R to Gilleleje (via Hornbæk). Alternatively, take bus 347.



The Danish Riviera

ZEALAND’S CASUAL-COOL NORTH COAST

West along the coast from Helsingør is the ‘Danish Riviera’. Though you’re unlikely to mistake it for the Côte d’Azur, Zealand’s summer heartland has plenty to offer lovers of sand, surf and a good seaside stroll. Much of the coast is developed into a summer-house suburbia, but because this is Denmark, it’s largely well designed and unobtrusive. The coast rolls over a handful of low hills and sparkles with beaches, forests and charming seaside villages along the water. Artsy Hornbæk has a fine beach for swimming or kiting, plus a centuries-old coastal plantation forest east of town. Gilleleje has an active fishing harbour, a pokey but surprisingly compelling lighthouse museum at Nakkehoved Fyr and plenty of galleries and boutiques for rainy days. The beach at Tisvildeleje might be the favourite along this coast for easy swimming, and it backs onto the sizeable Tisvilde Hegn and Troldeskoven forests, ideal for a blissful day between wild waves and wizened woods.

Overlooking the entrance to the Isefjord, Hundested is best known for its harbour full of restaurants and fishing boats, but next-door Lynæs is an increasingly popular destination for windsurfing and kitesurfing. Other beaches and forests are strung along the coast as well. Hit the 65km Nordkystruten (North Coast Rte, Danish National Cycle Rte 47) and see the smaller villages like Liseleje and the former bombing range moorland at Melby Overdrev at your own pace.
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Tisvilde Hegn beach huts | NICK BRUNDLE PHOTOGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT ON ZEALAND’S NORTH COAST

Adamsen’s Fisk

Casual waterfront eats and big portions at this Gilleleje fast food/fish market institution. €

Fyrkroen

All the Danish hits in a gorgeous seaside setting near the lighthouse outside of Gilleleje. €€

Hornbækhus

Smørrebrød lunches and celebrated communal meals at 7pm every evening at this hygge Hornbæk hotel. €€

Knud

Seafood and bistro classics on the harbourfront in Hundested. €€

Tinggården

This cottage restaurant on the south side of Tisvilde Hegn does a fabulous new Nordic course menu. €€€



WHERE TO SLEEP IN NORTHERN ZEALAND

Danhostel Hillerød

Popular budget pick in natural surroundings next to Store Dyrehave. €

Lynæs Surfcenter

You don’t have to be a surfer to appreciate the panoramic ‘surf shack’ cabins. €€

Hotel Gilleleje Strand

An elegant pick at the centre of Gilleleje, with an attached restaurant. €€



ROSKILDE
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Mostly known outside of Denmark for the massive Roskilde music festival, this former capital, about 30km west of Copenhagen, is not only a musical standout but also one of Denmark’s oldest towns and home to some of the country’s most significant historical treasures. The jewel in Roskilde’s crown is the towering, Unesco-listed Roskilde Cathedral, where generations of royals have been buried, but the Viking Ship Museum, just a short parkland walk away, is a window even deeper into the past, when this fjord-facing city was an important Viking settlement founded by the legendary King Harald Bluetooth in 980 CE.

Roskilde’s musical reputation doesn’t quit when the festival packs up. The new Musicon neighbourhood, a former industrial park, is home to Ragnarock, an innovative and experiential museum of modern music, where you can dive into Danish and international pop culture from the 1950s until today.
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TOP TIP

There’s free unlimited parking in front of Museumsøen and the Viking Ship Museum. Roskilde is a rail hub with good connections south to Køge. Bike lanes run most of the way to Roskilde from Copenhagen; 30km on Roskildevej/Rte 156 or 40km on scenic Danish National Cycle Rte 4.



Viking Ships & Royal Crypts

ROSKILDE’S HISTORIC HEAVYWEIGHTS

The ultra-fine Gothic spires of Roskilde Domkirke loom over the city. This spectacular Unesco-listed cathedral is the finest religious building in Denmark. Bishop Absalon laid the first bricks in 1170 atop a previous wooden church, but a series of fires, renovations and the Reformation mean the church today is as much a historical relic as it is a living document of 850 years of Danish history, architecture and leadership: 21 kings and 18 queens are buried here. A tomb designed by artist Bjørn Nørgaard has already been prepared in one of the cathedral’s 11 chapels for Queen Margrethe II, who celebrated 50 years on the throne in 2022.

The chapels are diverse in decor, from the baroque trompe l’œil and wrought iron of Christian IV (d 1648) to the cold, elegiac neoclassical style of Frederik V (d 1766) or the strikingly elegant marble tomb of Margrete I (d 1412), who was the first monarch to be buried here.

Overlooking Stændertorvet, Roskilde’s large main square, is Sankt Laurentius, where you can summit the bell tower – spared demolition after the Reformation – and descend into the basement, where the skeletal remains of medieval graves await.

At the harbourside the Viking Ship Museum contains five original Viking longboats, discovered at the bottom of Roskilde Fjord in 1962 and painstakingly reassembled. The ‘Skuldelev ships’ were sunk intentionally around 1070 to blockade the fjord and prevent a seaborne enemy attack. Take a guided tour of the connected Museumsøen boatyard, where artisans and experimental archaeologists build reconstructions using period tools and techniques.
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Viking Ship Museum | Diego Grandi/shutterstock ©


ROCKIN’ ROSKILDE

Founded in 1971, the legendary Roskilde Music Festival is probably the city’s biggest claim to fame. It’s northern Europe’s largest festival, with 130,000 attendees and 160-plus bands. Past headliners have included Bob Dylan, Kraftwerk and Kendrick Lamar. The big event spans four days, with a four-day ‘warm-up’ period. Plan well ahead if you want to score tickets (€325 for the whole fest).

Anchored by the dramatic neon-and-gold facade of the Ragnarock music museum, the factory-turned-neighbourhood of Musicon sits between Roskilde’s centre and the festival grounds. Here you’ll find summer concerts, cafes and eclectic galleries and workshops. Inside, the museum is a visual and auditory feast, with interactive music, dance and recording exhibits.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN ROSKILDE

Raven på Gimle

Popular live-music venue and bar with a volunteer-run cafe serving simple meals. €

Musicon Mikrobryggeri

Paninis and pints at this itty-bitty container-built brewery at the heart of Musicon. €

M/S Sagafjord

Dine on Danish classics aboard this 1950s ship as it cruises around Roskilde Fjord. €€€




Beyond Roskilde
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Lokalbane is a local railway serving north Zealand. From Helsingør, take 940R to Gilleleje (via Hornbæk). Alternatively, take bus 347.


Zealand might account for only a small slice of the Danish pie, but it punches well above its weight. This region tends to get passed over by visitors zipping between Copenhagen and Odense, but it reveals an unexpected landscape of creaky old mills and half-timbered farmsteads, windswept peninsulas, wildly unexpected wineries and active fishing villages with smokehouses on the docks. At the dramatic sea cliffs south of Køge at Stevns Klint, you can go for a hike and unravel the mysteries of the ancient past. Throw in two of the country’s most important Viking sites at Trelleborg and Lejre, and you’ll wonder why more people don’t slow down and savour a bit of Zealand.
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Viking longhouse, Trelleborg | Stefano Ember/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The train network is useful, but some Zealand attractions are spread out and better suited to exploration by car.



Zealand’s Viking Trail

HELMET-LOADS OF HISTORY

Set 10km west of Roskilde, Lejre village is home to the delightful Sagnlandet Lejre (Lejre Land of Legends), an open-air archaeological museum that covers 3 hectares of countryside. Reconstructions take you through several historical eras, from a Stone Age campsite to a 1700s farmstead, by way of Iron Age and Viking-era settlements and a sacrificial bog. With the 2020 opening of the King’s Hall it became a must-see. Using the largest Viking-era building ruins ever unearthed in Denmark as a template (discovered in a nearby field in 2009), the 61m-long, 650-sq-metre masterpiece of experimental archaeology was built from more than 1000 tonnes of Danish oak.

Continuing the Viking trail, Trelleborg in west Zealand is one of the region’s best-preserved sites. Built in 980 CE, this large ring fortress is a perfectly circular raised earthwork, 17m wide, 6m high and 150m across. A king’s hall and a small reconstructed Viking village are near the attached museum.

Just 4km outside Køge, the ancient Vikingeborgen (Viking Castle) ring fortress was only discovered in 2014 with the help of LiDAR imaging. Test excavations confirmed it was a lost fortress, and carbon dating placed it in the late 900s, the era of King Harald Bluetooth. A new museum and Viking studies centre are expected to open in 2024.
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King’s Hall, Lejre | STIG ALENAS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KøGE

Troldegården

Rural farmstead with a handful of individually decorated rooms just outside the city. €€

Vallø Slotskro

Rooms overlooking the castle pair well with a five-course dinner in the fantastic restaurant downstairs. €€

Centralhotellet

Neat modern rooms in an old building next to Køge’s main square. €€



WHERE TO EAT IN KøGE

Kies Kaffekælder

Well-loved cafe with a cute garden courtyard serving cakes and light meals. €

Pakhuset Braunstein

Come for the stone-oven pizzas and stay for the microbrews and harbour views. €€

Skippers Dreng

Meaning ‘Skipper’s Son’, Danish and bistro-style options are served on the harbourfront. €€

Cretaceous Chalky Cliffs

SEASIDE VIEWS INTO THE PAST

The Danish landscape is not known for high drama, but a delightful exception is the 40m chalk cliffs of Stevns Klint that plunge into the sea, and the thin layer of clay that reveals secrets about an asteroid strike that is thought to have wiped out the dinosaurs. The dazzling Stevns Klint Experience museum opened in 2022 and explains the science behind the extinction event inscribed in the cliff stones. To get here, it’s a 2.5km (30-minute) walk from nearby village, Rødvig. Afterwards press on another 15 minutes north to the Stevnsfort Cold War Museum, a former military outpost offering fascinating guided tours into 1.7km of underground command bunkers carved into the limestone.

A 22km coastal footpath (trampesti) runs between Rødvig in the south and Bøgeskov Havn in the north. Midway, Højerup is famous for its jaw-droppingly precarious Gamle Kirke (Old Church), perched on the cliff edge. The reinforced remainder has a dramatic viewing platform where the altar once was. From here, the Stevns Fyr lighthouse (which you can climb) is a 1.5km walk north.

If you’re after more geology, head west to Faxe Kalkbrud, a massive, active limestone quarry, where you can dig up 63-million-year-old fossilised sea creatures with a hammer and chisel from the Geomuseum Faxe next door.


ODSHERRED OENOLOGY
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Based on the west coast of Odsherred, Nina and Niels Fink (@vejrhojvingaard) are the founders of Vejrhøj Vingård, which produces about 20,000 bottles of wine a year. Here they share their favourite Zealand wineries.

At first sight, we decided this was the place for us to retire. What we didn’t know was that the land we acquired was the perfect spot for a vineyard. We’ve been on a journey, uncovering the potentials of this (so far) rather unknown terroir of Danish wine.

Dyrehøj Vingaard

Denmark’s largest winery, on the Røsnæs peninsula.

Agerbo Vingaard

Our neighbours on the Nekselø Bugt.

Ørnberg Vin

A delightful setting on Sjællands Odde.



Take in Views to Copenhagen

ZEALAND’S FAMOUS FOREST TOWER

The Forest Tower (Skovtårnet) at Camp Adventure, a 45-minute drive from either Roskilde or Copenhagen, is as elegant as it is unexpected. Poking out above the trees of the Denderup Vænge forest, this 45m hourglass-shaped tower, with a spiralling 650m-long wheelchair-accessible ramp leading to the top, has views to Copenhagen on a clear day. A 1.6km boardwalk leads to the tower’s base. The Forest Tower is just one part of Camp Adventure’s large nature-adventure facility, where you can glamp in a yurt with a sauna or show off your skills on high ropes and climbing courses. There’s also an outdoor food court and cut-your-own flower farm.


Getting Around

Public transport in south and west Zealand is pretty comprehensive. Lejre is easily reached by train from Roskilde, while Trelleborg is found just outside Slagelse on the main Copenhagen-Odense train line. Vikingborgen is on bus route 260R, 20 minutes outside Køge.

Køge is just 20 minutes by frequent trains from Roskilde and 40 minutes from Copenhagen.

Local trains (110R/210R) connect to Faxe Ladeplads and Rødvig (40 minutes from Køge). Bicycles aren’t allowed on the Stevns Klint footpath, but the parallel road behind is fine for cycling.

Forest Camp is most easily reached by car from Roskilde or Copenhagen.





MøN
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For many Danes, the island of Møn is synonymous with Møns Klint – Denmark’s tallest series of limestone cliffs rising to an impressive 126m. They’re topped with lovely beechwoods and in nearby meadows, rare orchids bloom in spring. The closest settlement to the cliffs is Klintholm Havn, a marina village which has some unexpectedly attractive beaches within walking distance of its small fishing port.

The island’s main hub and appealing little capital is Stege which, during the Middle Ages, was one of Denmark’s wealthiest provincial towns, thanks to its lucrative herring industry. Home to art studios, cute side streets like Farverstræde, and the brewery, Bryghuset Moen, it’s an enjoyable place to meander around.

In the villages of Elmelund, Keldby and Fanfjord, the churches are adorned with medieval murals and if you wind your way further west through pretty undulating terrain, you’ll pass several intriguing 5000-year-old tunnel graves.
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Møns Klint | Laurie Noble/GETTY IMAGES ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Møns Klint

SIGHTS

2Elmelunde Kirke

3Fanefjord Kirke

4Grønsalen

5Keldby Kirke

6Klekkende Høj

7Kong Asgers Høj

8Møn Fyr

9Møns GeoCenter




TOP TIP

Stege is linked by bus to the railway station at Vordingborg once or twice an hour. Ponderously slow buses from Stege continue hourly via Kelby and Elmelunde to Klintholm Havn; some connect to Møns Klint, but not in winter. Your own wheels are essential for discovering the back lanes. Cycle hire is relatively widespread.



Clamouring for Cliffs

GETTING HIGH AT MØN’S KLINT

From the main car park it’s a roughly 10-minute walk, along a 450m footpath through attractive woodland, to Denmark’s famous white cliffs, Møns Klint. Descend a steep staircase to the pebbly beach below for a closer look at this beautiful natural landmark.

The epicentre of the area is Møns GeoCenter, giving hands-on, accessible explanations of the cliffs’ formation for children and adults alike. Walk through millions of years of geological evolution with wall animations of primordial forests and dinosaur-era underwater predators; spot ‘thunderbolt fossils’, dinosaur feather-fluff in amber; and most exciting are the VR experiences.

You can also visit Møn Fyr, the lighthouse at the island’s far southeastern corner, and walk along the clifftop (around 40 minutes) or its base (one hour, landslides and tides permitting), to a staircase at the GeoCenter.
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Møns Klint at night | KennethG/shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN STEGE

Birkely B&B

Great-value two-bed B&B in a lovely orchard garden at the town’s rural western edge. €

Residens Møen

Polished apartment-hotel with strong eco-credentials facing the waterfront in central Stege. €€

Hotel Stege Nor

Unfussy, elegant rooms in a converted 1824 mill overlooking rural marshlands, 1km east of town. €€

Mysterious Møn

PAINTED CHURCHES & ANCIENT GRAVES

Three of Møn’s village churches contain cartoon-like medieval murals that once illustrated religious stories for the illiterate congregation. Though Keldby Kirke and Elmelunde Kirke are more famous, 13th-century Fanefjord Kirke is arguably the most engaging. A guide-sheet in English helps decipher the painted images, which date mostly from around 1500. In a field a short walk away lies Grønsalen, one of Denmark’s longest megalithic barrows. Dating back around 5500 years, it’s just 2m high but 102m long and studded with 145 hefty boulders.

Kong Asgers Høj, the biggest of Denmark’s hemispherical passage-graves, offers a fine view of the Zealand bridge, and you can crouch down and get into the T-shaped chamber. Getting inside Klekkende Høj requires crawling, but inside there are still grave goods protected by plexiglass.
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Medieval mural, Fanefjord Kirke | Stig Alenas/shutterstock ©


TURN OUT THE LIGHTS

The world has 44 ‘Dark Sky Parks’ but Møn (with nearby Nyord) is the first to be named a Dark Sky Community – a place where people consciously live with reduced light pollution. Møns Klint is one of the best places in mainland Denmark to gaze in wonder at the galaxy-filled night sky and watch for shooting stars.

Though distant town lights make the effect a little less pristine at Nyord, that one-hamlet island is well worth visiting for its loveable little old-world farmhouses, a few of which act as rustic B&Bs. It’s also an excellent bird-watching spot with a free-to-use hide raised above the marshy flats that flank the causeway from Møn.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK ON MøN

Liselund Ny Slot Hotel

Refined dining in a 1887 mansion set in lovely parkland gardens north of Møns Klint. €€

Restaurant ND122

Book ahead for the weekend’s vegetable-rich specials at Klintholm Havn’s most original eatery. €€

Det Gamle Bryghus

In a cobbled yard off Stege’s main street, this cafe-restaurant is the unofficial tasting bar of renowned local brewery Bryghuset Moen.



BORNHOLM
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A distant dot way out in the Baltic Sea, sunny Bornholm is a geopolitical enigma, an artistic retreat and a vibrant craft hub. The gloriously green island surprises cyclists with unexpectedly precipitous slopes where the undulating plateau swoops down to the northern coastal fringes. Ferries and flights arrive in patchily attractive Rønne, Bornholm’s biggest town. Cosy Gudhjem, quaint Allinge-Sandvig and arty Svaneke all have more charm and historical pedigree and make nicer bases. Bornholm is small enough that anywhere on the island is easily reached, but large enough to offer days of discoveries, from mysterious standing stones to cutting-edge museums. In food terms, it punches well above its weight, with old-world smokehouses and a branch of Michelin-starred Kadeau.

In 1658, Bornholm was ceded to Sweden but soon recovered, though the rest of the ‘lost territories’ stayed Swedish, hence Bornholm’s isolation from the rest of modern Denmark.
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Gudhjem | JACEK KADAJ/shutterstock ©
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SIGHTS

1Allinge-Sandvig

2Bokul

3Bornholms Kunstmuseum

4Christiansø

5Frederiksø

(see 2)Galleri Søren Kent

(see 2)Glasrøgeri

6Gudhjem

(see 2)Gudhjem Museum

7Hammeren

8Hammeren Fyr

9Hammerodde Fyr

10Hammershus Slot

11Hammersø

(see 5)Lille Tårn

12Louisenlund

13Melstedgård Frilandsmuseet

(see 2)Oluf Høst Museet

14Østerlars Rundkirke

15Rønne

16Sandvig

(see 4)Store Tårn

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

(see 4)Krø

ENTERTAINMENT

17Domen

SHOPPING

(see 5)Ruths Kryddersild

(see 14)Sæbemageriet Bornholm

(see 4)Sirenhuset




TOP TIP

Unlike similar deals in other places, Bornholm’s Museum Pass is a remarkable bargain. The 170kr version includes entry to highly recommended NaturBornholm (worth 130kr alone) and both Gaarden and the splendid Bornholms Kunstmuseum at Gudhjem, along with three museums in Rønne (each cost around 90kr individually).



Cruise into Art

FOOD & ART PAIRINGS

Gudhjem brings together three of Bornholm’s major charms: scenery, art and food. Compact and achingly picturesque, the town’s photogenic commercial lane (Brøddegade/Åbogade) snakes steeply down from a prominent windmill to a pretty little port. Alternative footpath routes are even lovelier. Weather permitting, jump aboard the daily M/S Thor open cutter for a 30-minute boat ride to admire the shoreline cliffs. Get off at the Helligdommen Jetty and then climb rocky steps to the island’s top art gallery, Bornholms Kunstmuseum, where there’s also a free sculpture garden. Return to Gudhjem on a bracing 5km clifftop walk that takes about 1½ hours or hop on bus 1 or 7, which arrive roughly hourly.

As you re-enter Gudhjem, the coastal strip features several cafes and ice-cream parlours, plus the Glasrøgeri glass workshop occupying a former smokehouse. Walk to Løkkegade to find the Oluf Høst Museet, a beautifully curated shrine to one of Bornholm’s best-known artists, and the vivid house-gallery of bold abstract artist Søren Kent. A choice of footpaths lead steeply but swiftly up to the flagpole at Bokul for great views. On the town’s upper heights, the Gudhjem Museum has set up shop in a former train station. Around 1km southeast, the appealing Melstedgård Frilandsmuseet is a historic farmhouse turned museum complex (alternatively known as Gaarden or Bornholms Madkulturhus). Mad means food, and the focus is on agricultural production, with farm animals to pet and occasional food fairs.
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Østerlars Rundkirke | Bildagentur Zoonar GmbH/shutterstock ©


BORNHOLM’S SMOKEHOUSES

Buildings in Bornholm with distinctive upturned Y-shaped chimneys were originally smokehouses (røgerier, singular røgeri) for curing herring using alder-wood smoke. Locals insist that 19th-century Scottish visitors to Christiansø introduced this method, which later became an economic mainstay. Gudhjem became known as the ‘100-chimney town’ for its many smokehouses, and across Denmark it’s still associated with a classic smørrebrød of smoked herring on rye bread with chives and raw egg yolk called sol over Gudhjem (‘sun above Gudhjem’), which is also the name of a major gastronomic contest in June. Despite the West Baltic fishing ban, Bornholm has a dozen working røgerier smoking herring imported from Jutland. Hasle’s røgeri still uses century-old equipment.



WHERE TO STAY IN GUDHJEM

Jantzens Hotel

An 1872 hotel with fine art and old-world touches, a lovely garden and comfort without indulgent luxury. €€

Hotel-Pension Klippen

Gently stylish midrange rooms, most with sea-facing shared terraces above a central rocky cove. €€

Gudhjem Vandrerhjem

Half-timbered hostel with a fabulously central coast-facing location. No dorm beds in high season. €

Roam Around Rønne

BORNHOLM’S BIGGEST TOWN

Rønne is where you’ll inevitably start your island experience. It’s worth strolling the old quarter, which forms a ring of charm around the main commercial centre, an area that never regained its former appeal after its WWII bombing by the USSR. Head to the Sjøgaarinj craft galleries, where raised above the harbour you’ll find the distinctive St Nicholas Church. Nearby Vimmelskaftet swings east between some of the town’s most loveable half-timbered cottages and the photogenically colourful ‘Rainbow Cottage’ (Almegade 1). Grab a classic Danish snack at Hovedvagten, a red-tiled cafe on Rønne’s quaintest square, then continue to Gamle Posthus Hotel, taking Klokkegade and then Lille Madsegade to reach the Bornholms Museum with its absorbing WWII exhibits.


BEST SPECIAL CRAFT OUTLETS ON BORNHOLM

Baltic Sea Glass

This widely admired Gudhjem studio produces gallery-worthy glass masterpieces as well as characterful drinking vessels and vases. No expense spared.

Cassius Clay

The wood-fired ceramics of Anne Mette Hjortshøj and Ann-Charlotte Ohlsson have a worldwide cult following.

Hjorths Fabrik

Rønne’s historic ceramics workshop-factory doubles as a museum.

Matter – House of Craft

Part of the ongoing regeneration of Nexø’s once gruesome port area, Matter highlights ceramics by Oh Oak and glass from Zelmer Ohlsen.



WHERE TO STAY IN ALLINGE-SANDVIG

Allinge Badehotel

Dating from 1770 and renovated in 2020, this coast-side courtyard building is picture-perfect. €€

Nordlandet

Comfort meets style at this hotel raised above a series of rock pools south of Sandvig. €€

Pension Lindesdal

Cycling-oriented family B&B overlooking Hammer Sø, the lake at the western end of Sandvig. €

Religious & Spiritual Bornholm

ROUND CHURCHES & SACRED STONES

Around 5km south of Gudhjem, Østerlars Rundkirke is the biggest and most memorable of Bornholm’s four highly distinctive round churches from the 12th and 13th centuries. With heavy buttresses and sharpened conical spires, they are different to any other churches in Denmark. At Østerlars, visitors can climb a staircase within the central supporting column that gives access to the upper levels where slot-like shooting-holes support the theory that these churches were originally used as defence towers to guard against raiders. Slavonic Wends from Rugen, off Germany, attacked regularly before 1169. Another theory proposed in the book The Templars’ Secret Island claims that the churches doubled as watchtowers and fortified storehouses for provisioning Crusaders who were sent in waves against pagan Estonia between 1164 and 1219. Whatever the truth is, Østelars is a must-see. The rustic setting also has a stand-alone bell tower and a former stable building that preserves a 1920s horse-drawn hearse. Across the lane is farmhouse cafe Sæbemageriet Bornholm with a log fire, a candle dippery and a scented roomful of handmade soaps.

Far older than the churches are Bornholm’s various standing stones. Some are natural ‘erratics’, such as rokkestenen, rocking boulders that pivot miraculously when not blocked by vandals or mud. Other stones were erected at Iron Age and Viking-era gravesites, most impressively at Louisenlund, hidden in woodlands 4km east of Østermarie.

Hammer of History

RUINS & OLD-WORLD ATMOSPHERE

Bornholm’s northern tip combines powerful historic ruins, bracing walks and chocolate-box cottage architecture in the twin towns of Allinge-Sandvig. These settlements might lack Gudhjem’s appealingly steep contours, but they fully compensate with tempting hotels, a wealth of summer dining options and two working smokehouses.

Bornholm’s most memorable historic site is Hammershus Slot, the gargantuan ruins of the ‘hated castle’ that symbolised the imposition of power on Bornholm by tyrannical outsiders. The stylishly contemporary visitor centre explains the history, and entrance is free. Expect to do plenty of walking. Car parking costs 30kr or take a bus. You could also hike in from Sandvig, a fairly easy 3km on a path passing Hammersø lakeside. Longer and more taxing but more interesting alternatives loop around or over the windswept craggy headland called Hammeren. With a car, you could drive right to Hammeren’s highest point, Ørnebjerget (Eagle’s Hill), for panoramic vistas towards Sweden from Hammeren Fyr lighthouse.

Hammerodde Fyr, another lighthouse just up the coast from Sandvig, is less spectacularly perched, but nearby is a curious spiral ‘maze’ of stones. While photogenic, it’s not as enigmatic as some might claim, being a fairly recent creation made by imaginative tourists.

Back in Allinge, the building that looks like an exploding wooden globe is the Domen concert hall and cultural centre, the epicentre of the Folkemødet political rallies that flood Bornholm with visitors for around a week in mid-June (it’s best for tourists to avoid visiting at this time).


WHY I LOVE BORNHOLM
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Mark Elliot, writer

Bornholm is just big enough to get lost in, yet small enough that you’ll find yourself eventually, both physically and spiritually. The historic coastal villages ooze charm, and I love dropping into traditional smokehouses for an inexpensive seafood snack. Inland, Bornholm is a deeply peaceful rural place. At the Yggdrasil Guest Lodge & Retreat, I watch deer walk past the windows on unfenced fields that are emerald green in summer but turn to meditational Christmas cards after winter blizzards.

The mystical round church of Østerlars is nearby, while the island’s darker political history is underlined by the Hammershus ruins further north. Sailing into the Baltic from Gudhjem towards the distant speck of Christiansø is just plain fun.



BORNHOLM ACCOMMODATION FOR CYCLISTS

Klemmensker Krø

Historic village inn near the centre of Bornholm, whose recent restoration featured as a Danish reality TV show. €

Pension Lindesdal

Biking-oriented family B&B overlooking Hammersø, the lake at the western end of Sandvig. €

Svaneke Gæstehus

Antique-house B&B with secret garden right beside Svaneke church. Doubles as the town’s bicycle-rental outlet. €€

Set Sail for Magical Isles

BALTIC ISLAND FORTRESS

Adrift 18km into the Baltic from the north Bornholm coast lies the magical little island of Christiansø and its even smaller twin, Frederiksø. The two rocky dots, linked by a pedestrian suspension bridge, have a combined population of just 96. Most visitors stay just three hours in this fascinating place. That’s long enough to explore the massive granite bastion ruins that still defend its perimeter, seek out the doctor’s house to buy local Chrøøl beers, grab a quality coffee at the Sirenehuset shop/tourist office, buy marinated herring from Ruths Kryddersild and maybe eat lunch at the Krø village inn. The latter’s outdoor terrace seats gaze across the channel towards the ‘hat-topped’ Lille Tårn defence tower. To go inside both that and the impressively museumised Store Tårn (a fortress-tower cum lighthouse), purchase a 40Kr ticket from the village shop to activate the video-operated turnstiles. A pre-bookable 50kr guided tour of the island’s main settlement is available at 11am from the port most days in season (occasionally in English). It helpfully explains the island’s brutal early history and gives fascinating insights into the peculiarities of local life today on these inaccessible specks of land which are still owned by the Ministry of Defence.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT ON BORNHOLM

Restaurant 1B

Set back from the Svaneke harbourside, this cosy family place combines fabulous local cooking with old-time charm. €€

Le Port

Fine food complements spectacular ocean views from sunset terraces raised high above the little harbour at Vang. €€

Nordlandet

Allinge’s gourmet take on comfort dining also offers swoon-worthy sea views. €€

Kadeau

Bornholm’s Michelin-starred wunderkind is improbably remote, and the decor’s surprisingly unpretentious. Book months ahead. €€€




Getting Around

For getting around the islands, the BAT bus system is remarkably comprehensive. Car hire is available at the airport and is advertised at the ferry port. Flights to Bornholm depart year-round from Copenhagen. There are also services from Aalborg and Billund (March to October), and Aarhus (midsummer).

Coach-ferry combo tickets from Copenhagen take 2½ hours, travelling via the super-fast giant catamaran car-ferry that links Rønne and Ystad, Sweden. There’s also a car ferry from Køge to Rønne, and a direct 3½-hour link from Sassnitz (Germany).

Christiansø is reached with a 55-minute boat ride from central Gudhjem, generally departing 10am and returning at 2pm (or earlier in winter). All bookings are via christiansoefarten.dk.





ODENSE
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Once upon a time, Odense was the birthplace of author Hans Christian Andersen, and the city makes countless references to its favourite son, from souvenirs to umpteen statues. But the island of Funen’s culturally rich capital has much more to offer, with fascinating museums, tonnes of family-friendly activities and buzzing nightlife. After major construction work, this former ugly duckling has re-emerged, almost swan-like. At its heart is the showpiece HC Andersens Hus and a spruced-up historic district. A 14km tramline that arcs north to south opened in 2022, and the centre is largely traffic-free.

Denmark’s third-largest city has a long history of reinventing itself. Its name means ‘Odin’s shrine’, after the Norse god of war, poetry and wisdom, and its Viking roots go back a millennium. From the 1800s, Odense flourished as a textile hub, and more recently tech ventures have sprung up, including an innovative robotics industry.
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TOP SIGHTS

1HC Andersens Hus

SIGHTS

2Andersen Mural

3Danmarks Jernbanemuseum

4HC Andersens Barndomshjem

5Munke Mose




TOP TIP

Odense’s compact centre is best tackled on foot. Bicycle lanes run throughout the city. The bus terminal is behind the train station, Odense Banegård Center, known as OBC. From here, catch bus 151, 153 or 55 for the zoo, or bus 35 for Den Fynske Landsby.





Heart of Odense Walking Tour
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Odense is easy to explore on foot, and this walking tour takes in the best of the city’s historic centre and cultural highlights.

Start at 1 HC Andersens Hus, an imaginative museum charting the author’s life and fairy tales, and meander through the topsy-turvy gardens before tracking down the 2 Andersen mural. Stroll around the compact old quarter, taking in the cute cobbled streets and historic chocolate-box houses along 3 Bangs Boder and 4 Ramsherred. Stop for a photo at the two 5 Andersen sculptures and then head to 6 Møntergården, a museum packed with factual nuggets about Funen from its early history to the modern day. Detour along quaint Nedergade, calling into museum-like bric-a-brac shop 7 Kramboden. Vestergade, the city’s main shopping street, leads to the Italian-esque 8 Rådhus. A few steps away is 9 Sankt Knuds Kirke, an imposing 14th-century Gothic cathedral. The skeletons of King Knud II and his brother Benedikte, who were murdered 900 years ago, lie in glass cases in a crypt behind the altar. A couple of minutes’ walk southwest is 10 HC Andersens Barndomshjem, the storyteller’s modest childhood home, where you can learn about his early life in Odense. Return to Vestergade and pop down 11 Vintapperstræde, a narrow pedestrianised alley lined with bars and eateries. Swing down 12 Brandts Passage, where a former textile mill is now a thriving cultural hub, home to a cinema, cafe and the excellent art gallery 13 Brandts, which has works by renowned Funen Painters, as well as cutting-edge photography exhibitions and shows by internationally acclaimed artists.



Hans Christian Andersen’s World

VISIT THE FAMOUS AUTHOR’S BIRTHPLACE

The imaginative HC Andersens Hus explores the extraordinary life and work of one of the world’s best-loved storytellers. Born in 1805, Andersen spent his childhood in Odense and went on to write 158 fairy tales, as well as plays, novels and poems. Clever headsets immerse visitors in an audio and visual tour, and there’s a cavernous underground hall where more than a dozen interactive fairy tales, including The Snow Queen and The Ugly Duckling are beautifully illustrated with music, animations and puppetry. Once outside, take a look at the whimsical gardens and the nearby Andersen mural. You can also visit HC Andersens Barndomshjem, his tiny childhood home, for a snapshot of the writer’s impoverished beginnings.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN ODENSE

Storms Pakhus

Don’t miss the more than a dozen global street-food stalls in this funky converted warehouse. €

Café Kosmos

Organic vegan dishes served in cosy, low-lit surrounds. €

Madklubben

Convivial and good-value outpost of the trendy Copenhagen restaurant. €€

Restaurant Værdsat

Contemporary Nordic eatery serving smørrebrød by day and pescatarian tasting menus by night. €€

Oluf Bagers Gård

Lunchtime smørrebrød or charcuterie, and nine-course dinners, inside a 16th-century building. €€€

Restaurant HOS

Modern yet hyggelig restaurant creates show-stopping smørrebrød and dinners. €€€



WHERE TO STAY IN ODENSE

CABINN

Convenient no-frills hotel with good-value rooms. The top-floor breakfast buffet has rooftop views. €

Villa A Hotel

This spruced-up guesthouse near the river has 15 uniquely furnished rooms. €€

Hotel Odeon

Metres from HC Andersens Hus, this stylish hotel has sleek modern rooms and designer furniture. €€€

Railways, Riverboats & Animal Spotting

FUN ACTIVITIES FOR FAMILIES

Odense makes a great family outing, with plenty to entertain kids of all ages. Behind the train station, Danmarks Jernbanemuseum is a railway museum where you can clamber through more than two dozen vintage locomotives. Children can ride the mini train and play in a mock station. For more discerning train geeks, informative displays cover early railway history and a nostalgic look at European Interrail. Get a breath of fresh air at Munke Mose, a park with a playground, riverside footpaths and rowing boats to hire. From here, take the riverboat to Odense Zoo, which has relatively large animal enclosures. On Odense’s outskirts, Den Fynske Landsby, a living history museum with period-costumed staff, brings a 19th-century country village to life.




Beyond Odense
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Funen’s south likes to show off its ever-so-pretty scenic side, while the north has cultural riches.


In a sheltered corner of the Baltic, the South Funen Archipelago, a chain of 55 islands, is the region’s irresistible gem. Historic maritime hub, Svendborg, is your gateway, and its revamped waterfront is worthy of a wander. Hop on a ferry from here to idyllic Ærø, where the fairy-tale town of Ærøskøbing beckons, surrounded by bucolic countryside that’s perfect for biking. For outdoorsy types there’s even more on offer, with swimming, kayaking, sailing and fishing and more than 200km of scenic trails.

Less scenic than the south, Funen’s northern reaches make up for it with cultural sights. Make a trip to pretty Kerteminde and explore local art and Viking history, or to dreamy castle Egeskov Slot for an activity-packed day out.
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TOP TIP

It’s best to visit Funen between May and September. Outside of high season, in smaller places, many cafes, museums and guesthouses close.



Kerteminde’s Artistic Side

QUAINT HARBOUR TOWN & ART GALLERY

At the mouth of a fjord, lovely Kerteminde is a snug coastal town. On its northern outskirts, the Johannes Larsen Museum is a must for art lovers. Larsen was perhaps the most successful and prolific of the group of artists known as the Fynboerne (Funen Painters), who depicted vivid landscapes, naturalistic wildlife and scenes from everyday life at the turn of the 20th century. Larsen’s extraordinary home and studio are faithfully preserved, and inside an impressive modern gallery is a collection of his and other local artists’ works. The space also puts on contemporary exhibitions. The hilltop grounds have a first-rate cafe and pretty gardens. Opposite, ticket-holders can enter Svanemollen to see the windmill’s inner workings. Over the road, Nordstrand is a popular sandy beach that features in Larsen’s paintings.


MORE ART BY FYNBOERNE

The Faaborg Museum has an extensive collection of works by the Fynboerne, as well as Kai Nielsen sculptures and Kaare Klint furniture. Works are also displayed in the permanent collection at Brandts in Odense.



Enter the Tomb of a Viking King

DENMARK’S ONLY VIKING SHIP GRAVE

Hidden beneath a grassy burial mound 6km from Kerteminde, Ladbyskibet is the intriguing grave of a Viking king. In about 925 CE, he was laid to rest inside a warship, together with weapons, jewellery and sacrificial animals, including dogs and a dozen horses. It’s the only known Viking ship grave in Denmark. Inside a dimly lit chamber, animal bones and the boat’s well-preserved structure and iron rivets are still visible. Close by, a replica of the sailing vessel is moored to a jetty. The small, informative Vikingemuseet Ladby explains what’s known about the grave and the nearby historic settlement. In the basement, another reconstruction of the boat that’s packed with valuable possessions and slaughtered animals makes it clear just how important this king must have been.


FUNEN’S BEST KRO (INN) STAYS

Munkebo Kro

Facing Kerteminde fjord, this large thatched inn has cosy old-world rooms and an excellent restaurant serving seasonal fare. €€

Vester Skerninge Kro

Between Faaborg and Svendborg, this 18th-century inn oozes charm and has neat rooms inside a handful of traditional half-timbered cottages and an especially hyggelig restaurant. €€

Falsled Kro

The ultimate romantic getaway. Thatched farmhouses have impeccable rooms and one of the region’s leading restaurants. €€€



WHERE TO EAT IN KERTEMINDE

Lulu’s Cafe & Boutique

A ceiling of wicker lampshades adds character to this cafe serving coffee, salads and smørrebrød. €

Brasserie Langegade NR2

Candlelit tables and sheep-skin-draped chairs lend a hyggelig ambience to this sophisticated spot. €€

Restaurant Rudolf Mathis

Elegant fish and seafood dishes make this waterfront restaurant one of Funen’s top dining destinations. €€€

Spend a Day at a Romantic Castle

HISTORY & FAMILY ADVENTURES

Encircled by a moat with a drawbridge and surrounded by 15 hectares of beautifully landscaped gardens and parkland, the 16th-century Egeskov Slot is impossibly romantic. Part of the castle is still a residence, but you can explore 13 lavishly decorated and antique-laden rooms, including a ballroom with knights’ armour and a study adorned with hunting trophies, and see an astonishingly detailed dollhouse called Titania’s Palace.

Kids love clambering around the adventure playgrounds, the treetop walk and the maze with a slide. Within the grounds are several interesting museums occupying the former barns. The vintage car collection wows petrolheads, along with the array of antique vehicles that includes motorcycles, fire engines and fighter jets. Café Jomfru Rogborg is the best spot to eat, and there’s also fast food.
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HIKING SOUTH FUNEN’S ØHAVSSTIEN

Scenic footpaths wind around South Funen’s beautiful countryside and coastline. Hiking Øhavsstien (Archipelago Trail) is an unhurried and enjoyable way to explore the best of the region’s nature. Beginning in Faldsled on the west coast, this well-signed and traffic-free trek winds through undulating hills, beech forests and along flat seashore, taking in farms, villages and castles before wrapping up at Lundeborg in the east. Additional branches of the trail cross Ærø, Tåsinge and northern Langeland.

The route is divided into seven sections; download maps from visitfyn .dk/ fyn/ oplevelser/ mere -om -ohavsstien. Tackle one stretch at a time or plan a multiday hike. Accommodation options along the way are plentiful and include campgrounds, shelters (open wooden cabins) and guesthouses.



Sailboats & Seafarers

SVENDBORG’S MARITIME PAST & PRESENT

In Funen’s southeast corner, Svendborg is a former shipbuilding centre and trade port steeped in maritime history. Wander the waterfront to Frederiksø, a small island and cultural district home to Danmarks Museum for Lystsejlads (Danish Yachting Museum). Housed inside a huge former warehouse, it’s filled to the rafters with dozens of boats, including Olympic-winning dinghies and vintage yachts. At the end of the dock, you can still see vessels being repaired, and at the opposite quay is Sejlskibsbroen, a jetty doubling as an open-air museum, where dozens of wonderfully preserved vintage sailboats are moored. In summertime, Svendborg’s marina is chock-a-block with yachts. Grab a drink at Strand Bar on Frederiksø and watch the world sail by.

With more time, meander the hilly shopping streets, visit 16th-century, half-timbered house Anne Hvides Gård and the handsome, 13th-century church Vor Frue Kirke.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN ÆRøSKøBING

Andelen Guesthouse

Century-old granary transformed into a charming guesthouse with a small cinema and bike hire. €€

På Torvet

Meaning ‘at the square’, this boutique guesthouse and brasserie has chic rooms and self-catering apartments. €€

Vestergade 44

Elegant B&B in a beautifully updated 1784 house. Minimum two-night stay. €€€



Ærø’s Cobblestone Streets Walking Tour
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Of the many islands in Funen’s archipelago, Ærø is undoubtedly the most captivating. From Svendborg, ferries go directly to Ærøskøbing, a well-preserved 18th-century merchant town protected by strict conservation rules. With cobblestone streets and pastel-coloured cottages that could have fallen out of a storybook, it’s an enchanting place for a stroll. Only steps from the 1 ferry dock, you’ll find the old shipyard, 2 Det Gamle Værft, which has activities for kids, such as metal hammering and rope weaving. Near the small park, stop at 3 Flaske-Peters Samling (summer only) to gawp at hundreds of ships in bottles. Round the corner, up pretty Brogade is 4 Ærøskøbing Bymuseum showing an engaging snapshot of the town’s history. Next, step inside 5 Hammerichs Hus (open seasonally), a veritable treasure trove of antiques and period furniture, with walls lined by thousands of Dutch tiles. Continuing along Brogade, you’ll reach the attractive town square, 6 Torvet. You may spot newlyweds around here – Ærø is known as the ‘wedding isle’, and thousands of ceremonies take place each year. Stop at 7 Den Gamle Købmandsgaard for a coffee or light bite. An attraction in itself, this old grocer sells local produce, and in its charming courtyard, you’ll find 8 Ærø Whiskey, a small craft distillery offering tours. Wrap up the day by sipping a local Ærø beer on the square at 9 Cafe På Torvet. If you’re still in the mood for a stroll, continue soaking up Ærøskøbing’s old-world atmosphere by meandering the town’s other time-capsule streets or you can loop along Søndergade and Vestergade, back to the waterfront and take the path past the yacht marina to see the clutch of photogenic beach huts lining Vester Strand.



Two-Wheeled Adventures

ÆRØ’S BEST CYCLING

Pedalling around picturesque Ærø is simply blissful. The gentle terrain, quiet lanes and well-marked routes are a dream for two-wheeled exploring. Hire a bicycle in Ærøskøbing and try the local-favourite ride, which takes you to Søby, along a roughly 18km stretch of the Baltic Sea Cycle Route (also known as Danish National Cycle Route 8). Follow signs marked ‘8’ as you contour the coast and weave inland around tiny hamlets and farmers’ fields. Just 5km from Søby, detour west for Søbygaard, a photogenic manor house, and clamber up 12th-century ramparts. In Søby, see the harbour and thatched windmill, Søby Molle. If you still have energy, it’s worth biking a further 5km to Skjoldnæs Fyr lighthouse. Otherwise, catch the free local bus back to Ærøskøbing. Bikes are allowed on board.


HEARTLAND: LIVE MUSIC, TALKS & GOURMET FOOD

In early June, Egeskov Slot provides the stunning backdrop for the three-day Heartland Music Festival (heartlandfestival.dk). The festival is tailored for a smaller crowd of discerning music lovers and foodies, and the stages welcome international music acts and smaller artists playing rock, electro and jazz. Leading Nordic chefs serve up gourmet dinners, and drinks vendors offer local beer and craft cocktails. Temporary art installations are erected around the grounds, and a circus big-top hosts wide-ranging talks on arts and cultural issues, in both Danish and English, with guest speakers including authors, journalists and filmmakers. Festival-goers can camp or hop on a late-night shuttle bus to Odense, Svendborg or Faaborg.



Harbour Strolls & Seaside Swims

HOW TO SPEND TIME IN FAABORG

Once a 17th-century market town, sleepy Faaborg wakes up in summer when the harbour bustles with ferries, sailboats and tourists. Its charms are easily discovered on foot. Meander past historic ochre-coloured buildings, hollyhock-lined cobbled lanes and under the 15th-century gatehouse, Vesterport. Climb up the Klokketårnet (Clock Tower) for panoramic views. Among the town’s attractions, Faaborg Museum has a large collection of works by the Funen Painters and Øhavsmuseet explores the region’s ancient geology and early communities.

If you’re brave enough to take a dip in the Baltic, head to the harbour swim area or follow the coastal footpath to the sandy beach, where SUPs and kayaks can be hired (klintenoutdoor.dk).

Stop for coffee at SOZE Kaffebar & Risteri and lunch at Det Hvide Pakhus.


Getting Around

Travelling from Odense to Kerteminde is easiest by car, if you want to visit Ladby too. Otherwise take bus 150.

Hilly Svendborg is best navigated on foot. To hire a bike, head to Svendborg Cykeludlejning (svendborgcykeludlejning.dk). Book online or pop into the shop on Frederiksø (150kr per day). Regular direct trains run from Odense to Svendborg. The Faaborg–Nyborg bus 920 stops both here and outside the grounds of Egeskov Slot, which can also be reached if you hop off the Odense–Svendborg train at neighbouring village Kværndrup.

Ærø has a free local bus, and four separate ferry connections: Svendborg–Ærøskøbing, Ringkøbing–Marstal, Fynshav–Søby and Faaborg–Søby.

Faaborg has bus services to Odense (141), Svendborg (931) and Nyborg via Egeskov Slot (920). Faaborg Cykeludlejning rents bicycles (125kr per day).





AARHUS
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Denmark’s second city has got it all: fabulous food and shopping, a packed arts and festivals calendar, and some top-drawer attractions, all wrapped up in a compact, walkable package. Aarhus (oar-hus) also goes by the nickname ‘Smilets By’ (City of Smiles), a slogan adopted in the 1930s that’s stuck around – nothing to do with those happiness indexes, even if Aarhus does tend to come out on top. But hang around the city for a while and you’ll also find edgy creativity and alternative vibes courtesy of its young population (around one in five inhabitants are students).

The city’s earliest origins are in the Viking settlement of Aros (‘place at the river mouth’), roughly where the cathedral is today. Medieval Aarhus was more a city of frowns, wedged between feuding states and raiding tribes, but stability ensued from the 1500s and Aarhus flourished as a centre of trade, art and religion.
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SIGHTS

1Aarhus Cathedral

2Aarhus Rådhus

3ARoS Aarhus Kunstmuseum

4Besættelsesmuseet

5Botanisk Have

6Den Gamle By

7Dokk1

8Frederiksgade

9Godsbanen

10KØN – Gender Museum

11Latinerkvarteret

ENTERTAINMENT

12Musikhuset Aarhus

13Radar

14Train

15VoxHall




TOP TIP

Most of the city’s hotspots can be covered on foot, but to speed things up or go further afield, grab a bicycle. Download Donkey Republic’s smartphone app to rent a bright-orange bike from locations around the city, or try Cycling Aarhus (cycling-aarhus.dk), which also offers guided cycling tours.
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Be the Rainbow Over Aarhus

YOUR ART ADVENTURE STARTS HERE

ARoS Aarhus Kunstmuseum is both the city’s top attraction and its most eye-catching landmark, thanks to the magic of Danish-Icelandic artist Olafur Eliasson. Crowning the top of the redbrick gallery, Eliasson’s Your Rainbow Panorama is a 150m-long looping skywalk of multicoloured glass from which you can soak up dreamy, Kodak-filtered panoramas of the city. Inside sit nine floors of art, from Golden Age works through Danish modernism to bold contemporary art.

At the time of research, a vast subterranean expansion entitled The Next Level was being built, to be furnished with epic-scale installations by American artist James Turrell. Budget for at least half a day here, or make an evening of it: ARoS opens until 9pm on weekdays (closed Mondays).


BEST CHEAP EATS IN AARHUS

Aarhus Street Food

Sprawling hive of global food-truck fare and bars, housed in an old bus garage. Many dishes are under 100kr. €

OliNico

Laidback vibes and huge portions of moules-frites (mussels), plus a three-course daily dinner menu for 175kr. €

Plant Food

Vegan hangout in the Latin Quarter serving quinoa bowls (69 to 89kr) and plant-based burgers. €

Frankies

A young party crowd packs in for well-charred pizzas (under 150kr) and cocktails by the jug. €



Exploring the Latin Quarter

STROLL THROUGH BOHO AARHUS

The cobbled streets of the Latinerkvarteret (Latin Quarter) are a wanderer’s delight, where independent boutiques, cute cafes and creative bistros compete for your kroner. Comprising part of the city’s old Viking core, this central area extends north and west from Aarhus Cathedral, Denmark’s longest and tallest church, which is worth a look for its surviving pre-Reformation frescoes and stunning gilt altarpiece by late-Gothic German sculptor Bernt Notke.

Just north of the cathedral are a pair of neighbouring museums. KØN – Gender Museum (formerly the Women’s Museum) in the old town hall takes an even-handed look at the cultural history of gender and equality in Denmark, while the chilling Besættelsesmuseet (Occupation Museum) is housed in a former police station where the Gestapo interrogated prisoners during WWII.

WHERE TO STAY IN AARHUS

Book1 Hostel

Pod dorms, burgers and miniature golf inside an old library. Best hostel in the world? Probably. €

SOFS Hotel

Former family home turned cute boutique hotel on the edge of the Latin Quarter. €€

Villa Provence

Provençal touches abound at this boutique hotel with a twinkling courtyard and gourmet breakfast. €€€

Public Spaces Par Excellence

ARCHITECTURE TO HANG OUT IN

Aarhus is blessed with the kind of brilliantly designed public spaces the Danes excel at creating. Godsbanen, a renovated freight yard just east of ARoS, is an alternative cultural hub and hangout for the city, and home to stages for theatre and music, workshops and cafes. Over on Aarhus’ regenerated harbourside, Dokk1 houses Scandinavia’s largest library, where you’ll find hyggelig reading nooks, outdoor play areas for kids and a cafe, plus a tourist information area covering the wider region.

The grey-marble-clad Aarhus Rådhus (City Hall), co-designed by pioneer of Danish modernism Arne Jacobsen, was completed in 1942. Pop inside to admire the clean lines, parquet floors and vintage elevators, or sign up for one of the weekly guided tours with Aarhus Guiderne (aarhusguiderne.dk).

Danish History Comes Alive

EXPLORE THE DENMARK OF YESTERYEAR

A ‘living museum’ with costumed actors might sound twee, daft or only for little kids, but take it from us: Den Gamle By (The Old Town) is a brilliant day out. Some 80 buildings are arranged into a town that glides through three eras: 1864, 1927 and 1974. You might go from chatting to a superstitious candlemaker to sampling alcoholic bitters in an apothecary to answering a rotary-dial phone in a gynaecologist’s office! The immersive detail is hugely impressive and great fun, and it’s real history, too: the buildings are mostly all original, transplanted from other parts of Denmark, while the museum itself has its origins in the Danish National Exhibition of 1909.

Behind Den Gamle By is Aarhus’ Botanisk Have (Botanical Garden), a green retreat of rockeries, rose gardens, hothouses and picnic spots.
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DOCKSIDE AT AARHUS Ø

Aarhus Ø is a new docklands area sprouting head-turning residential developments like the spiky Isbjerget (Iceberg), which won design awards a few years back (but has since been overshadowed by larger newcomers). The crystal-clear harbour waters at Bassin 7 host AWC, a gnarly wakeboarding park that uses a cable pulley to haul riders over jumps; you’ll also find stand-up paddleboards for hire, portable saunas and a sunny waterside cafe. Adjacent is sleek Harbour Bath (summer only), an enclosed sea-swimming area. Take it all in by climbing the sculptural Observation Tower on the water’s edge. Bus 23 runs out this way, or it’s a 20-minute walk from the cathedral.



WHERE TO EAT NEW NORDIC CUISINE IN AARHUS

Restaurant Hærværk

Hærværk (‘Vandalism’) breaks the mould with sustainable menus that change daily. €€€

Nordisk Spisehus

Intimate fine dining in hip surrounds where global dishes – especially French – are given a Nordic twist. €€€

Gastromé

In the north of town, this Michelin-starred gem sources from its own ‘mini-farm’ for French-inspired Nordic dishes. €€€

Moesgaard Museum

AN UNFORGETTABLE HISTORY LESSON

The ingenious, multisensory exhibitions at Moesgaard Museum make for an affecting foray into prehistory. Five permanent exhibits manage to imbue Denmark’s distant Stone Age and subsequent eras with real pathos by steering the narrative towards relatable human stories. Stealing the show is the Graubelle Man, whose body was found in a peat bog near Aarhus in 1952, still looking much like he did when he died (albeit a bit more leathery) over 2000 years ago. Was he a sacrifice to Iron Age fertility gods, an executed prisoner or a victim of murder?

Partly concealed in the landscape, the spectacularly modernist museum buildings have a good restaurant and plenty of picnic spots in the surrounding countryside, where you’ll also find reconstructed historic buildings – including a wooden Stave Church, the earliest type in Denmark.

Moesgård is 10km south of Aarhus city centre. You could stop midway at the insta-worthy Infinite Bridge that loops atop the forest-backed sea.


BEST BARS IN AARHUS

St Pauls Apothek

Libations like ‘Mr Hyde’s Fixer Up’ riff on the vintage pharmacy stylings of this Frederiksbjerg staple.

Løve’s Bog- & VinCafé

Books, candles and wine, served up in beautifully snug, writerly surrounds. Also serves tapas plates.

ÅBEN Aarhus

Come here for craft beer done the Danish way – with cosily minimalist interiors and perfect pours.

Under Masken

Central but hidden reggae dive with a penchant for tribal masks and a devoted local crowd.



Aarhus After Dark

THE CITY COMES OUT TO PLAY

Youthful Aarhus – home to up to 60,000 university students during term time – loves to make a night of it. Drinkers gravitate to the Latin Quarter for wine bars and hip hangouts; Frederiksgade for boisterous pubs and live jam sessions; and Frederiksbjerg, south of the station, for craft cocktails and brewpubs.

With arguably the country’s best music scene, Aarhus has many excellent options for live music. Aside from the diverse, eclectic offerings of Musikhuset Aarhus and the live-music events of club venues such as Train, more intimate venues include Radar at Godsbanen or VoxHall.


Getting Around

If you don’t plan on cycling (or driving) out to sights beyond the city centre, make use of Aarhus’ extensive local bus network. Bus 18 runs out to Moesgaard Museum; buy tickets on board or using the Midttrafik app. The Aarhus light rail (Letbane) has a handy stop at Dokk1.






Beyond Aarhus


[image: jpg]

Go wild in some of Denmark’s prettiest natural landscapes, and unleash your inner child at Lego’s birthplace.


Get ready to discover a loftier side to pancake-flat Denmark, by travelling to the wooded highlands of Søhøjlandet (the Lake District) and its dazzling chain of søer (lakes). Here the town of Silkeborg is a summer hotspot and offers year-round appeal with its galleries and cultural sights.

Further south and bang in the centre of Jutland, you’ll find Billund and there’s a chance it played a part in your childhood. In 1932, a local carpenter named Ole Kirk Christiansen turned his tools to making wooden toys and came up with Lego. Families flock here for its theme park and hands-on Lego House.

For something more grown-up, the nearby town of Jelling played a starring role in Denmark’s origin.
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TOP TIP

If you’re heading to Legoland, hotels in Billund are rather pricey, so consider rural B&Bs and guesthouses outside town.



Art & Nature in Silkeborg

UPSCALE GATEWAY TO THE LAKES

The town of Silkeborg, 45 minutes by train from Aarhus, charms with its cafe-strewn streets and riverside harbour, where lake cruises launch in the warmer months. Museum Silkeborg, located near the boats, is home to the 2400-year-old Tollund Man – who’s so well preserved that the peat cutters who found him in 1950 thought they had stumbled upon a recent murder.

Heading south from the museum via Indelukket, a riverside park and marina, you’ll reach Museum Jorn, a terrific art gallery devoted to Danish artist and local son Asger Jorn (lake boats also stop near here). Stalingrad, Jorn’s 5m-wide abstract oil painting on the futility of war, is considered a masterpiece. Your ticket price includes free, day-long rental of electric bikes; you could ride 3km to Ørnsø and another modern-art gallery, KunstCentret Silkeborg Bad, housed in a lakeshore spa from the 1800s where the surrounding gardens are a kind of sculpture walk.


DETOUR TO EBELTOFT: GUNPOWER & GLASS ART

Perched in the far corner of the Djursland peninsula, Ebeltoft has enough easy-going appeal to warrant more than a flying visit. A waterfront strip of attractions runs from Ebeltoft Beach to the town’s tiny marina of sailboats and gentrified fishing-hut cafes. In between stands Fregatten Jylland, a wooden warship turned museum. Next along, Glasmuseet Ebeltoft is a world-class gallery devoted to contemporary glass art.

Cobbled street Adelgade, is a delightful lane of pastel-hued houses and a tiny, half-timbered town hall from 1789. Gravitate towards Maltfabrikken (maltfabrikken.dk), the big red building at the top of town. This former malt factory has been revamped into a cultural hub, with a concert venue, restaurants, exhibitions and a skate park.



Cruise the Lakes by Paddle Steamer

PRETTY VIEWS & PICNIC STOPS

The venerable Hjejlen Boat Company (hjejlen.com) has been running cruises in the Lake District since 1861. Its main route connects Silkeborg’s small harbour with the scenic lookout of Himmelbjerget (12km, 75 minutes). From the dock it’s a 1km hike up to Himmelbjerget (‘Sky Mountain’), once thought to be Denmark’s highest point at 147m. Hyperbole aside, it’s worth the walk for expansive views of the surrounding forests and lakes from the 25m-high tower, erected in 1875. You can hop on and off at various piers along the cruise for lake swimming and picnics, and switch boats throughout the day.

WHERE TO EAT IN SILKEBORG

Evald Brasserie & Café

Unwind with a riverside burger and beer at Papirfabrikken, Silkeborg’s renovated paper mill. €€

Panorama Mad & Vin

Enjoy smart Scandinavian cooking and excellent service at this town-square hotspot. €€€

Babba

Fill up on Middle Eastern fare like falafel and mezze, washed down with top-notch cocktails. €€

The Original Legoland & Lego House

UNLEASH YOUR INNER CHILD

Going strong since 1968, kiddie-oriented theme park Legoland Billund Resort has retro appeal, delightful Lego theming and a growing number of faster, newer rides.

The heart of Legoland is Miniland – 20 million Lego blocks snapped together to create knee-high towns and cities, with an emphasis on Denmark and Scandinavia. If you haven’t time to visit them in person, at Miniland you can take a whistle-stop tour of Skagen, Ribe, Copenhagen’s iconic Nyhavn waterfront and various royal Danish palaces, all rendered in Lego bricks.

Over the years the park has expanded into nine themed zones, such as Duplo Land (for toddlers) and Adventure Land (which has some of the faster and splashier rides). If you only queue up for one coaster, go for the Polar X-plorer, the fastest and highest – with a thrilling surprise at the end.

Imagine a kind of hands-on science museum devoted to Lego and you’ve got Lego House, which hits the sweet spot for kids between five and 12 years old. The all-white building, designed to resemble a giant stack of bricks, is split into colour-coded ‘Experience Zones’, which invite you to build Lego fish and launch them into digital tanks; assemble and race aerodynamic cars; craft cityscapes, monsters and wacky mini figures – in short, expect to make a lot of Lego on your visit. Marvel at the Lego dioramas in World Explorer, packed with narrative detail and the Tree of Creativity – 15m high and built of 6.3 million Lego bricks.
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HACK YOUR LEGO HOLIDAY

Turn to  for tips and tricks on how to organise and get the most out of a family trip to Legoland Billund Resort, with ways to make it easier on the wallet.




BEST CHEAP STAYS AROUND BILLUND

Danhostel Grinsted-Billund

Family-friendly hostel 13km west of Legoland, with easy bus connections into Billund. €

Zleep Hotel

Airport hotel with simple, comfy rooms that sleep up to four, all with bathroom and TV. €€

Skovboferie Apartments

Countryside B&B on a converted farm. Super breakfasts and great facilities, but you’ll need a car. €€

Legoland Holiday Village

By far the cheapest of the official Lego options, especially if you bring your own tent. €



WHERE TO EAT IN BILLUND

Mini Chef

‘Build’ your own tasty and nutritious boxed meal at Lego House, then collect it from serving robots. €€

Billund Gastropub

Phew, something grown-up. Tasty burgers, salads and craft beer in a classy dining space. €€

Panorama Restaurant

Well-presented Hotel Legoland buffet offers a global spread of salads, pasta, roasted meats and desserts. €€

Discover Denmark’s Roots at Jelling

PAGAN RITUALS & CHRISTIAN WORSHIP

A royal monument during the reign of 10th-century Viking king Gorm the Old and his son Harald Bluetooth, Jelling is a kind of spiritual touchstone for the Danes. In a clearing at the centre of town stand two huge burial mounds placed within the outline of a Viking ship (originally marked by stones), which would sail the deceased to Valhalla. Exactly between the mounds, outside the door to Jelling Church, is a boulder-sized rune stone installed by Harald that proclaims Denmark’s transition from paganism to Christianity – the stone has been dubbed Denmark’s ‘birth certificate’. Gorm made a second, smaller rune stone in honour of his queen, Thyra. Don’t miss Kongernes Jelling, a smart visitor centre opposite the church that explores the fascinating story in high-tech detail. Jelling itself is tiny, so a couple of hours here is enough time to see everything.
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MYSTERIES OF JELLING

The northern burial mound at Jelling was long believed to contain the bones of Gorm, but when both mounds were excavated in the 19th century, no human remains were found. However, in the 1970s, archaeologists digging beneath Jelling Church found traces of three earlier wooden churches…and a burial chamber with human remains inside. Was it Gorm, relocated to Denmark’s first church by his Christian-convert son Harald? Look for the silver stripe on the church floor marking the burial site.



Modern Art in Herning

AVANT-GARDE ART

If you’re a fan of modern art, chances are you’ve heard of Italian conceptual artist Piero Manzoni (1933–63) – but did you know that the largest public collection of his work is not in Milan, but in Denmark? The Herning Museum of Contemporary Art, aka HEART, is a striking museum that’s home to the work of Manzoni and other visionary artists, with several world-class exhibitions staged annually. Across the road, the Carl-Henning Pedersen & Else Alfelts Museum showcases the avant-garde Danish art duo’s riotously colourful paintings, mosaics, ceramics and sculptures.


Getting Around

Half-hourly trains connect Aarhus with Silkeborg via the Lake District town of Skanderborg. Long-distance buses to Silkeborg stop next door to the train station. Bus 123 runs between Aarhus and Ebeltoft (75 minutes).

Legoland is less than 3km from Billund airport; a free shuttle bus runs to the park in July and August, timed to the day’s flight arrivals and departures. Most regular local buses stop at the town centre (for Lego House), Legoland and the airport. Consider hiring a car at Billund airport. Driving in Central Jutland is a breeze, with smooth, straight roads and cautious drivers.

Herning is 45 minutes by car north of Billund; you can also get there by train from Aarhus and Silkeborg.





AALBORG
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Denmark’s fourth-biggest city is having a moment. Aalborg, once an industrial workhorse known as a manufacturing centre for cement and akvavit (a vodka-like spirit), has engineered itself a remarkable transformation. Dockside factories along the Limfjord, the long body of water that slices Jutland in two, have given way to bold new architecture and leafy pedestrian zones, while the city’s old core buzzes with cafes, bars, street art and enough worthwhile sights to merit at least a couple of days here. In late May, the city overflows for the largest Carnival celebrations in northern Europe.

Aalborg was a big deal back in the Viking era, thanks to the Limfjord providing speedy access to the Atlantic for longboat raiding parties. Appropriately, the city’s most important heritage site is Lindholm Høje, Scandinavia’s largest Viking burial ground.
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SIGHTS

1Aalborg Havnebad

2Aalborg Historiske Museum

3Aalborghus Slot

4Budolfi Domkirke

5CW Obels Plads

6Helligåndsklostret

7Jens Bangs Stenhus

8Jørgen Olufsens House

9Kildeparken

10Utzon Center

ENTERTAINMENT

11Musikkens Hus

12Nordkraft




TOP TIP

Aalborg’s tourist board has put together a series of self-guided walks that you can do with a smartphone. Go to storyhunt.dk or download the Storyhunt app and navigate to the Northern Jutland (Nordjylland) section. You’ll find GPS-powered audio walks in English on street art and history, plus a city highlights tour.



Waterfront Wanderings

MODERN ARCHITECTURE & URBAN RENEWAL

Aalborg’s once scruffy dockside now sparkles thanks to landmark developments like the Utzon Center, designed by eminent Danish architect and Aalborg native Jørn Utzon (1918–2008) – his most famous building being a certain opera house in Sydney. It was completed the year Utzon died, and has exhibitions inside on Nordic architecture and design. The Musikkens Hus (House of Music) is another stunner, a futuristic-looking concert hall by Austrian firm Coop Himmelb(l)au – stop in to marvel at the interior and see what’s on the event calendar. For yet more arty diversions, look opposite to Nordkraft, a former power station that’s been converted into a cultural centre with a theatre, concert venue, art-house cinema and eateries.

One of the most pleasing waterfront additions is Aalborg Havnebad, an outdoor bathing complex built into the Limfjord itself. A bracing swim will help you work up the requisite appetite for Aalborg Street Food, comprising more than a dozen lip-smacking, food truck–style outlets in an old dockside furniture factory further along the waterfront.
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Discover Old Aalborg

BAROQUE BUILDINGS & RENAISSANCE RICHES

Aalborg waved goodbye to substantial tracts of heritage when it industrialised in the early 20th century, but the old centre retains enough half-timbered buildings to give you an idea of the wealth its Renaissance merchants enjoyed. The five-storey Jens Bangs Stenhus and the Jørgen Olufsens House (now operating as an Irish pub), in particular, are two of Denmark’s best examples of 17th-century residential architecture.

Budolfi Domkirke, a 12th-century cathedral (and Denmark’s smallest), marks the heart of old Aalborg – keep an ear out for the hourly carillon of 48 bells. Across the cobbles you’ll find the Aalborg Historiske Museum, which counts among its treasures a bourgeois panelled drawing room from the Renaissance. Don’t miss CW Obels Plads, Aalborg’s most atmospheric old square, with cafes, restaurants and an ice rink in winter. An alley running off it leads to Helligåndsklostret (Monastery of the Holy Ghost (aalborgkloster.dk), which dates to 1431; have a peek at the gardens or sign up for a guided tour of the interior.

Up beside the river, Aalborghus Slot is the city’s striking half-timbered castle. These days it operates as a council office, but you can enjoy the grounds and duck into a couple of passageways.


AALBORG CARNIVAL

Each year in late May, Aalborg kicks up its heels to host Scandinavia’s biggest Carnival. The week-long event begins with the International Parade, hosting carnival groups from overseas, before the almighty Grand Parade sees around 80,000 costumed participants shaking their maracas Rio-style and painting the town red. Kids have their own separate parade and attractions, and there are stages for live-music performances and open-air bar trucks aplenty.



WHERE TO STAY IN AALBORG

CabInn Aalborg

Pea-sized rooms with TV, kettle and bunk-style beds. Central and the cheapest in town. €

Kompas Hotel

Waterfront spot blending a historic building with newer annexes. Proceeds support a maritime-welfare charity. €€

Pier 5 Hotel

Very central hotel with tech-forward rooms, Limfjord views and a cocktail bar. €€€

Roam South for Art & Animals

MODERN ART & PINK FLAMINGOS

It’s worth the effort to get out to Aalborg’s top-drawer Kunsten Museum of Modern Art. Bus 15 does the trip, but it’s also a nice walk: take the tunnel beneath the train station, through the green surrounds of Kildeparken, across Vesterbro and into a wooded area until you see the stunning white-marble building (designed by the great Finnish architect Alvar Aalto). Inside, the light-filled exhibition spaces complement predominantly Danish works and changing exhibitions.

Keep going south past the museum and you’ll soon hit Aalborg Zoo, one of Denmark’s best, with solid conservation credentials and a menagerie that includes Bornean orangutans and Asian lions.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN AALBORG

Restaurant Applaus

Great-value, tapas-style Danish fare, with a 10-course ‘social dining’ menu for the ravenous. €€

Hos Henius

Named after an akvavit mogul, this trad spot serves old-school smørrebrød paired with Aalborg’s famous spirit. €

Mortens Kro

Come to this celebrity-chef-owned spot for deluxe lunchtime smørrebrød, and desserts filled with local berries. €€€

Pingvin

Innovative, small-plate dining that gives traditional Danish dishes a globe-trotting flourish. €€€



Viking History at Lindholm Høje

MYTHICAL VIKING BURIAL GROUND

Nearly 700 graves from the Iron and Viking Ages are strewn around a quiet hilltop pasture at remarkable Lindholm Høje. Ringed by a wall of beech trees are numerous burials and barrows marked by stones, many arranged in a ‘ship setting’ – the oval outline of a Viking boat – to sail the glorious dead to their eternal reward in Valhalla. A museum displays archaeological finds made during excavations.


Getting Around

Most of Aalborg’s traveller amenities are on the southern shore of the Limfjord, save for the airport and Lindholm Høje. City bus 12 makes the journey from downtown to Aalborg airport; a taxi should cost around 100kr. Lindholm Høje is 15 minutes north of central Aalborg via bus 13.

For bike trips around the city, download the Donkey Republic bike-share app.





SKAGEN


At the northernmost tip of Denmark, the fishing port of Skagen has windswept romance in spades. It’s not just the folksy yellow cottages with their white-picket fences, the kilometres of rolling sand or the solemn lighthouses keeping watch over the tempest of converging seas – the particular quality of natural light here is a feature that drew a group of bohemian artists to the town in the 1870s. Fresh out of Denmark’s Royal Academy, the ‘Skagen Painters’ were infatuated with the fabled ‘blue hour’, a time of evening when the mirror-like sea and sky merge as one.

Skagen’s three decades or so as an artist colony was its golden age; a big part of the town’s appeal is discovering this history and the natural settings which inspired the painters. More recently Skagen has become known as a getaway for Danish high society, along with legions of holidaymakers in July and August.
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TOP TIP

Sankt Laurentii Vej, the main street, runs almost the entire length of this long, narrow town, from which it’s never more than five minutes’ walk to the waterfront. The lively street of Havnevej, connecting the harbour and the town centre, is great for an evening drink.



The Tyranny of Sand

NORTH JUTLAND’S SAVAGE DRIFTS

It’s not just the power of the sea that defines Skagen: sand drifts have menaced communities in the region for centuries. A fun 5km bike ride south of Skagen will take you to the sand-covered church Den Tilsandede Kirke, which fell victim to drifting sand in the late 1700s. Now only the tower stands forlornly above Skagen Klitplantage, a nature reserve with hiking trails.

It was sandstorms that changed the fortunes of Gammel Skagen (‘Old Skagen’), forcing many of its inhabitants to abandon the fishing hamlet. These days it has a touch of Cape Cod about it, with fine hotels and well-heeled summer residents.

Sixteen kilometres southwest of Skagen, Råbjerg Mile is Denmark’s largest expanse of sand dunes. These undulating, 40m-high hills move at a rate of 15m per year and make for remarkable photos.

Drive an hour further and you’ll reach Rubjerg Knude, home to a famously long-suffering lighthouse. Rubjerg Knude Fyr was 200m inland when it was first turned on in 1900, but by 1968 heavy sand drifts had obscured the beam. Later erosion meant it was in danger of tumbling into the sea. So in 2019, the entire 720-tonne structure was moved, on rails, 70m further inland, buying it another few decades of safety.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN SKAGEN

Blink

The daily menus often feature foraged seaweed at this hip spot under the Grey Lighthouse. €€

Baghaven

Wonderful bakery-restaurant with sourdoughs made from local grains, in a yellow half-timbered building next to Anchers Hus. €€

Skagen Fiskerestaurant

At the port, this casual midrange eatery does lobster rolls, fresh oysters and fish soup. €€

Jørgens Spisehus

Another harbour restaurant, with excellent Danish cooking that’s both ample and affordable. €€



WHERE TO STAY IN SKAGEN

CampOne Grenen Strand

Tree-sheltered campground near the beach, with good facilities and cosy, four-bed cabins. €

Finns B&B

Fabulously quirky log-cabin-style home built in 1923 for a Norwegian count. Some rooms share bathrooms. €€

Ruth’s Hotel

In chichi Gammel Skagen, Ruth’s is one of Denmark’s grand bathing hotels, boasting two acclaimed restaurants. €€€

From Fishing Village to Artists’ Colony

ROMANTICISING LIFE BY THE SEA

In the centre of town, amid buttermilk-yellow cottages, the handsome Brøndums Hotel was Skagen’s hub of artistic activity during the late 19th century, and continues to host guests today. The artists who wined and dined here have their works exhibited in the neighbouring Skagens Museum. This contemporary gallery presents an exquisite visual record of Skagen’s heath-and-dune landscape and the traditional fishing industry in which locals earned a hard living for centuries. Two of the most prominent Skagen painters were Anna and Michael Ancher who lived nearby at Anchers Hus; stuffed with curios and paintings, the eclectic rooms are preserved as they were at the time of Anna’s death in 1935.

Skagen’s fishing port is today the biggest and busiest in Denmark – and a great place for a meal. Check out Skagen Kystmuseet, a kid-friendly museum decked out with dioramas, boats and fishing huts.


CROSS THE WATER TO LÆSØ

Frederikshavn, 40km south of Skagen, is Jutland’s busiest international ferry terminal, with connections to Oslo and Gothenburg. But you can also sail to the time-warped Danish island of Læsø, with its sandy beaches, folksy traditions, radish fields and charming small communities. The island is known for its medicinal salt, best enjoyed via a relaxing salt bath at Læsø Kur, a spa close to the ferry port. There are various day-trip packages available, organised by the ferry company (laesoe-line.dk) that makes the 1½-hour crossing. Strandgaarden Badehotel, a historic ‘bathing hotel’, has beds for most budgets, as well as beach access and an excellent restaurant.



Northern Tip of Denmark

ALL ROADS END HERE

Heading north through Skagen, past the historic White Lighthouse, the road ends 2km later at Grenen (‘The Branch’), a tapering limb of sand that is Denmark’s most northerly point. This sandbar is sculpted by the collision of the Kattegat (an arm of the Baltic Sea) with the Skagerrak (part of the North Sea); you can paddle in the crisscrossing waves with one foot in each sea. Swimming is forbidden here, though, because of the ferocious tidal currents.

Getting to Jutland’s northern tip means either a 20-minute hike along the seashore, or hitching a lift on the Sandormen (sand worm), a tractor-pulled bus that leaves the car park at Grenen from 10am daily, running all day. Close by, the active Skagen Lighthouse was built in 1858 and doubles as a bird observatory. Entry also lets you brave the slog up 210 steps for inspiring coastal views.


Getting Around

Skagen is small enough to get around on foot, but a bicycle comes in handy to pedal out to Grenen and Gammel Skagen. Skagen Cykeludlejning, by the train station, has bikes for hire. Town bus S1 connects the sights between Grenen and the sand-covered church. Parking is at a premium here in summer.

The Danish train system doesn’t extend to northwest Jutland, but in summer bus 99 runs a few times daily from Skagen down the northwest coast, taking in Gammel Skagen and the theme park Fårup Sommerland, where it connects with bus 200 to Aalborg.





RIBE
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You’d need a heart of stone to be unmoved by Ribe, Denmark’s oldest and most delightfully crooked town. A host of half-timbered, chocolate-box houses huddle around the nation’s first cathedral, a glorious hotchpotch of Romanesque and Gothic styles with its 52m-high tower looking out towards the shimmering wetlands of the Wadden Sea.

Such is the sense of living history in Ribe that the entire ‘old town’ has been designated a preservation zone. You can sip a beer in one of Denmark’s oldest inns, patrol the cobblestones after dark with the night watch (a free nightly guided tour), then bed down in antique lodgings with wonky floors and low ceilings. Throw in a fine-art gallery showcasing Denmark’s ‘Golden Age’ masters, and museums about Vikings, witches and more, and you’ve got the history part of any southern Jutland tour all wrapped up.
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TOP TIP

Ribe is a tightly clustered town so it’s easy to explore on foot. With the exception of Ribe VikingeCenter, everything is within a 10-minute walk of Torvet, the central cathedral square. Bicycles can be hired from Danhostel Ribe and if coming by car, you’ll also find four-hour parking.



Denmark’s Oldest Cathedral

ROMANESQUE JEWEL OF THE MARSHES

Soaring divinely over the South Jutland marshland, Ribe Domkirke dates back to at least 948 CE, the earliest known record of a bishop in Ribe. The present cathedral was completed around 1225, though later Gothic additions included the 52m-tall Commoners Tower, also used as a flood lookout. Until the first dikes were built in the early 20th century, tidal surges periodically devastated Ribe; a mark on the pillar behind the pulpit shows the high-water mark in 1634. Allow around 30 minutes to get up the tower and back down – it’s a maze-like scramble through the cathedral’s inner workings, passing a museum en route.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK

Quedens Gaard

Start the day with Danish breakfast in the cobbled courtyard or lunch on sandwiches and salads. €

Postgaarden

Building dating to 1580, with a charming courtyard, boutique microbrews on tap and cheap sandwiches. €

Weis Stue

One of Denmark’s oldest inns with local beers, low beams and meat-heavy mains. €€

Terpager & Co

Lovely, historic spot for nibbles and a glass of wine – the family owners have a passion for it. €€

Sælhunden

Black-and-white riverfront spot serving fish-centric Danish fare. €€€



Museums & More

VIKINGS, WITCHES & PAINTERS

In a grand mansion from 1864, Ribe Kunstmuseum exhibits works by 19th-century ‘Golden Age’ artists such as CW Eckersberg and the Skagen painters Anna and Michael Ancher. The gallery’s riverside garden connects with paths over the water to Sankt Catharinæ Kirke, the only other survivor of Ribe’s dozen or so pre-Reformation places of worship.

Museet Ribes Vikinger unwraps the town’s history from its origins as a Viking trading post in the 700s through the thriving Middle Ages and beyond. For something more hands-on, Ribe VikingeCenter 3km south of town brings Viking-era Ribe to life via costumed performers, traditional craft workshops and ‘warrior-training’ for kids.

The compelling Jacob A. Riis Museum tells of the Ribe native, who emigrated to New York in 1870 and became a pioneer of documentary photography.

WHERE TO STAY IN RIBE

Danhostel Ribe

Skyline views of Ribe and a short walk into the old centre. Beware rowdy school groups. €

Hotel Dagmar

Billed as the oldest hotel in Denmark, expect sloping floors and cathedral views as standard. €€

Hotel Backhaus

Cosy rooms and restaurant in a townhouse 100m from the cathedral. Cheap singles. €€




Beyond Ribe
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Lolling seals, oyster safaris and blo-karts beckon at the Wadden Sea National Park and its salty offshore islands.


In the distant past, Viking ships would launch directly from Ribe to the Wadden Sea and on to England and parts of today’s Netherlands and Germany. These days, the Wadden Sea sees rather fewer Viking raiders and traders but plenty of twitchers out to ogle the 12 million or so birds who use the vast tidal mudflats as a feeding place or migratory rest stop. The islands of Fanø and Rømø, part of the Unesco-listed Wadden Sea National Park, have clear-cut appeal for beach-goers. On Jutland’s east you’ll find design hub Kolding, and further south Sønderborg, which was a 19th-century flashpoint as Denmark and Germany waged wars.
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TOP TIP

Wadden Sea activities and tours are highly seasonal and popular, so consider booking in advance of your trip.



West Coast Wetlands & Wildlife

WORLD HERITAGE IS YOUR OYSTER

Largest, flattest, wettest – three superlatives that sum up the Unesco-listed Wadden Sea National Park, a vast system of intertidal sand flats where, twice daily, the seabed meets the sky and birds swoop in to gorge at the buffet on offer (tasty morsels like worms, cockles, crabs, shrimp and snails).

It might not sound like a bucket-list destination, but there’s plenty of outdoorsy fun to be had, starting at the slick Vadehavscentret (Wadden Sea Visitor Centre) 10km southwest of Ribe. Check out the wildlife displays, then, if the tides are low, catch the tractor-bus out to the tiny offshore island of Mandø (population 42) – you can drive your own car too. Hire a bike on the island and set off on the 10km looping trail to discover oyster banks, dikes, birdlife, sunbathing seals and cosy inns.

If bivalve molluscs are your bag, sign up for an oyster safari. Participants don waders and schlep out to harvest as many oysters (an invasive species here) as they can lug home. Purchase shucking knives, gloves and half-bottles of fizz at the Vadehavscentret. Pre-book your tours at vadehavscentret.dk.

Every spring (March to April) and autumn (mid-September to late October), as the sun sets over the marshes, a unique spectacle unfolds. Migrating starlings congregate in groups mid-air, sometimes in the hundreds of thousands, forming dense patterns known as the sort sol (black sun). Again, you can sign up for tours at vadehavscentret.dk.
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WAR MUSEUMS MEET MODERN ARCHITECTURE

The corner of the coast around the seaside community of Blåvand is dotted by dozens of bunkers half-sunk in the sand that were part of Germany’s ‘Atlantic Wall’. Among them is the superb subterranean Tirpitz Museum, designed by Bjarke Ingels Group (BIG).

Sixteen kilometres north of Tirpitz is another architectural showpiece by BIG. New in 2022, FLUGT – Refugee Museum of Denmark is housed in what was the country’s largest refugee camp, taking in 35,000 German civilians who’d fled across the border towards the end of WWII. An innovative 5km audio walk transports you back in time and thought-provoking exhibitions put a focus on today’s refugee crises around the globe.



WHERE TO STAY IN FANø

Sonderho Kro

Dating to 1722, this thatched-roof slice of hyggelig heaven (with gourmet restaurant) is renowned in Denmark. €€€

Nørbygaard Kro Fanø

Thatched inn set in former farm buildings on the outskirts of Nordby. Cafe and shop attached. €€

Fanø Krogaard

Historic inn on the Nordby waterfront, renovated to a high standard in 2020. €€€

Island Getaways

NORTH SEA BEACH HOLIDAY HOTSPOTS

Just 12 minutes by ferry, from port town Esbjerg, enticing Fanø is 56 sq km of beaches, dunes, heath and marshland, with two idyllic villages, Nordby and Sønderho, at either end of the island. The ferry docks in Nordby, a strollable maze of sweet thatch-roofed houses, blooming gardens and cobblestone streets lined with boutiques and cafes.

Hugely popular in summer, families and water-sports fans come to Fanø for the great west-coast beaches. In the north is the vast sand spit, Søren Jessens Sand, and towards Rindby, the beach is full of activity: windsurfing, kitesurfing and blokarts. Get involved with Club Fanø (clubfanoe.dk), a company that rents out various wind-powered vehicles and organises seal-spotting safaris at Sønderho. Alternatively, hop aboard the M/S Martha (marthasonderho.dk), which sails from Nordby’s tiny marina out to Langli, an uninhabited island a few kilometres north of Fanø.

To the south, the island of Rømø connects to the mainland by a 10km causeway, and is twice the size of Fanø. In the colder months it’s a windswept sleeper, but in summer it swells with predominantly German tourists who gravitate to its long, wide, sandy beach.

Popular holiday spot Lakolk Strand has huge camping grounds, and in the southwest corner of the island activity-rich Sønderstrand is a beach chock-full of cars, campers and wind-based racing vehicles. Rømø has a range of nature activities, such as oyster safaris and seal-watching tours.
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UNIQUE CHARMS OF FANø
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Jakob Sullestad is the owner of Sønderho Kro, a traditional inn on Fanø.

Fannikerdagene

Fanø is a creative, close-knit island with strong ties to the past. During this June festival, we honour our cultural heritage with period costumes, dances, a parade and a traditional wedding.

Fanø Bryghus

Experience our nature up close by setting out on foot or by bike, and don’t forget those small stops along the way, such as having a beer here.

Sønderho

Denmark’s most beautiful village. Historic houses, a natural harbour, special views over the water – it’s a must. Micro-producers in Fanø have won awards for their produce, which you can taste at many of the island’s restaurants and farm shops.



WHERE TO STAY IN RøMø

Enjoy Resorts Rømø

Luxury resort of family holiday houses with golf course, wellness centre and restaurant. €€€

First Camp Lakolk Strand

Huge beachside camping ground and shopping centre with all requisite facilities, plus cabins for rent. €

Marsk Camp

Elegant new glamping centre with sculptural tower, on the mainland near the Rømø causeway. €€

Jutland’s Design City

FROM KOLDINGHUS TO KUBEFLEX

A small city with a crowd-pleasing mix of old and new, Kolding has two major drawcards in its hilltop castle and one of Jutland’s best modern art-and-design museums.

Standing proud over the lake, Kolding’s showpiece castle was a smoking ruin after fire ravaged it in 1808. But Koldinghus rose again from the ashes after a century of renewal which culminated in the award-winning work of architects Inger and Johannes Exner, who transformed the gutted south wing into a soaring architectural interplay of old and new. The castle itself is a delicious maze, crammed with fine oil paintings, gleaming jewels and exhibitions on the royal family. A generous array of craft workshops and dress-up activities will keep the kids entertained. Slog up to the top of the tower for panoramic Kolding views.

Housed in another architectural wonder on Kolding’s outskirts, Trapholt showcases everything from covetable mid-century Danish furniture to the latest big-name art installations. One of the museum’s more intriguing exhibits is legendary Danish designer Arne Jacobsen’s prefab summerhouse, Kubeflex, with its clean lines and innovative modular system. This is the prototype exhibited in 1970; it never went into production. Book a free visiting slot at Trapholt’s information desk. If you’re peckish, try to snag a window seat at the museum’s stylish restaurant, Café Gustav Lind, for gorgeous views of Kolding Fjord, in which you can swim if you walk down to Badebroen Fjordvej, a bathing area 15 minutes to the east along the water.

Kolding also has excellent transport connections, with rail links to most places in Jutland and east to Odense and Copenhagen.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN KOLDING

Rafaels

Strangely, Kolding is known in Denmark for its pizza joints, and beloved Rafaels is one of the best in town. It also does pasta and risotto. €€

You’ll Never Walk Alone

English-style boozer serving hearty pub grub paired with beers and big-screen football. €€

Den Blå Bistro

Fill up on French onion soup and steak frites at this grown-up bistro on a lively street. €€

Madkælderen Koldinghus

Upmarket Danish restaurant housed in the atmospheric stone food cellar beneath Kolding’s castle. €€€




Getting Around

Regular trains from Ribe run north to Esbjerg (35 minutes) for Fanø, and south to Skærbæk for Rømø (20 minutes).

FanøFærgen (fanoefaergen.dk) shuttles car ferries between Esbjerg and Nordby one to three times hourly from 5am to 2am. On Fanø, a local bus service from the ferry dock runs about once an hour, connecting Nordby with Fanø Bad, Rindby Strand and Sønderho.

From Kolding city centre, take bus 7 or 9 to get out to Trapholt. Both leave from the bus station, which is next to Kolding train station. Bike rental is available at Kolding Hotel Apartments. Trains run from Kolding to Sønderborg.








Arriving


Most travellers will enter at Copenhagen airport. Visitors pass cafes and shops before baggage claim, and there are more in the arrivals hall at Terminal 3, where all flights exit. It’s only 8km to the city centre and takes less than 15 minutes by train or metro. Taxis take longer. International flights also go to Billund and Aarhus.
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Visas

Schengen country citizens don’t need a visa. Visitors from the UK, USA, Canada, Australia and NZ don’t need a tourist visa for stays under 90 days. Other nationals should check nyidanmark.dk.




SIM Cards

You can pick up a pay-as-you-go SIM card at WH Smith or 7-Eleven in the arrivals hall. Alternatively, there is a vending machine inside baggage claim.




Buying Travel Tickets

Purchase train tickets from the red machines in the airport arrivals hall. Alternatively, buy a rejsekort from the blue self-service machine, to take either the train or metro.




Wi-Fi

Copenhagen Airport has good free wi-fi, and you’ll find many locations across the city centre where you can log on free of charge, particularly in shops, bars and cafes.



Public Transport from the Airport to City Centre

[image: jpg]

Land & Sea Crossings

Made famous by the TV show The Bridge, the remarkable 16km-long Øresund Bridge connects Copenhagen with Malmö in Sweden, by both road and rail. Ferry routes to Sweden include Gothenburg–Frederikshavn, Varberg–Grenaa, Helsingborg–Helsingør, and Ystad–Rønne on Bornholm. Denmark’s only land border is with Germany; crossings are found near Padborg, Rens and Tønder in southern Jutland.

   Germany also has ferry links to Rødbyhavn on Lolland, Gedser on Falster, Rønne on Bornholm and Havneby on Rømø. Between Norway and Denmark, ferry services operate from Oslo–Copenhagen, Oslo–Frederikshavn and Kristiansands–Hirtshals. The Smyril line sails between Denmark and Iceland, via the Faroe Islands.






Getting Around


Denmark has excellent public transport links, making it easy to travel around the country by bus and train. Car rentals are convenient but relatively expensive (even more so for local residents).




TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
400–600kr/day

Petrol
Approx. 14kr/litre

EV charging
4.19kr/kWh

Train ticket from Copenhagen to Aarhus
420kr



Hiring a Car

The best rental deals are found on foreign booking sites. Several apps offer hourly rentals – Share Now has electric and petrol cars and GreenMobility operates EV fleets. GoMore users rent cars directly from owners. Eon and Clever are EV-charging providers.

Bringing Your Own Car

If you bring in a vehicle that is registered in a non-EU country, you must take out a border insurance policy. Requirements are outlined on the website of the Danish Motor Insurers’ Bureau (dfim.dk).

Pedal Power

Denmark is one of Europe’s most cycle-friendly countries. Two-thirds of Copenhageners commute daily by bicycle, and it’s usually the quickest way to get around. Copenhagen, Aarhus, Odense and Aalborg have bicycle rental schemes and there are numerous rental outlets in cities and towns. In villages, ask at the local bike shop. In Copenhagen, Donkey Republic rents out orange bicycles by the minute, and allows pick-up and drop-off in different locations, all through an app.


TIP

Download the Rejseplanen app. Enter your start and end points and it will find the best routes, times and prices.




Booking Trains

Train tickets can be bought from station machines, ticket offices or via the DSB website or app. There are early-bird discounts; check for orange saver tickets. Reservations are not free; however, trains do get busy, so for longer distances it can be worthwhile.




Rejsekort

Fares are cheaper with a rejsekort. Similar to London’s Oyster card, it’s an electronic ticket system for travelling by bus, train, metro and water taxi. Purchase a card for 70kr, and top it up at blue self-service machines at stations. Remember you need to touch in and out, even on buses.




Flights

Denmark’s main airport is Copenhagen, but Aarhus, Billund and Aalborg also receive international flights. SAS is Denmark’s main carrier and operates domestic flights. Local airline DAT (formerly Danish Air Transport) flies to Bornholm. You can also fly between the centre of Copenhagen and Aarhus with Nordic Seaplanes.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 50km/h in built-up areas (40km/h in central Copenhagen); 60–90km/h on other roads; 110 or 130km/h on motorways.
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Check cycle lanes before turning right.








Money

CURRENCY: DANISH KRONE (KR)
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Credit Cards


Visa and MasterCard are widely accepted; American Express and Diners Club less so. Hotels, petrol stations, restaurants and shops may charge a fee for foreign cards.

Cash


Some cash machines exchange foreign currency. You don’t need to carry much cash in Denmark as shops and services are increasingly cashless.

Taxes & Refunds

Denmark’s 25% value-added tax, called MOMS, is added to goods and services. If you live outside the EU, you can claim a refund. Collect a form in-store, then present it with receipts, passport and purchases at the airport; there’s a desk in T3 at Copenhagen airport.

Tipping

Hotels Usually 10kr to 20kr is sufficient for bags carried to your room.

Taxis It’s not really expected; service is included in the quoted price.

Restaurants It’s not expected, but tipping is becoming more common. Round up or add 10% when service is especially good.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Metro fare (central zones)
18kr

Bike rental
100–150kr per day

Museum entry
100–130kr

Ticket to Legoland
from 329kr



HOW TO… SAVE MONEY

Denmark is a relatively expensive country, but there are ways to save kroner. Seniors and students usually qualify for discounted museum and transport tickets. In general, using a rejsekort gives lower fares on the bus, S-tog and metro. Book train travel early to bag an ‘orange’ discount ticket. If you’re self-catering, try the Too Good To Go app to pick up bargain food deals and help save waste.


Digital Denmark

Denmark is an increasingly cashless and digitalised society. According to the Digital Economy and Society Index 2022, it ranked second in Europe after Finland. It’s rare that places won’t accept credit cards. In fact it is more likely that shops or cafes are reluctant to take cash. Even hot-dog stands, market stalls and countryside honesty boxes ask for Mobile Pay, a local payments app available to Danish bank account holders. Denmark’s digitalisation goes far beyond money. Driving licences and health cards can be carried on smartphones, and even correspondence with local government is via an app.
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LOCAL TIP
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If you’re doing lots of sightseeing in the capital, consider downloading the digital Copenhagen card. It costs 440kr and covers entrance to almost 90 attractions and local transport.

Adrienne Murray Nielsen








Accommodation

A Flock of Kros

The countryside inns known as kros trace their origins to one travel-weary king named Erik Klipping, who demanded roadside inns be opened at regular intervals way back in 1283. Amazingly, many survive today: some are stodgy (in both food and flair), while others have been brought up to date, becoming holiday destinations in their own right.

Hygge Holiday Cottages

Known as a ‘summer house’ (sommerhus) in Danish, holiday cottages are hugely popular, and many Danish families will spend at least part of their annual holidays in one. They are typically located in rural or seaside settings, and often rented on a weekly basis, which can represent good savings if you’re travelling in a small group.

Bed Down on the Farm

At its core, Denmark is a land of fields and farms – so if you really want to get a sense for what’s made life tick here for centuries, drop into one of around 30 farm stays connected to the National Association for Agricultural Tourism (bondegaardsferie.dk/en). The farms vary from rural and relaxing to actively agricultural.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A rural castle
from 1250kr

An en suite hotel or kro
700–1500kr

A dorm bed
150–300kr
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Noble Nights

Sleep like a queen – or at least some kind of baroness – in one of the many old castles and manor houses dotting the Danish countryside. The Danish Castle and Manor Association keeps a list of about a dozen participating palaces (castles-manorhouses.dk). They’re often used for weddings and group retreats, so book in advance.



Minimalist Hostels

There are plenty of budget hostels in Denmark. These are usually more institutional than funky or bohemian – often aimed at school/athletic groups – but offer reliably clean and affordable lodgings. Danhostel (danhostel.dk) is the largest association, with 64 hostels throughout the country. They are also a member of Hostelling International. Otherwise, larger cities all have private hostels to choose from.
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Camp Out

Unlike Sweden, Denmark has no freedom-to-roam law (allemandsretten), and camping on the beach is also forbidden. However, hundreds of serviced campgrounds offer sites for as little as 70kr. Plus there are over 1000 primitive campsites – the simplest are just a forest clearing with a fire ring. Check the map (kort) at udinaturen.dk. Serviced campgrounds take reservations, but primitive ones do not.






Family Travel

Trolls, mermaids, fairy tales, Lego bricks – you’d be forgiven for thinking Denmark is a wonderland designed especially for little ones. Countless amusement parks, zoos, camping grounds and child-friendly beaches whir into life every summer for family holidays that are wholesome, safe and worry-free. Where else in the world can you see rows of prams with snoozing babies parked outside cafes?

When to Go

The best time for families is May to September. Good weather is more likely, and all attractions and activities are in full swing. Your kids are likely to meet other kids (local school holidays run from late June to early August), though attractions will be busy and charge peak prices. Many family hotspots (including Legoland) close in winter (November–April), but open briefly for Christmas.

Baby Facilities

• Most attractions and many cafes/restaurants have baby changing areas.

• The Copenhagen metro has dedicated spaces for buggies and plenty of lifts, and is free for kids under 12.

• Breastfeeding in public is a common sight and not taboo.

• Pharmacies are often closed on weekends.


Where to Stay

Camping grounds are a great bet in high season. Many offer family cabins, pools, playgrounds, mini-golf and activity programs for kids. Hostels are another good option: rooms often sleep up to six and there will invariably be a guest kitchen, lounge facilities and bike hire. Consider farm stays too: many are geared to families and offer play areas and outdoorsy fun.




Eating Out

As a rule, restaurants go out of their way to woo families. Many offer a børnemenu (children’s menu) or, if they don’t, mainstays like burgers, frikadeller (meatballs) and pastries, while ubiquitous hot-dog stalls mean picky eaters won’t go hungry.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Lego House

Little creators will delight at the hi-tech edutainment on offer.

HC Andersens Hus

The magical world of fairy tales, told in a way guaranteed to enchant children.

Sagnlandet Lejre

‘Land of Legends’ sees actors bring the olden days to life at this outdoor learning centre.

Tivoli Gardens

The place that inspired Walt Disney to found Disneyland.

Camp Adventure

Magical forest park with treetop attractions, zip lines and climbing.
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Land of Play

It should come as no surprise that Denmark’s penchant for creative, inspiring and practical design extends to its playgrounds. No two play areas are the same, with the notion of swings, slides and climbing frames a thing of the past. Danish companies like Monstrum, founded in 2003, are the starchitects of play spaces, creating themed, art-forward, sustainable wonderlands (think giant creatures, marvellous machines and magical settings) that look stunning and stimulate free play. You can find their playgrounds at places like Lego House, Dokk1 in Aarhus and Copenhagen Airport, and in urban, woodland and coastal settings throughout Denmark.






Health & Safe Travel

Insurance

EU citizens are covered by the European Health Insurance Card for most medical care, excluding non-emergencies or repatriation. Citizens from other countries should check for reciprocal health agreements; otherwise make sure you have adequate cover. A travel insurance policy that covers theft, loss of property and medical treatment is usually a good idea.
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Health

Health risks are minimal and travellers don’t need to take special precautions. Tap water is drinkable. Public healthcare is well functioning and pharmacies are widespread. Infectious diseases are not especially prevalent. Denmark emerged from the Covid-19 pandemic with few excess deaths, and was praised for its handling of the crisis. Vaccine take-up has been high.

Safety

Denmark is one of the world’s safest countries; the Economist Intelligence Unit named Copenhagen the world’s safest city in 2021. The most common reported crimes are theft and vandalism. In the Faroe Islands, crime is virtually nonexistent. Women travelling alone are unlikely to encounter problems, but use common sense if walking alone at night and avoid hitchhiking.


BICYCLE LANES

Danish riders are fast and bike lanes can be hazardous. The paving is different but isn’t marked or painted.



ONLINE WATER RATING (BADEVAND.DK)
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Red flag
Bad-quality water; do not swim
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Green flag
Good-quality water

[image: jpg]

Yellow flag
No warnings given

[image: jpg]

Grey flag
Currently closed

Cannabis

Recreational cannabis remains prohibited in Denmark. You may see cannabis openly sold in places like Christiania, but it is not legal to do so. Support for decriminalisation has led to calls to trial more relaxed laws, but this has not taken place. Denmark has a nascent medicinal cannabis industry, but it is strictly licensed and controlled.


TICKS

Ticks are found across Denmark in forests and long grass, and are most active spring to summer. Most bites do not cause illness but ticks can transmit serious infections like Lyme disease and encephalitis. Campers and hikers should check themselves for ticks. If you find one, removing it quickly lowers the risk of infection. See a doctor if a rash develops.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Morgenmad (breakfast; 6am to 9am) is a simple meal with coffee; the classic bolle med ost is a bread roll with cheese or jam.

Frokost (lunch; noon to 2pm) is typically a smørrebrød (open sandwich) or cooked meal.

Aftensmad (dinner; 6pm to 9pm) is an evening meal at home; middag is a two- or three-course dinner. Danes eat early.



Where to Eat

Bakery Cheap breakfast and lunch option.

Coffee shop Simple food like bread rolls with cheese, croissants and pastries.

Cafe Casual sit-down lunch spots.

Vinstue/Bodega Old-fashioned pubs sometimes serving Danish classics like smørrebrød, breaded plaice or stegt flæsk (fried pork).

Kro Traditional inn. Classical Danish fare is often elevated to a gourmet affair.

Restaurant Smørrebrød at lunch and heartier dinners. Set dinner menus of five to seven courses are increasingly the norm at New Nordic-style places.
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MENU DECODER

æble apple

appelsin orange

børnemenu kids’ menu

dagens ret daily special

danskvand mineral water

drinkskort drinks list

fadøl draught beer

fisk fish

flæskesteg roast pork

flaske bottle

forretter starters

frisk fresh

frugt fruit

godt klaret well done

grønsag vegetable

hjemmelavet homemade

hovedretter mains

hvidløg garlic

hvidvin white wine

kaffe coffee

kage cake

kød meat

kold cold

kylling chicken

laks salmon

lammekød lamb

mælk milk

med with

mellemmåltid snack

oksekød beef

øl beer

ost cheese

regning bill

ret dish

rødvin red wine

salat salad

sild herring

sodavand soft drink

spisekort/menu menu

suppe soup

svinekød pork

te tea

torsk cod

vand water

varm hot



HOW TO… Order a Hot Dog Like a Local

Travellers arriving at Copenhagen airport are greeted with the waft of pølse (sausages) as they wait in baggage reclaim. Danes love their hot dogs as much as Americans do, and there’s more than 100 years of hot-dog history. Hot dogs are a quick daytime bite or late-night snack.

To eat one the Danish way, order a classic ristet hotdog with everything (‘med det hele’). Its assembly must be precise. The sausage is placed in bread, then plied with mustard, remoulade and ketchup, topped with raw onions, then fried onions and sealed with overlapping pickled cucumber. An alternative is the Fransk hot dog, a sausage with no French connection, but it’s stuffed into a baguette-like piece of bread with a hole through the middle.



HOW MUCH FOR A…

Kanelsnegl (cinnamon pastry)
35kr

Bolle med ost (bread with cheese)
32–45kr

Cup of coffee
35kr

Smørrebrød (one piece)
70–130kr

Set menu at a city restaurant
350–600kr

Tasting menu at a Michelin-starred restaurant
2000kr

Beer
70kr

Glass of wine
80–150kr



HOW TO… Eat Smørrebrød

Smørrebrød, pronounced ‘smuhr-bro’, is simply an open sandwich with one layer of bread. It has long been a lunchtime staple and its earliest mention goes back to medieval times. At its most basic it consists of sliced rye bread topped with shrimps, pickled herring, egg or liver pate (leverpostej) plus a garnish. But these days the smørrebrød served in restaurants are nothing less than an elaborate art form.

Eating smørrebrød is almost a ritual, and Danes are very particular about it. There’s an unwritten law that governs the specific order, specific bread and specific garnish that each serving must have. Smoked salmon goes with white bread and herring with rye bread.

Even the traditional Danish Christmas lunch on 25 December is a succession of open sandwiches and don’t dare deviate from the order! Lighter fish and prawn smørrebrød come first, before you advance to warm, meatier varieties. It’s all accompanied by aquavit (Danish snaps) with a toast, then washed down with ale. To toast, raise your glass and say skål! (cheers!) while making eye contact with everyone at the table.

Cheap smørrebrød are available in bakeries or you can sit down for a multicourse extravaganza. Cafes usually offer individual pieces à la carte or a choice of three servings at a set price.
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Butter Bread

Smørrebrød translates as ‘butter bread’ and became a Danish traditional lunch item among workers in the 19th century.




Going Out

Danes love to party hard and most towns have a lively nightlife scene, whether you’re seeking a casual beer at a pub, a more sophisticated cocktail or want to dance the night away.

It’s not unusual for Danes to share a drink at home with friends before heading out, and on sunny afternoons in summertime, groups of friends often hang out together in parks or along the waterfront, sharing a few cans of beer. For a casual drink you’ll find plenty of options in towns and cities but, unlike in countries like the UK, villages won’t necessarily have a local drinking spot.

Bodegas are old-school pubs usually serving beer on tap. Smaller establishments are often rather smoky and among the few places indoors where cigarettes are allowed. Meanwhile, the rise of craft beer has seen many brewpubs pop up. A lot of cafes and bars have pavement seating and even in wintertime Danes will be found outside huddled beneath blankets and heaters.

Don’t mix up vinstue with vinbar. A vinstue is much like a bodega. A vinbar is a trendy wine bar found in cities. Usually the vibe is relaxed and low-key, and drinking naturvin (organic wine) is the latest trend.

Bars and pubs are usually open until 1am or 2am, and even later on a Friday or Saturday night. Don’t even think of going to a nightclub until well after midnight. Most places don’t enforce strict dress codes and will still be going at 4am or 5am.








Responsible Travel

Hop on Your Bike

Ditch the car, and cycle like the locals. Not only is it green, but it’s also the most convenient way to get around city centres. Elsewhere, cycle routes and bike rentals are widely available.
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Take Green Transport

Copenhagen’s metro, S-tog, local ferries and some buses are electric. Try Viggo’s EV taxi fleet or Drivr, which has cabs powered by green hydrogen. Otherwise self-drive an EV with ShareNow or GreenMobility.
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Dine Sustainably

More than a dozen restaurants have a Michelin green clover. Copenhagen’s Høst offers carbon-neutral dining, you can eat vegan at Aarhus’ Plant Food, while ØsterGRO is a rooftop organic farm and restaurant.
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With Greenkayak you can sightsee for free and clean up local waterways by collecting rubbish as you paddle. The popular idea began in Copenhagen, and is now in Aarhus, Aalborg, Præstø and Malmö.




Brush up on your astronomy by going on a guided night-time tour in the Dark Sky Park of Møn and Nyord (darkskymoen.dk/en).



In 2021 Ærø was named as the most sustainable island in the EU. Only a year earlier, Bornholm and Samsø topped the list.

 


It really doesn’t get more emission-free than walking. Denmark has some beautiful (and relatively flat) hiking trails. Try tackling South Funen’s Øhavsstien.

Voluntourism

Each year thousands apply for the Faroe Islands’ Closed for Maintenance (visitfaroe islands.com/en/closed) scheme, which sees 100 volunteers spend three days helping with tasks like path-building and erecting signs at popular tourist spots across the archipelago.

Go Troll Hunting

More than a dozen giant troll sculptures are hidden across Denmark. Download the map (trollmap.com) and go treasure hunting! Danish artist Thomas Danbo made the trolls from recycled materials and reclaimed wood.
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Roskilde Festival

Roskilde Festival has been non-profit since its inception in 1972, and aims to highlight environmental and social issues. Food stalls display their carbon footprints and the reusable cup scheme has slashed plastic waste.


Tour Copenhagen’s canals with GoBoat on a small boat running on solar power.




Cafe Exit (cafeexit.dk) helps former prisoners get a fresh start in Copenhagen, Aarhus and Odense.




2050

In 2022 Denmark was the highest-ranked country worldwide on the Climate Change Performance Index and in 2021 came second on the Global Sustainability Index. The country is working towards climate neutrality by 2050.



The Human Library in Nørrebro, Copenhagen, loans ‘books’ like no others: human books. Readers choose a title – whether it’s trans, Muslim or blind – and sit in the reading garden for a conversation.


RESOURCES

naturfonden.dk/oplev-naturen Find Denmark’s nature areas with hiking trails and other activities.
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frivilligjob.dk Check Denmark’s biggest portal for voluntary work.
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danskretursystem.dk/en How to recycle bottles, cans and containers, and get cash back.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers


Denmark has consistently ranked among Europe’s most queer-friendly countries. In 2021 the Spartacus Gay Travel Index placed it fifth worldwide. Historically, it’s been a frontrunner on gay rights and anti-discrimination legislation, becoming the world’s first country to officially recognise same-sex partnerships in 1989.



The Biggest Bash

Copenhagen Pride (copenhagenpride.dk) is the calendar’s biggest event. Every August, a week-long festival of performances, human rights debates and inclusive sports events culminates in a parade in the city centre – hundreds of thousands turn out to watch. There’s also a Winter Pride event in February, and the city hosted the 2021 World Pride and Eurogames. Aarhus (aarhuspride.dk) and Aalborg (aalborgpride.dk) also have smaller annual pride events, and Faroe Pride takes place in Tórshavn in late July. Held each October, Mix Copenhagen (mixcopenhagen.dk) is one of the world’s longest-running LGBTIQ+ film festivals.
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GOING OUT

Copenhagen has plenty of nightlife options, and most restaurants and bars are gay friendly; the concentration of LGBTIQ+ bars and nightclubs in the old Latin Quarter make up the ‘gaybourhood’. Beyond Copenhagen the nightlife scene is limited. There’s a handful of bars and clubs in Aarhus, though the city is generally progressive. Aalborg and Odense have only one dedicated venue each.




COMMUNITY

LGBT+ Danmark (lgbt.dk) is the largest and oldest national organisation, founded in 1948 as Kredsen af 1948 (Circle of 1948). For information on the community in the Faroe Islands, try LGBT+ Føroyar (lgbt.fo). LGBT Asylum (lgbtasylum.dk) is a volunteer-run NGO offering a social network and safe space for refugees.



Tourism

With a friendly, progressive attitude and a host of events and venues, Copenhagen is a popular destination for gay travellers. Out and About (outandabout.dk) has a free English guide with gay-friendly listings and information; it’s available at LGBTIQ+ venues or tourist information.

OLDEST GAY BAR

In the heart of Copenhagen, and open in this very spot since 1917, Centralhjørnet is believed to be the world’s longest-running gay bar. It stages popular drag shows and Sunday jazz, and classes itself as ‘straight-friendly’.


Walking Tours

One- to two-hour walking tours in Danish, English or German, exploring Copenhagen’s LGBTIQ+ history and society, are led by author Bjarne Henrik Lundis (see visitcopenhagen.com).








Accessible Travel


People with disabilities shouldn’t hold back from travelling in Denmark. Accessibility is improving and transport is usually designed to cater for wheelchair users and those with other impairments.



Copenhagen Metro

All stations in Copenhagen’s metro are designed for accessibility. Lifts link the street with platforms, there are no gaps between train doors and platforms and the metro connects to the airport.


Airport

Airport assistance is booked directly through your airline. Copenhagen airport has a well-designed assistance centre, found in Terminal 3 before security. Accessible toilets and lifts are located throughout the airport.




Accommodation

Modern hotels are usually designed with accessibility in mind, but some older hotels are not adequate. Search the God Adgang (Access Denmark; accessdenmark.com) website to check accommodation.



ATTRACTIONS

Some museums in older buildings do not have ramps. Many old quarters in villages and towns have cobbled streets. Visit Copenhagen (visitcopenhagen.com) lists the most accessible attractions in the capital.

Transport

Copenhagen taxis accept collapsible wheelchairs; book ahead for powered wheelchairs. Trains and S-train stations have lifts and (often) accessible carriages. Buses have ramps, but no boarding assistance. Ferry facilities are variable.

Be My Eyes App

Designed by Danes, this free app for blind and visually impaired people worldwide connects to volunteers in over 150 countries to assist with everyday tasks, big or small.


RESOURCES

God Adgang (Access Denmark; accessdenmark.com) awards a label to buildings, facilities and services that meet accessibility standards. A searchable database on the website details how different disabilities and impairments are supported by restaurants, hotels, beaches and transport providers.

Danish Association of the Physically Disabled (DHF; danskhandicapforbund.dk) has links for travellers.

Danish Association for the Blind (blind.dk)

Department of Transport (dinoffentligetransport.dk) has accessibility details.



SØLUND MUSIC FESTIVAL

Join 20,000 music lovers for three days of musical performances in mid-June at the world’s biggest festival (solundfestivalen.dk) for people with physical and intellectual disabilities. Running in Jutland since 1986, there’s easy access for wheelchairs and quiet zones.


Accessible Toilets in Copenhagen

Public toilets are found throughout Copenhagen. To see the location of toilets that have disabled access, are supervised or both, check this handy map: kk.dk/toiletter.








Planning a Trip to Legoland


The unquenchable popularity of Lego bricks (sales grew 22% in 2021), coupled with direct flights into Billund from destinations all over Europe, means more and more families are travelling to Denmark specifically to visit the OG Legoland and the hi-tech Lego House play centre. If you’re weighing up a family-sized pilgrimage to the birthplace of Lego bricks, this guide is designed to help you get the most out of your trip.



GOOD TO KNOW

• You can bring your own food and drink into Legoland. Pirateland has nice grassy picnic areas.

• Big family? Some Lego hotel rooms and cabins sleep up to eight people.

• Download the official Legoland Billund app for live ride queue times and e-ticket entry.

• Hire strollers at the park if you don’t want to bring your own.

Check the Calendar

Legoland has a surprisingly sporadic opening schedule, so check carefully before organising a trip (legoland.dk). The park winds down for the winter from around October until late March, but still opens on certain weekends, and for longer periods over Halloween and Christmas. In high season, Legoland claims that Tuesday and Wednesday see the most crowds, while Saturday is quieter. School holidays in Denmark end after the first week of August, so aim to go later than that for shorter wait times.

Get Cheap(er) Tickets

Buy your tickets for Legoland and Lego House online (legoland.dk) for a small saving. You’ll also save if buying a combo ticket for both attractions. A neat hack is to get hold of the Lego toy catalogue (you can also download a PDF of it at lego.com), which usually has generous Legoland offers inside, such as a child’s free entry for every paying adult.


Hungry?

It’s a good idea to book Lego restaurants in advance, especially Mini Chef at Lego House and Panorama at Legoland Hotel.
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WHICH LEGO HOTEL?

Of the three official hotels, Legoland Castle Hotel has the most wow factor, with its cartoon castle architecture and rooms themed to knights, princesses and wizards. Legoland Hotel is closest to the park, with its own private entrance (but no early-hours access). A huge choice of themed rooms include Ninjago, Lego Friends and a Lego Movie–themed room, or more grown-up park-view rooms. Kids get a free Lego set. A great option is Legoland Holiday Village with its themed playgrounds and nature area. You can park next to your cabin and catch the shuttle bus into Legoland.
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Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

During summer, attractions have longer hours, but may vary throughout the year.

Banks 10am–4pm Monday to Friday

Bars and clubs 4pm–midnight, to 2am or 5am Friday and Saturday

Coffee shops 8am–6pm

Restaurants noon–10pm (earlier on weekends for brunch)

Shops 10am–6pm Monday to Friday, to 2pm or 4pm Saturday, often closed Sunday (except supermarkets)

Smoking

Danes are surprisingly heavy smokers. Smoking is banned in restaurants, bars and clubs, but allowed in some small pubs and bodegas.


Weights & Measures

Denmark uses the metric system. Decimals are indicated by commas, and thousands by points.

Internet Access

Free internet is widespread. Log on at cafes and supermarkets, on transport and at public libraries.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC +1hr in winter, GMT/UTC +2hr in summer

Country Code
45

Emergency Number
112

Population
5.8 million



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Many Danes take their main work holidays during the first three weeks of July. Offices, shops and services usually close on the following holidays:

New Year’s Day 1 January

Maundy Thursday Thursday before Easter

Good Friday Friday before Easter

Easter Day Sunday in March or April

Easter Monday Day after Easter

Ascension Day Sixth Thursday after Easter

Whitsunday Seventh Sunday after Easter

Whitmonday Seventh Monday after Easter

Constitution Day 5 June

Christmas Eve 24 December

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day (2nd Christmas Day) 26 December

New Year’s Eve 31 December

Electricity 230V/50Hz
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Language


Many visitors to Denmark get around without speaking a word of Danish, but just a few phrases go a long way in making friends, inviting service with a smile, and ensuring a rich and rewarding travel experience – you could be invited in for some hygge, experience a sublime meal or grab that great shopping bargain.



Basics

Hello. Goddag. go·da

Goodbye. Farvel. faar·vel

Yes. Ja. ya

No. Nej. nai

Please. Vær så venlig. ver saw ven·lee

Thank you. Tak. taak

Excuse me. Undskyld mig. awn·skewl mai

Sorry. Undskyld. awn·skewl

What’s your name? Hvad hedder De/du? va hey·dha dee/doo

My name is … Mit navn er … mit nown ir …

Do you speak English? Taler De/du engelsk? ta·la dee/doo eng·elsk

I don’t understand. Jeg forstår ikke. yai for·stawr i·ke

Directions

Where’s ...?

Hvor er …? vor ir …

What’s the address?

Hvad er adressen? va ir a·draa·sen

Could you please write it down?

Kunne De/du skrive det ned? koo·ne dee/doo skree·ve dey nidh

Can you show me (on the map)?

Kan De/du vise mig det (på kortet)? kan dee/doo vee·se mai dey (paw kor·tet)

Signs

Indgang/Udgang Entrance/Exit

Åben/Lukket Open/Closed

Ledige værelser Rooms Available

Politistation Police Station

Varm/Kold Hot/Cold

Time

What time is it? Hvad er klokken? va ir klo·ken

It’s (two) o’clock. Klokken er (to). klo·ken ir (toh)

Half past (one). Halv (to) (lit: half two). hal (toh)

morning morgenen. mor·nen

afternoon eftermiddagen. ef·taa·mi·da·en

evening aftenen. aaft·nen

yesterday i går. ee gawr

today i dag. ee da

tomorrow i morgen. ee morn

Emergencies

Help! Hjælp! yelp

Stop! Stop! stop

Go away! Gå væk! gaw vek

I’m ill. Jeg er syg. yai ir sew

Could you help me, please? Kan De/du hjælpe mig? kan dee/doo yel·pe mai

Call ...! Ring efter …! ring ef·ta …

a doctor en læge. in le·ye

the police politiet. poh·lee·tee·et

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Hvad kan De/du anbefale? va kan dee/doo an·bey·fa·le

What’s the local speciality?

Hvad er den lokale specialitet? va ir den loh·ka·le spey·sha·lee·teyt

Cheers! Skål! skawl

I’ll have (a gin).

(En gin), tak. (in jeen) taak


NUMBERS

1

en in

2

to toh

3

tre trey

4

fire feer

5

fem fem

6

seks seks

7

syv sew

8

otte awte

9

ni nee

10

ti tee





DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

One essential word thought to have Danish origin is ‘smile’



WORD STRESS

In Danish, stress often falls on the first syllable in a word. Compound words can have more than one syllable stressed.

Must-Know Grammar

Danish has a polite form of address, using the personal pronouns De and Dem. The words and phrases here are mostly in the familiar form using du and dig, except where it’s more appropriate to use the formal form. In general, use the formal form when speaking to senior citizens and officials, and the familiar form the rest of the time.


Five Phrases to Learn Before You Go

1 What time does it open/close?

Hvad er åbningstiderne? va ehr āb-neengs-tee-thah-nah

Opening hours vary throughout the year, especially for sights and activities.

2 Thanks for the meal.

Tak for mad. taht for math

After a meal you should always say tak for mad before getting up.

3 Which wine would you recommend?

Hvilken vin anbefaler du? vil-gehn veen an-beh-fah-lah doo

When Danes raise their glasses to you and say Skål! it means ‘Cheers!’

4 Can I address you with ‘du’?

Må jeg sige du? mā yai see-yeh doo

Danes generally only use the familiar form of address (du and dig) for everyone but senior citizens and officials.

5 Do you have plans for tonight?

Har du planer i aften? hah doo pla-nah ee ahf-den (Danish kitchens close relatively early: aim to eat before 10pm, and before 9pm or earlier in smaller towns.)



WHO SPEAKS DANISH?

The current international status of Danish is the legacy of its historical expansion. It’s the official language of Denmark and has co-official status – with Greenlandic and Faroese, respectively – in Greenland and the Faroe Islands, which are autonomous Danish territories. Until 1944 it was the official language of Iceland and today is taught in schools there as the first foreign language.
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THE FAROE ISLANDS
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UNTAMED NATURAL BEAUTY & SUBLIME ISOLATION

Discover unspoilt nature and fascinating Faroese culture in the remote North Atlantic. Travellers love to explore lonely lighthouses and timeless villages, hike mountain trails and go birdwatching, but come prepared for unpredictable and inclement weather, like wind, rain and fog.
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Wild and windswept, this island chain possesses an incomparable raw and elemental beauty. Rugged basalt mountains rise above narrow sea straits, and towering coastal cliffs teem with birdlife. Hundreds of kilometres from its nearest neighbours and home to just 54,000 people, the Faroe Islands are an isolated archipelago and a self-governing nation within the kingdom of Denmark. But as remote as these islands might be, they’re only a two-hour flight from Copenhagen, and after many years off the radar, they are no longer a secret. The Faroes’ international airport on Vágar has direct flights to several cities in Denmark and Norway, as well as to Iceland, Scotland, France and Spain. A connection with New York city is expected in late 2023.

It’s thought Irish monks stepped foot on these islands first, and then came the Vikings, who settled more than 1000 years ago. Centuries of isolation have made the Faroese a resilient and independent people, with a distinctive culture, language and identity. Although their homeland is part of the Danish realm, the Faroese don’t consider themselves Danes. Traditionally, the Faroese have lived from the sea, and even today fishing and salmon farming drive the local economy.
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THE MAIN AREAS

TÓRSHAVN

Faroese capital and foodie haven.

VÁGAR

Waterfalls and walking trails.



Find Your Way

The archipelago’s 18 islands sit relatively close to one another. A road and tunnel network links the largest and most central of the Faroes, but the smaller and outer islands rely on ferry and helicopter connections.
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Plan Your Days

Most of the archipelago’s sights are within easy reach of the capital. If you have extra time, take a ferry to more remote islands.
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With Only Three Days

• Make the most of the stunning scenery in Vágar by stopping in the picturesque village of Gásadalur and viewing the Múlafossur waterfall. Hike to the coast at Trælanípaand feel the power of nature on a boat trip from Vestmanna. Head back into civilisation for a Faroese culture fix in Tórshavn, admiring art at Listasavn Føroya and eating local cuisine at Ræst.




With a Week to Travel

• Spend a day in Vágar and then visit the puffin colony at Mykines. Devote time to Tórshavn, calling at historic Kirkjubøur village and day-tripping to Nólsoy island. Head north to hike to the dramatic lighthouse at Kalsoy, to summit Klakkur for superb panoramas, and to soak in the setting at Saksun. Find the courage to surf Atlantic waves in Tjørnuvík.



Seasonal highlights

SPRING

The islands teem with birdlife as puffins and other seabirds return to nest. Late April brings the colourful Flag Day festival.

SUMMER

Visitor numbers peak as longer days arrive. Weather is mixed. Music festivals and Ólavsøka (national day; 28 and 29 July) celebrations get underway.

AUTUMN

Tourist season winds down rapidly, and some cafes and attractions close. You might have some popular sights to yourself.

WINTER

Dark nights draw in, but Christmas is cosy. Jazz and light festivals in the capital brighten the cold months of January and February.



TóRSHAVN
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In a land of wild mountains and scattered villages, Tórshavn offers something completely different. More than 20,000 people live in the Faroe Islands’ capital, making it a relative metropolis. Delve into Faroese culture with an enlightening museum visit and taste local cuisine at a first-rate restaurant. Throw in some shopping and an evening exploring the lively bar scene, and this diminutive but thriving harbour town has plenty to entertain for a couple of days. Many of the sights are close to Tórshavn’s colourful waterfront, which brims with yachts and fishing boats.

At the southern tip of Streymoy, the harbour is divided in two by the Tinganes peninsula, home to a village-like cluster of charming cottages, tangled passageways and the prime minister’s office. More than a millennia ago, Viking settlers founded one of the world’s earliest parliaments in this very place, and Tórshavn means ‘Thor’s harbour’ after the Norse god of war.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Gongin

EATING

2Áarstova

3Barbara Fish House

4Ræst

5ROKS

6Tarv




TOP TIP

Tórshavn’s waterfront and town centre are best seen on foot. If you have a vehicle, the large car park next to the marina allows six hours of free parking.



History & Culture in the Capital

TÓRSHAVN’S MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

Get to know the Faroes’ art scene at Listasavn Føroya, the superb national gallery that makes an impressive introduction. Housed in a bright space, the permanent collection of Faroese art spans 1830 to the present day. Among the works are several paintings of brooding seascapes and village life by renowned artist SJ Mikines. Check out Edward Fuglø’s striking painting Colony and the sculpture Whale-War, which explores the debate around grindadráp (whaling in the Faroe Islands). A mesmerising mirrored room, The Deep Blue by Tróndur Patursson, is perfect for selfies.

The displays at Tjóðsavn Føroya could be spruced up, but the two-storey national museum reveals insights into local history and Faroese traditions. Exhibits cover the archipelago’s geological formation, archaeology and the importance of wool and seabird hunting.
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THE FAROES FOR FOODIES

The capital has a delicious dining scene, but for an authentic slice of Faroese fare in a down-to-earth setting, try heimablídni. The word means ‘home hospitality’, and visitors can sign up to enjoy a home-cooked meal at a local’s house.





Tórshavn Past & Present Walking Tour
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Sweeping views over Tórshavn make the fort of 1 Skansin and its prominent lighthouse a great starting point to find your bearings. Rising above the harbour, it was built in 1580 to defend against pirates, but the present fortifications date from 1780. Head past the ferry docks and meander around 2 Undir Ryggi, part of the old town with narrow lanes and cosy cottages. Arc back to the cluster of traditional turf-roof buildings along 3 Gongin. Follow the Klettaskot footpath into the heart of the Tinganes Peninsula and its village-like clutch of black-tar-painted homes and then stroll to the historic former warehouses at the tip. These maroon wooden buildings house the rather understated 4 Prime Minister’s Office and several government ministries. Norse settlers established one of the earliest recorded parliaments here, called the Ting. From the early 9th century, meetings were convened every summer to pass new laws and resolve conflicts. A nearly hidden passageway and stone steps cut to the harbour, where hundreds of small boats contrast with enormous trawlers. Stop for a coffee at 5 Kafe Umami and then pop into the little art gallery of 6 Smiðjan í Lítluvík on your way to the atmospheric old cemetery 7 Gamli Kirkjugarður. Next, head for Tórshavn’s 8 Havnarkirkja, a handsome cathedral erected in 1788. Nearby, the 9 Ráðhús (town hall) is made from dark basalt rock. The white timber house on Tinghúsvegur is 10 Løgting, the surprisingly low-key parliament building. Swing down Niels Finsens Gøta to window shop at the knitwear stores and at 11 Marjun Heimá, which displays Faroese national dress. Finally, wend your way to 12 Kongaminnið, an obelisk commemorating King Christian IX’s 1874 visit, which has superb city views.



Taste of Tórshavn’s Food Scene

DINING OUT IN THE CAPITAL

Tiny Tórshavn’s restaurants truly punch above their weight. The capital’s dining scene has ballooned, and several good restaurants, typically offering set dinner menus, can be found in a cluster of historic turf-roof buildings around Gongin by the eastern harbour. Book well ahead for highly regarded Ræst, which combines modern gourmet cooking with the Faroese tradition of fermentation. Áarstova exudes a warm hygge ambience with cosy nooks and vintage paraphernalia; slow-cooked lamb is the star of its menu. With a seafaring theme, candlelit Barbara Fish House serves homey seafood dishes. ROKS is a casual affair offering contemporary finger food and sharing plates from the sea, such as mussels, langoustines and sea urchins. The Tarv is a smart surf-and-turf waterfront grill house popular with locals.
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BEST BARS IN TóRSHAVN

Essabar

In a tasteful space set over two floors, this popular spot stays open until the early hours.

Sirkus Bar

Lively tunes and a friendly crowd create a convivial atmosphere.

Blábar

Jazz and blues are performed to a crowd of music connoisseurs.

Mikkeller

Outpost of the Copenhagen brewing empire serving tap beer inside a historic house.

OY Brewing

Opened in 2022, this brewery serves beer and barbecue in a space surrounded by huge steel vats.



WHERE TO STAY IN TóRSHAVN

Hotel Hafnia

Good-value modern rooms and a bustling lobby bar in an unbeatable central location. €€

Hilton Garden Inn

Smart hotel with stylish Scandi rooms. Outside the centre but convenient for day trips. €€

Havgrím Seaside Hotel 1948

Classy boutique property with views to island Nólsoy, excellent service and superb breakfast. €€€




Beyond Tórshavn
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Breathtaking scenery, challenging mountain hikes and captivating birdlife beckon visitors outside the capital.


Many of the Faroe Islands’ top attractions lie within striking distance of Tórshavn. On the largest and most central island, Streymoy, ponder the ruins at Kirkjubøur and head to its northern reaches for a boat ride to Vestmanna’s soaring bird cliffs. Surf cold waves in sublime Tjørnuvík and soak in the spectacular secluded setting of Saksun, while Nólsoy offers a taste of traditional life just a stone’s throw from the capital. A major tunnel opened in 2020, making Eysturoy’s rugged mountains even more accessible, as well as the Faroes’ second town Klaksvík, a jumping-off point for the scenic remote northern isles, and a popular day trip to Kalsoy and its magnificent lighthouse.

[image: jpg]

Nólsoy | Copyright Wild Vanilla/getty images ©


TOP TIP

Google Maps listings often have incorrect opening times, but most cafes, guesthouses and museums update their Facebook pages.



The Faroe Islands’ Historic Roots

KIRKJUBØUR’S MEDIEVAL CATHEDRAL & FARMHOUSE

Just 11km from Tórshavn by road, Kirkjubøur is one of the Faroe Islands’ most historic villages. It’s also among the prettiest, full of black timber houses with distinctive red window frames. In medieval times, it was the archipelago’s religious and cultural centre. Constructed in the 1300s, Kirkjubømúrurin (St Magnus) is a roofless ruin, but the outer walls of the imposing cathedral stand 9m tall. Steps away, Ólavskirkjan (St Olav’s Church) is the Faroe Islands’ earliest church still in use. Dating from 1111, it’s dedicated to one of Norway’s first Christian kings. Unlike many Faroese churches, the door is unlocked, so peek inside. Next door, Roykstovan is an astonishing 900-year-old farmhouse and former bishop’s residence that has been in the same Faroese family for 17 generations.

The best way to reach Kirkjubøur is to walk and then catch the bus back. From Tórshavn, a lovely footpath follows a stream towards the Okkara brewery, from where a 7km cairn-marked trail snakes over the hillside. This popular and straightforward hike takes roughly two hours, and you’ll be treated to wonderful views of the nearby islands before descending steeply to the village.


WHO WERE THE FIRST SETTLERS ON THE FAROES?

The Faroese language is derived from Old Norse, a legacy of this island chain’s Viking heritage. However, the first settlers on this North Atlantic archipelago may have been Celtic-speaking people from the British Isles. After studying DNA and faeces sediments from sheep, scientists dated the arrival of livestock to around 500 CE and deduced that a community must have been present 350 years before the Vikings arrived. Ancient Celtic grave markers, some place names and medieval texts lend further weight to this theory.

Researchers also discovered barley grains on Sandoy that predate the Viking period. DNA analysis found that Faroese men belong to a predominantly Scandinavian gene pool, while women have mostly British Isles ancestry.



Listen to Live Music at Sea

GROTTO CONCERTS

For a unique musical experience, set sail to a sea cave aboard the historic wooden schooner Norðlýsið. Each summer, musicians perform a series of recitals inside grottoes in Nólsoy and Hestur. These natural concert halls have special acoustics, and the vintage vessel makes a floating stage, while guests watch the short performance from a smaller boat. For schedules and tickets, visit tn24.fo or summartonar.fo.

WHERE TO STAY BEYOND TóRSHAVN

VisitHOMES

Lovingly put-together rooms at a cosy house in Leirvík run by an attentive host. €€

Gjáargarður Guesthouse

Swiss-chalet-like hotel in Gjógv with plain but decent rooms and a good breakfast. €€

Leisure Pearl

Dreamy, renovated two-bedroom cottage overlooking the beach in north Streymoy. €€€

Small Island Life on Nólsoy

DAY TRIP FROM THE CAPITAL

It’s only 20 minutes by ferry to the island of Nólsoy, but stepping ashore feels a world away from Tórshavn. A striking sperm whale jawbone marks the entrance to Nólsoy village, and you might spot fish hanging up to dry outside the colourful houses as you stroll around. The island’s steep eastern side is rich with birdlife, including puffins and the world’s biggest storm petrel colony.

In a wonderfully wind-blown spot on the island’s southern end stands Nólsoyar Viti, a photogenic white lighthouse built in 1893. You can hike across the island’s wild hills to see it on an excellent 13km return walk from the ferry landing, which has tremendous views to Tórshavn. To find the trail from the dock, take the right-hand fork. The path is well marked with cairns and blue stakes. It climbs steeply but soon levels out and then contours the grassy escarpment for much of the way. You’ll glimpse another lighthouse to the right, but keep walking straight. The boggy path crosses a few footbridges as you near your destination. The beam from its huge 4-tonne lens can be seen for 16 nautical miles. Allow four to five hours for the hike and check return ferry times before you set off.
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HIKING DOS & DON’TS IN THE FAROE ISLANDS

Most land in the Faroe Islands is privately held, and unlike in some countries, there’s no ‘right to roam’. Increasingly, landowners have introduced fees for well-known routes, but the public are allowed on old village paths. The excellent, downloadable guide Hiking in the Faroe Islands (visitfaroeislands.com) details many free routes.

The weather can change suddenly from sunshine to fog or rain, so wear warm, wind-resistant and waterproof clothing. Carry food, water, a map and a fully charged phone. Some trails are remote or pass near crags or coastal cliffs, so put on proper footwear and tell someone about your plans. Help preserve the Faroes’ fragile nature by sticking to marked paths and packing out your rubbish.



WHERE TO HEAR LIVE MUSIC BEYOND TóRSHAVN

Maggies

Cafe-cum-pub in Nólsoy village, well-known for its roster of visiting live bands.

Summartónar

Summer concert series (summartonar.fo) showcasing homegrown talent, from contemporary to classical.

G! Festival

Seaside village Gøta’s three-day July festival features local and Scandi indie and pop acts.

Bird Cliffs & Sea Caves

BOAT TRIP FROM VESTMANNA

Vestmanna is the starting point for one of the Faroe Islands’ most exhilarating excursions, a boat trip to the spectacular seabird cliffs, known as Vestmannabjørgini. From the harbour, the 90-minute tour heads up the strait to Streymoy’s northern coast, where a towering rock face overlooks the Atlantic Ocean. High overhead, seabirds such as fulmars, kittiwakes and puffins nest. The waves can get choppy, and travellers are given hard hats as the boat weaves through narrow straits and into sea caves. Boat trips (puffin.fo) run daily from April to September. If the sea conditions are too rough, tours go to the rock pinnacle Trøllkonufingur and sea caves on Vágar’s southern coast instead. Fishing with Blástein runs well-regarded angling trips from Vestmanna.

The town of Vestmanna itself has little to see. A tourist centre at the harbour has a cafe, and Faer Isles Distillery, which makes whisky, gin and aquavit, has opened a visitor centre and offers tours and tastings.

Saksun’s Lagoon & Black Sand Beach

SECLUDED VILLAGE IN A STUNNING VALLEY

Tucked down a long single-track road in a far-flung corner of Streymoy, Saksun has a uniquely magical setting. Ringed by a rugged green mountainside with tumbling waterfalls, the village overlooks Pollurin, a circular tidal lagoon with a black-sand beach. This wild and achingly beautiful landscape in starkly contrasting colours is a photographer’s dream, but Saksun’s popularity is not without issue. Some locals are fed up with the influx of tourists, and it’s important to be mindful that Saksun is a living community. Stick to designated footpaths when visiting.

The road forks as you approach the village. Go right for Dúvugarðar, a small summer-only museum in a 19th-century turf-roof building, and Saksun’s eye-catching white church. Taking the left fork brings you to a car park for the lagoon. It’s a lovely walk to the fjord’s mouth, and standing in this natural amphitheatre is absolutely awe-inspiring. The area has been fenced off since 2019, and you have to pass through a metal turnstile that charges a 75kr fee (payable by card only). You can also get a superb vantage point of the lagoon and the surrounding mountains by walking partway up the hillside trail that leads to Tjørnuvík.


ÁTJAN WILD ISLANDS FESTIVAL

This five-day adventure festival (atjanwildislands.com) is held in September and culminates in a mountain-trail race in northern Streymoy. The event is limited to 500 participants who compete in 10km, half-marathon, marathon or 55km ultra distances over rough, challenging terrain with few paths. Runners face steep ascents and scale mountaintop ridges amid utterly breathtaking scenery before descending to Tjørnuvík. Pre-race activities include sea kayaking, rock climbing, yoga, DJs nights and adventure film screenings.




UNDERWATER ROUNDABOUTS

The Eysturoy Tunnel opened in 2021, and images of its undersea roundabout went viral. It’s ringed by figures holding hands in a chain dance, by Faroese artist Tróndur Patursson.



Catch a Wave in Tjørnuvík

SURF THE COLD NORTH ATLANTIC

It’s hardly Hawaii, but Tjørnuvík’s U-shaped sandy bay produces fantastic waves, making it the Faroes’ top surfing spot. Surfing had barely made a ripple until pioneering locals established the sport here a couple of years ago. Faroe Islands Surf Guide (faroeislandssurfguide.com) offers board hire and classes for beginners. Don a thick wetsuit with gloves, boots and a head covering to keep the frigid Atlantic water at bay. The best surfing months are September to April, and in summer, the outfit runs SUP and cliff-jumping tours.

WHERE TO BUY FAROESE KNITWEAR

Snældan

Third-generation woollen business producing machine-knitted sweaters, with a shop and spinning mill in Strendur.

Heimavirki

Local outlets across the Faroes selling handmade crafts and knitwear, including Norðoya heimavirki in Klaksvík.

Ribarhús

Fuglafjørður-based craft shop selling knitted garments, among other goods, inside a charming, century-old grocer.

Climb Up Slættaratindur

SUMMIT THE FAROES’ HIGHEST PEAK

Slættaratindur rises up from northern Eysturoy’s rugged landscape. Its flat summit is often shrouded in mist, but on a clear day, sweeping panoramas take in the whole archipelago. This mountain is the tallest point in the Faroe Islands, but in 2012, it lost 2m of height after measurements revealed it’s actually 880m, not 882m, high. The trailhead to the summit begins at Eiðisskarð, on the road between Eiði and Funningur. From a small car park, the well-worn path ascends steeply for about 30 minutes. Captivating views of nearby peaks unfold as the trail quickly gains elevation. It then climbs diagonally left over the grassy stone-strewn slope. Higher up, the terrain is rockier, and the trail curves over the mountainside before suddenly switching right and circling back for the final steps to the summit. The hike takes about 2½ hours return. Be careful of ice and loose rocks.


WHY I LOVE THE FAROE ISLANDS
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Adrienne Murray Nielsen, writer

When I first set foot in the Faroes, I was greeted by bleak grey skies and bucketing rain. For a fleeting moment, I wondered why I’d come to this isolated place. Since then, I’ve been back again and again, because these islands are unlike anywhere else. Braced against the North Atlantic’s harshest elements, they show off nature in its rawest and wildest form, and their unspoilt landscapes are captivating. While the Faroes are now firmly on the tourist map, it’s still easy to escape the crowds by visiting more secluded islands, tackling a challenging hike or going outside of high season. Just build in spare time so that bad weather doesn’t matter!



Fjord & Mountain Panoramas Above Klaksvík

CLIMB KLAKKUR FOR SENSATIONAL VIEWS

From the summit of Klakkur (413m), the marvellous panoramic views of mountains and fjords are almost unrivalled anywhere else in the Faroe Islands, and fortunately, this rewarding hike is both straightforward and easily accessible. From the trailhead (head towards the heliport southwest of Klaksvík and take the uphill track from there), the hike takes about an hour. Looking down over the port town Klaksvík from this elevation, you can truly appreciate its unique setting, arcing around the fjord, surrounded by steep mountains. Beginning as a gravel footpath, the trail quickly becomes boggy and climbs steeply up the grassy hillside past a radio mast to the top, where there are a couple of cairns. A broad flat ridge continues to a tremendous lookout that treats hikers to sweeping 360-degree views.

WHERE TO EAT ON EYSTUROY

Café Cibo

This popular Runavík lunch spot serves generous burgers and sandwiches. €

Rose’s Cafe

Near Eiði, this cafe wins over travellers with its quality menu, friendly owner and views. €€

Brimborg

Smart evening restaurant in Gøtugjógv cooking up rotisserie chicken and steaks. €€

Sip Faroese Beer

THE ARCHIPELAGO’S BREWERY SCENE

Klaksvík is home to the islands’ biggest brewer, Föroya Bjór. Founded in 1888 by a local farmer who learned to brew in Denmark, it’s one of the oldest Faroese companies and is still a family-run business. Today it makes more than 20 different beers from pilsners to stouts and also owns the younger Okkara brewery and Einar’s Distillery, which produce Mikladalur es whisky, rum and aquavit. Take a one- or two-hour tour to learn about the 130-year history of Faroese brewing. Tours include snacks, and beer and spirit tastings. The website will soon be translated into English; otherwise, call to arrange a tour. There’s also a factory shop at the back.
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THE TALE OF RISIN & KELLINGIN

Both Tjørnuvík and the Eiði–Funningur road offer superb views of a pair of striking sea stacks at the foot of Eysturoy’s northern tip. According to local legend, the two rocks are a giant and a witch who attempted to tow the Faroe Islands to Iceland. Kellingin, the ‘witch’ with two ‘legs’ and a pointy ‘hat’, cast a rope around the nearby mountain of Eiðikollur, and then the stocky giant Risin pulled. They struggled through the night, but the mountain would not budge. When dawn broke, the sunlight turned them to stone.




ALE AFICIONADOS

The Faroese brewing space is growing. OY Brewing opened in 2022 and offers tours. It’s also a stop on Tórshavn’s beer walks (beerwalk.dk). Founded in 2021, Suðuroy’s nano-brewery Biskupskeldawas plans to open a taproom in 2023 at its historic premises in Vágur.



WHERE TO EAT IN KLAKSVíK

Amarant

Large bakery and cafe with a wide choice of sandwiches and pastries. €

Fríða Kaffihús

By the tourist office, Klaksvík’s best cafe makes appealing meals and coffee. €

Angus Steakhouse

Steaks, burgers and salmon in smart surrounds. Sister restaurant in Tórshavn. €€

Lights, Camera, Kalsoy!

JAMES BOND & JAW-DROPPING SCENES

Kalsoy is a popular day trip thanks to the Kallur lighthouse. This northerly point packs a real punch, with one of the most sensational views in the Faroe Islands. The ferry from Klaksvík docks in Syðradalur, from where the road passes through four slightly hair-raising tunnels on Kalsoy’s eastern side before reaching Trøllanes. From the car park, it’s a 30-minute push over a soggy hillside to Kalsoy’s northernmost tip. Presiding over a magnificent vantage point, the solitary red-and-white lighthouse is towered over by dramatic Matterhorn-like cliffs, with spectacular coastal scenery both east and west, including Viðoy’s precipitous Cape Enniberg.

The finale of the James Bond film No Time to Die was shot here, but it has so many visual effects, blink, and you might miss the brief cameo. Spoiler alert! A gravestone has been erected, dedicated to 007. But gimmicky as it may be, visitors enjoy snapping selfies here, judging by all the mud around it.

After retracing your steps, stop in Mikaladur on the return drive to see the statue of Kópakonan (Seal Woman) who, according to local legend, shed her seal skin and came ashore as a beautiful woman, but a young man hid her skin, preventing her from returning to the ocean.

A kiosk in Trøllanes sells drinks and snacks, and Mikaladur has Cafe Eðge. Outside of summertime, there’s nowhere to buy food, so come prepared with your own.
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THINGS TO DO IN THE FAROES
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Rose Alemayehu Poulsen is the chef and owner of Rose’s Cafe in Eysturoy. Here she gives her recommendations for the best things to do in the capital and beyond.

Mykines

The Faroes’ most beautiful island has such unique birdlife. However you need to plan your visit, because many seabirds arrive in June to nest and leave by the end of August. The village still has a lot of old character, and you can see what Faroese life was like in the 1970s or ‘80s.

Slættaratindur

One of the best walks is up Slættaratindur, the highest mountain in the Faroe Islands.

Ræst

You really must try the local food. Go out for dinner at Ræst in Tórshavn.




Getting Around

Most places with road links are within an hour of Tórshavn. Two routes from the capital take you to northern Streymoy: the newer coastal road via the Kollafjardar tunnel, or Oyggjarvegurin, a scenic route over the mountains. Tórshavn has bus links to Kirkjubøur and Gamlarætt (101), Vestmanna (100), Klaksvík (400, 401) and Vágar Airport (300, 350). International ferries for Denmark and Iceland, and inter-island ferries for Nólsoy and Suðuroy, leave from the eastern harbour.

The Eysturoy tunnel opened in 2020 has reduced driving times between Tórshavn and Klaksvík to about 45 minutes. Located on Borðoy, Klaksvík is connected to Eysturoy by a second subsea tunnel at Leirvík.

A car ferry (ssl.fo) sails several times daily from Klaksvík’s eastern harbour to Syðradalur on Kalsoy. Bus 506 meets foot passengers and runs to Mikaladur and Trøllanes. Plan your trip carefully to avoid a long wait for the boat back.





VáGAR
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The Faroe Islands’ international airport is located on Vágar, so unless you’re travelling by ferry, it’s the first island where you’ll set foot. Less rugged than its eastern neighbours, Vágar has stunning waterfalls, traditional villages and splendid hiking trails, which make it a fantastic introduction to the archipelago. During WWII, British soldiers were based here and built the runway, roads and harbour. While the northern half remains wild hill country, the south is home to about 3000 inhabitants. The larger settlement of Miðvágur to the east has useful facilities, such as a petrol station and supermarkets. Rounding the headland, Sandavágur comes into view, along with its striking red-roofed church, containing a 13th-century runestone dedicated to the settlement’s Norwegian founder. On the west coast, Sørvágur is the base for trips to magical Mykines, an island possessing bewitching coastal scenery and a bygone-era village, but for many, the extraordinary puffins are the stars of the show.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Mykines

SIGHTS

2Bøsdalafossur

3Bøur

4Drangarnir

5Gásadalur

6Knúkur

7Múlafossur

8Mykines Village

9Mykineshólmur

10Sandavágur

11Slættanes

12Sørvágsvatn

13Sørvágur

14Tindhólmur

15Trøllkonufingur

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16Trælanípa

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

(see 8) Locals

TRANSPORT

17Boat Tours

(see 8) Helipad




TOP TIP

Rather than hot-footing it from the airport to Tórshavn, start your trip in Vágar and prioritise what’s best about the Faroes, exploring its nature. It’s also prudent to visit Mykines earlier in your holiday, just in case bad weather disrupts transport – after all you wouldn’t want to miss out.



Timeless Villages & Striking Waterfalls

THE FAROES’ MOST BEAUTIFUL WATERFALL

Four kilometres from Sørvágur, the coastal road arrives at the pretty village of Bøur, a snug collection of black-tarred, turf-roof cottages gazing out to sea. Further on, the road ducks through a mountainside tunnel and pops out at secluded Gásadalur, once one of the archipelago’s most remote outposts and home to just 11 people. It wasn’t until 2006 when the tunnel was built that the hamlet gained a road link to the outside world. Before then, villagers had to cross the mountain by foot or go by helicopter. Put yourself in a local’s shoes by tackling the old postal route, a popular two-hour hike that zigzags steeply over the mountainside. Just ahead of the village, a wide 300m-long trail leads to one of the Faroes’ most recognisable sights, the spectacular Múlafossur waterfall. Cascading over a cliff into the sea with the village and mountains as a backdrop, it’s irresistibly photogenic.
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KNOW THE ISSUES: GRINDADRáP

Grindadráp, the hunting of pilot whales around the Faroe Islands, has come under increasing scrutiny, and bloody images of the slaughter have made international news.

According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature, long-finned pilot whales are not endangered, and Faroese hunters kill around 850 of them annually (and sometimes dolphins too). They’re driven ashore and then killed using spinal lances. Animal-rights groups condemn the practice as cruel and barbaric. Locals argue it’s a sustainable food source and part of Faroese cultural identity.

Controversy arose in 2021 when more than 1400 white-sided dolphins were killed. Following public outcry, the government introduced a quota of 500 dolphins annually, but there’s no quota for pilot whales.



WHERE TO STAY ON VáGAR

Á Giljanes Hostel & Campsite

Close to Sandavágur, this rare hostel has good amenities, clean dorms and some tent sites. €

Cottages by the Sea

Well-appointed, light-filled duplexes with Scandi vibes located on Sørvágur’s waterfront. €€

Múlafossur Cottages

Two-bed wooden turf-roof cabins in a serene riverside spot above Gásadalur. €€€

Spotting Sea Stacks & Seals

SEE DRANGARNIR & TINDHÓLMUR BY BOAT

Seascapes are rarely more dramatic than the Drangarnir sea stacks and jagged teeth of the islet Tindhólmur. Drangarnir is actually two formations, a rock pillar and an angular arch, while Tindhólmur’s serrated ridge juts 262m above the sea. The Mykines ferry passes these remarkable geological features on its daily voyage, but a boat tour with Blue Gate or Sea Travel gets you up close for unbeatable views. Leaving from Sørvágur, it’s a thrilling one-hour ride around the bay, first heading to Bøur and Múlafossur before crossing rolling swell to reach the islets. You’ll spot seabirds and perhaps even seals. Wear warm waterproof clothes. The waves can be choppy, and the boat has no cover.
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WWII HISTORY

After German forces invaded Denmark in 1940, the British military launched Operation Valentine, and around 8000 British troops were stationed in Vágar. The war had a heavy toll on the Faroese, and more than 200 fishermen lost their lives at sea, as they continued to fish through the conflict. Opposite the airport, the war museum Krígssavnið (open weekends in summer) tells the history through photographs, mementos and personal stories. Decades later, some British cultural quirks have stuck. The Faroese love battered fish and chips, and supermarkets stock brands like Typhoo Tea and Tunnock’s Teacakes.




RESPONSIBLE HIKING IN THE FAROES

Vágar is home to some of the Faroe Islands’ most scenic hiking trails. For the best experience, it’s essential to be prepared before setting out..



WHERE TO EAT ON VáGAR

Fiskastykkið

The archipelago’s best cafe is tucked away in an atmospheric former warehouse in Sandavágur. €€

Gásadalsgarður Cafe & Guesthouse

Updated traditional house in Gásadalur, serving warm meals and homemade cakes. €

Cafe Pollastova

Original artwork adorns the walls of this cheerful Sørvágur cafe. Longer opening hours in summer. €

Hiking Vágar’s Stunning Landscape

SCENIC TREKKING TRAILS

Stunning views over towering sea cliffs, distant islands and a thunderous waterfall await on this popular 6km return hike to the clifftops at Trælanípa. The route begins at a gate on the hillside above Miðvágur, which has a 200kr entrance fee (cards accepted). Hikers traverse a well-maintained gravel trail overlooking Sørvágsvatn, the Faroes’ largest lake that’s also known as Leitisvatn, before descending towards the headland. Approaching the angular 142m peak, sheer sea cliffs suddenly unfold, and the path forks. To the left, climb the wooden steps to the top for spectacular coastal views. Look back (and use some imagination) to see a much-photographed illusion where the lake appears above the ocean. The fork to the right leads to views of Bøsdalafossur, a 30m-high waterfall that tumbles into the sea. This hike takes about two hours.

Vágar has several other worthwhile hiking trails. It’s an easy 1km amble to a viewpoint overlooking the dramatic rock pinnacle Trøllkonufingur (Witch’s Finger) on Vágar’s south coast. A car park is on the hillside behind Sandavágur, and from here, it’s a roughly 20-minute walk east along a paved and then gravel track.

A challenging 30km trek visits the abandoned hamlet of Slættanes, starting from the Á Hálsi car park near Sandavágur and finishing in Gásadalur. It takes 12 to 15 hours, and some hikers choose to camp halfway. Detailed routes are given in the downloadable guide, Hiking in the Faroe Islands (visitfaroeislands.com).

Meet Mykines’ Puffins

A HAVEN FOR SEABIRDS

Unique and unspoilt, Mykines is one of the few places in the world where you can see so many puffins so close. These cute feathered creatures visit the islands from early May to late August before losing their colourful beaks and spending several months at sea. The main colony on Mykines nests in burrows along the clifftops on its north coast, and a footpath straight up from the village takes you there. A 2021 landslide closed the main trail west of a 1930s memorial. Parts of the nesting grounds, and the islet of Mykineshólmur, including the footbridge across, a scenic lighthouse and squawking gannet colony, were still off limits at the time of research, but a review was set for spring 2023. Even with the closures, you can still see puffins in the clifftop area before the memorial. The walk to Mykineshólmur is wonderful, and if it does reopen, it’s not to be missed.

All island visitors are charged a 250kr hiking fee, payable online at hiking.fo or at the Locals cafe.


PROTECTING THE PUFFINS

Around half a million pairs of Atlantic puffins breed in the Faroes. After years of decline, puffin populations still remain vulnerable despite hunting restrictions. Researchers think food shortages linked to rising sea temperatures and climate change are key factors. Adult birds must fly further to find food, leaving baby pufflings defenceless and hungry for longer. Birdlife on Mykines has a special protected status, as do the flocks on Nólsoy and Skúvoy. Follow visitor guidelines to minimise disturbance to these delicate breeding grounds. Stick to marked paths and stay 2m from burrows. Keep your voice low and keep moving along the path. Do not point camera flashes into burrows or fly drones near nesting sites.



More Time on Mykines

OVERNIGHT IN A TRADITIONAL VILLAGE

Stay overnight on Mykines for a taste of authentic village life after the crowds of day-trippers have gone. Home to only 10 year-round residents, the handful of narrow car-free streets are a pleasure to meander, and you’ll have time to explore more of the island. Rising in the island’s centre, you can hike to the radio mast on Knukur’s 560m summit for breathtaking views across Vágar and the length of Mykines. It’s about 3km from the village over tracks and rough ground. A five-minute stroll across a field behind the helipad brings you to the Kumlar viewpoint, where you can see seabird cliffs. Find rooms at Á Lonini Guesthouse, Mykineslon and The Locals.


Getting Around

Self-driving is the easiest way to explore; car-hire companies are to the left as you exit the airport. The bus stop is immediately in front. Buses run west to Sørvágur (300) and Gásadalur (350). Both go east through Miðvágur and Sandavágur en route to Tórshavn, and handily they pass close to Vágar’s attractions.

In summer, the foot-passenger ferry from Sørvágur (mykines.fo) sails twice daily to Mykines throughout the summer, with fewer departures in April, September and October. It doesn’t run at all in winter. Mykines also has a heliport; flights (atlantic.fo) operate to Vágar Airport, continuing on to Tórshavn, three or four times weekly. From the island’s boat dock, it’s more than 130 steps to reach Mykines village, which has only a handful of (traffic-free) streets. Beyond the village, there are only footpaths and tracks. The route to the puffin colony is marked by wood stakes. Look out for notice boards with trail maps.








Arriving


Most travellers will arrive at the Faroe Islands’ international airport located on Vágar. All visitors go through passport control and there’s duty-free shopping on arrival. The departure hall has a cafe and tourist information booth. There’s no ATM in the airport, but you can pay for the airport bus by bankcard.
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Visas & Entry Requirements

UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, US and Schengen country citizens can visit visa-free. Otherwise apply at Danish embassies. The Faroes isn’t an EU or Schengen member, so Danish visas do not allow entry, unless stated.




Arriving by Ferry

The Smyril Line (smyrilline.fo) car ferry sails weekly from Hirtshals in Denmark to Seyðisfjørður in Iceland, calling at Tórshavn in between. In summer, there’s an additional Hirtshals–Tórshavn service.




Wi-Fi

The Faroe Islands is known for fast internet. Vágar airport has free wi-fi. You’ll also be able to log on at many hotel lobbies, libraries and cafes throughout Tórshavn and beyond.




Telephone

Despite its faraway location, phone reception is generally excellent. Network providers Føroya Tele and Nema cover most islands. Pick up a SIM card at shops or post offices. The international dialling code is +298.



Public Transport from Vágar Airport to Tórshavn
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Money

The Faroese króna (kr) is pegged one-to-one with the Danish krone, and both currencies can be used. Only Danish coins are in circulation. Credit cards can be used at shops, restaurants and hotels, even on remote islands. However, American Express is not usually accepted and you may need cash for entry to smaller village museums. Most towns and some villages have a local bank. Opening hours are usually Monday to Friday, 9.30am to 4pm, but may be shorter in smaller places. Adjoining ATMs usually have 24-hour access. Don’t bring foreign currency, as it may be difficult to exchange it outside of Tórshavn.






Getting Around


Thanks to an excellent road network and tunnel links, most places are within an hour’s drive of Tórshavn. More remote islands are served by regular ferry and helicopter connections.




TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From 600kr/day

Bus fare Tórshavn to Klaksvík
90kr

Ferry ticket to Mykines
60kr, one-way

Eysturoy tunnel
175kr/car, one-way



Car Hire

Having your own set of wheels is the easiest way to explore the Faroes, though rentals are relatively expensive. Several providers operate here and have desks in a building to the left, after you exit the airport. Some guesthouses also offer vehicles for hire.

Tunnel Fees

Be aware that tunnel fees add up. For undersea tunnels, tolls range from 100kr to 175kr one-way, per car. Vehicles are charged automatically by number plate. Car-hire companies usually handle the payment and bill you later, or you can pay online at tunnil.fo.

Tunnel Vision

You won’t spend long here before you come across a quintessentially Faroese phenomena: tunnels. There are over 20, and more are planned. The tunnel-building obsession began in the 1960s and has transformed life in small, once isolated communities. Though not all have been economical. Hair-raising single tracks cut through mountains, while more modern feats of engineering connect islands undersea. Spanning 11km and sporting the world’s first underwater roundabout, the 2021 Eysturoy Tunnel is the biggest to date.


TIP

Four- (400kr) or seven-day (700kr) travel cards offer unlimited bus and ferry services around the archipelago, excluding Mykines.




Bus

There’s a wide bus network and fares are good value. Tórshavn is a hub for services on Streymoy, and has express buses to the airport and Klaksvík, where there are onward routes around the northeast. On Sandoy, Suðuroy and Kalsoy, buses meet the ferry. See ssl.fo/en.




Ferry

Several islands have ferry connections. Tórshavn has departures to Nólsoy and Suðuroy. Elsewhere boats sail to Sandoy, Kalsoy, Svínoy, Fugloy and Skúvoy, and typically, you pay as you board (for timetables see ssl.fo/en). To reach Mykines, sail from Sørvágur and book ahead online (mykines.fo).




Helicopter

Helicopters (tyrla.atlantic.fo) fly three or four times weekly between almost a dozen heliports, and provide an important link for small island communities. Tickets are subsidised and primarily intended for island residents therefore, be mindful of other users. Purchases are restricted to one per day.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right with lights always on.
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Speed limit is generally 50km/h in built-up areas, otherwise 80km/h.

M

‘M’ signs mark passing places in single-track tunnels.








Responsible Travel

Green Transport

Renting a car is the most convenient way to get around, and driving an EV is feasible. Distances are fairly short and several charging stations are available (see elbil.fo). If you’re not pressed for time, make use of the good public transport network or rent a bike.

Tórshavn-based Rent a Bike & Outdoor (rentabike.fo) runs weekly cycle tours, including city sightseeing or mountain biking.

Hit the Hiking Trails

Few activities have a lower carbon footprint than hiking. To help protect the fragile environment, stick to trails and hike responsibly. See ‘Hiking dos and don’ts’.

Voluntourism

Thousands apply for the Closed for Maintenance scheme (visitfaroe islands.com/en/closed), which sees 100 volunteers spend three days doing tasks like path-building and erecting signs.


Heimablídni means ‘home hospitality’ where locals host guests for dinner in their own homes. This down-to-earth dining experience is also a great way to learn more about the Faroes.




Ull er Føroya Gull is an old Faroese saying, meaning ‘Wool is the Gold of the Faroes’. Heimavirki are local craft associations, often with outlets selling a trove of handmade woollen knitwear.
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Wildlife

The Faroes are a twitcher’s paradise. Mykines, Nólsoy and Skúvoy are protected Ramsar sites due to their rich birdlife and important biodiversity. Many nesting birds visit the islands from late April to early September, so you’ll need to time your visit. Don’t miss the chance to see the puffins on Mykines. The boat trip to Vestmanna’s sea cliffs is another birdwatching opportunity.

Pilot whale hunting (grindadráp) is a divisive issue. Animal rights groups strongly denounce it, while locals see it as a sustainable food source and part of the Faroese culture.
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Responsible Picks

Veltan Nearly all fruit and vegetables have to be imported. However Veltan (veltan.fo) is a small farm and community garden on Sandoy, where local members grow food.

Minority International Film Festival Film festival (fimff.org) in Tórshavn each September with a focus on Nordic minority and marginalised groups.

Koks Thanks to its seasonal and locavore menu, Faroese restaurant Koks earned a Michelin green clover for sustainability. It’s set to return to the islands in 2024.






Accommodation

Hotels

The capital Tórshavn is where you’ll find the most hotel options, from budget to boutique, no-frills rooms to premium international chains, like Hilton. Breakfast is usually included and most have decent restaurants. International booking apps are the easiest way to reserve. A handful of good-quality hotels can be found in smaller villages too – try Gjógv, Skálavík or Viðareiði.

Renting Local Houses & Cabins

Over the last couple of years, the number of rentals available has ballooned and there are now some lovely options, including stylish apartments, tastefully renovated turf-roof cottages and charming converted waterside fishing cabins. Airbnb has the widest choice, though a minimum two-night stay is common, and Faroese sites booklocal.fo and gestablídni.fo are also worth checking.

Budget Sleeps

Unless you bring a tent, cheap overnight stays are quite frankly rather thin on the ground. Á Giljanes Hostel & Campsite near Sandavágur is the only typical hostel offering dorm beds. However, there are some cheaper guesthouses and Airbnbs offering basic rooms for around 450–700kr per night, but book early to find the best deals.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A campsite
tent from 100kr

A guesthouse
650–1300kr

A turf-roof cottage
900–2300kr
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Camping

Unlike other Nordic countries, the Faroe Islands has no public wilderness areas; land is private, and therefore camping is only permitted on designated campgrounds. There are around 20 to choose from, check camping.fo. Some are pretty uninspiring spots packed with caravans, but a few gems can be found. Note, campervans aren’t allowed to overnight in lay-bys.



Guesthouses

A good way to support local livelihoods is to stay at a guesthouse. Most of the villages close to tourist sights have B&Bs. Besides a pleasant overnight stay, it provides a great opportunity to chat with your host and find out more about the Faroes. Each island has its own tourist information website that usually lists local accommodation.
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FAROESE TURF-ROOF HOUSES

From fairy-tale cottages to government offices, turf-roof buildings are scattered across the Faroe Islands. Even modern hotels, concert venues and town halls have been designed with signature grass rooftops. Dating back to the early Norse settlers, the practice helps insulate homes from the harshest of weather. The villages of Kirkjubøur and Bøur have many lovely examples. Spending the night in one is a particularly Faroese experience. Take a look at Airbnb or booklocal.fo to find a cabin or house to rent.






Food, Drink & Nightlife


Self-Catering

The most well-stocked supermarkets are in Tórshavn. Miklagarðurs in the basement of SMS shopping centre, is particularly good. Towns like Klaksvík, Miðvágur and Vestmanna have local chain FK (Føroya Keypsamtøka), Icelandic no-frills Bonus and also Á. Opening hours are typically 8am to 10pm Monday to Saturday. Villages usually have a shop. Most items are imported, surprisingly fresh fish can be hard to find.



Where to Eat

Cafes Open for breakfast (coffee, croissants or bread rolls) and lunch (sandwiches, salads and soups). Vegetarian meals are limited, but there’s usually an option (in Tórshavn).

Takeaway Fish and chips are popular. Pizza and takeaway grills are unexciting but open late.

Matstova (restaurants) Tórshavn has the biggest range of cuisines, and caters to various budgets. Elsewhere, standards like burgers and steaks are typical, with occasional Thai and Filipino places.

Heimablídni (local homes) Faroese meals are typically meat- and potato-heavy, with few greens. Some heimablídni serve fish.
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MENU DECODER

barnamatskrá children’s menu

bílegg booking

breyð bread

búffur steak

burgari við neytakjøti beef burger

dagsins rættur dish of the day

døgurða dinner

drekkivørur drinks card

epli potato

fiskur fish

forrættur starter/appetiser

grillað grilled

grísur pork

høsnarungi chicken

høvuðsrættur main course

kaffi coffee

kaka, køka cake

kál cabbage

kips chips/fries

kjøt lamb

laksur salmon

mjólk milk

morgunmatur breakfast

øl, bjór beer

ostur cheese

pylsa sausage

rækjur shrimp

ræst fiskur fermented fish

rættur course/dish

royktum fleski smoked bacon

saltaður toskur salted cod

sild herring

skerpikjøt wind-dried lamb

smør butter

steiktur fried

súpan soup

te tea

vatn water

vegetarur vegetarian

vín wine



HOW TO… Find Heimablídni

Heimablídni means ‘home hospitality’, and it’s an experience offered on many of the Faroe Islands. Eating in a local home is one of the most intimate ways to learn about the Faroese way of life and taste authentic food that’s rarely offered at restaurants. Meals range from simple lunches with soup and cake to gourmet supper clubs. Usually, fish or lamb is on the menu, and you might get to try a little ræst (fermented meat).

Heimablídni is not a cheap dining option, usually costing upwards of 500kr, and you need to reserve ahead so the hosts have time to prepare. Often, a minimum of two to four people is required. Check eatlocal.fo, which has a list of experiences available to book. Alternatively, check out the website of the local island or region’s tourist office, which often list contact details of locals who offer heimablídni.



HOW MUCH FOR A…

Bowl of fish soup
135kr

Sandwich
50–90kr

Coffee
35kr

Piece of cake
45kr

Set dinner (without wine) at a Gongin restaurant
500–750kr

Heimablídni dinner
500–995kr

Beer
65kr

Glass of wine
60–100kr



HOW TO… Taste Traditional Ræst

Buffeted by blustery North Atlantic winds, the Faroe Islands have been harnessing the forces of nature to help preserve food for centuries. The salty air and cool but consistent year-round temperatures are ideal for ræst, meaning ‘fermentation’. It’s a traditional wind-drying method still used today in which meat and fish are hung out in small draughty huts called hjallur, and in some villages you might spot fish (and even black whale meat) hanging from rafters outside homes. When meat reaches ræstur stage it’s edible without cooking. Ræst kjøt (fermented lamb) and ræst fiskur (fermented fish) are both Faroese specialities.

Well-aged (five to seven months), wind-dried mutton, called skerpikjøt, is a particular local favourite, and is dry-textured but distinctly flavoursome, with a potent musty edge. However, finding somewhere to taste this delicacy is another matter. The restaurant Ræst does what it says on the tin, and serves a menu of fermented dishes. Based on a traditional fish dish, brewpub OY makes salt-cod mash seasoned with fermented lamb tallow, and the Tarv offers a plate of wind-dried lamb served the traditional way, thinly sliced with bread, butter and a sprinkling of salt. Most often, ræst is reserved for eating at home among family and friends, and so going for heimablídni is another occasion when you might be offered a taste.
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Skerpikjøt

It’s often joked that the Faroes have more sheep than people and indeed there’s around 70,000 of them. Sheep are traditionally slaughtered in October, and most lamb is used to make skerpikjøt.




GOING OUT

On Friday and Saturday night, Tórshavn bars and pubs fill up with a lively crowd. Nightlife is concentrated around Gríms Kambansgøta and Tórsgøta, and most bars and pubs here stay open until 4am on Fridays and Saturdays.

Outside the capital, Klaksvík has a couple of bars and pubs, as does Vágur on Suðuroy, but everywhere else on the archipelago can be rather quiet; people tend to socialise with friends at home.

Besides traditional pubs, drinking options in the capital have expanded to include brewpubs like OY, and cosy bars specialising in craft beer, like Mikkeller and Bjorkin. Winebars and cocktail bars are still thin on the ground, but there are a couple of places.

The Faroe Islands have no LGBTIQ+ venues at all. Festivities are held each year around Pride and there’s an annual Faroe Islands Minority Film Festival. Within Tórshavn, Sirkus is openly gay-friendly and sometimes hosts LGBTIQ+ events.

Live music is played at pub and bar venues at the weekends. In Tórshavn, Blábar is a jazz and blues venue. Reinsaríið is an atmospheric concert venue inside a beautifully renovated former laundry, while cultural centre Norðurlandahúsið (Nordic House) hosts a range of performances and shows.

Beyond Tórshavn, Maggies, in Nólsoy village, is well known for its live music, and a range of other small venues and cafes across the archipelago occasionally host more intimate recitals, from classical to folk, as part of the Summar Tonar concert season (summertonar.fo).









FINLAND

[image: ]

KNOCKOUT SCENERY SHAPED BY QUIET RESILIENCE

Regionally, Finland is a curious melting pot blending Arctic north climes, charming history-heavy coastal towns and beguiling modern cities.
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Is Finland a Scandinavian country? The debate is long-running; to weigh in, you need to go. Finland is, in many ways, the black sheep of the Nordics – a middle child shaped culturally by east and west, as well as by northern indigenous heritages. A history of devastating wars and invasion over centuries, from north to south, sets it apart – and sure makes the title of the ‘world’s happiest country’ even more impressive.

Finland has rebuilt itself from the ashes (literally and figuratively) time and again to become a prime example of abundant living, from its summer cottage lifestyle to world-renowned contemporary design and architecture, and vibrant music and gastronomy scenes. Sisu (an untranslatable word for being determined and resilient), the nation’s most valued trait, can be traced across Finnish culture, whether in reference to sauna stamina, tenacious Olympians or all its plucky wilderness – even Finland’s seal population is successfully fighting back against extinction. The natural beauty has character: the capricious aurora borealis (northern lights) and those endless coasts, lending the mighty nickname ‘Land of a Thousand Lakes’, are prime examples. Human-made marvels across city blocks and showrooms are sure to keep eyeballs busy too.

Savour all this stimuli, and most importantly, the infectious, fun-loving Finnish spirit – Finns are warmhearted and silly beyond the top-layer reserve. Whether it be festivals, outdoor thrills or ancient ruins, Finland and its unique mystique make for incredible explorations.
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THE MAIN AREAS

INARI

The Arctic north and indigenous culture.

KILPISJÄRVI

Remote gem with great hiking.

HELSINKI

Northern coolness with a neighbourly twist.

TURKU

Scandinavia’s seaside rendition of southern charm.

ROVANIEMI

Regional capital and busy Lapland hub.



Find Your Way

Finland is one of Europe’s largest countries – Helsinki is about a 1000-kilometre drive from the Arctic Circle. Lapland, easily the country’s biggest region, alone stretches 500km. Most adventures will start in Helsinki, unless you’re flying the distance north.
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Plan Your Days

Finland is a great destination for road trips, or mixing-and-matching public transport with car hire. More than three-quarters of Finland is forested and there’s 4600km of coastline – spending time in nature is essential.
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Long Weekend

• Capital Helsinki is a great place to start discovering Finland: it has a healthy dose of impressive architecture, great gastronomy with ingredients sourced from around the country, and historic digs. Wandering aimlessly – gaping at buildings or the backstreet windows in the Design District – is great fun and will probably require a soothing sauna afterwards.

• If you want something different, old-world Porvoo, Finland’s second-oldest city, provides a fabulous contrast and is just a half-hour bus ride away. Or jump a ferry, and breathe in fresh sea air and endless blues visiting an island in the Helsinki archipelago.




A Week

• For a true northern adventure, fly into Rovaniemi, Lapland’s capital and the ‘official hometown of Santa Claus’.

• In two days you can visit its excellent museums and soak up some nature, before a four-hour drive north to Inari to discover Sámi cultural landmarks. See Finland’s northernmost extremities driving along the beautiful Tenojoki river, or take a 30-minute direct ride to stay overnight at Lemmenjoki National Park.

• From the national park, it’s a five-hour drive to remote Kilpisjärvi, at the northwestern tip of the country, for some superb wilderness hiking to the triple border point where Finland, Norway and Sweden meet.




Two Weeks or Longer

• With this much time, take in south and central Finland’s greatest hits. Kick off with a couple of days in Helsinki, then head to Saimaa Lakelandand Finland’s largest lake (a three-hour drive away) for cottage bliss. Porvoo, Finland’s second-oldest city, is also on the way. Or consider heading south: cool industrial vibes await a two-hour train ride from Helsinki in Tampere, and from there it’s two hours further to Rauma for another day’s sightseeing.

• Whatever you do, don’t miss Turku, a 1½-hour bus ride from Rauma, for Finland’s most impressive medieval architecture. Beyond, consider some archipelago-hopping.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer is defined by festivals and mökki (cottage) getaways. Head north for extreme and exhilerating climes: no-night summers, and winters with sunshine swapped for the aurora borealis.

MARCH

Usually a good month for snow-based activities, as there’s plenty of snow but also daylight, and temperatures are climbing.
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MAY

The snowmelt makes streams overflow and the wetlands wetter, curtailing activities in the countryside.
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JUNE

Sun-soaked celebrations begin, especially on Juhannus (Midsummer; the closest weekend to 22 June). In Lapland, the midnight-sun season starts.
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JULY

Peak season sees long days of sunshine and festivals galore. The only downside: insects in many areas are a nuisance.
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SEPTEMBER

Summer lovin’ is over and Finns go back to work. Outside cities, many attractions stay closed until late May.

[image: jpg]

FINN STOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

NOVEMBER

Seeing the aurora borealis is always a matter of luck, but this month the odds are in your favour.
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DECEMBER

Christmas season comes alive with town-square markets, plenty of glögi (hot punch) and festive traditions.
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HELSINKI
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When Prussian architect Carl Ludwig Engel set foot in Helsinki in 1816, the city held a mere 4000 inhabitants. Seven years earlier, Finland had been annexed by Russia after more than 600 years of Swedish rule. Russia’s Alexander I happily transferred the capital from Turku closer to home – and tasked Engel with transforming an impoverished, war-torn city into a worthy capital for the new Grand Duchy of Finland.

For Engel, who reluctantly rebuilt Helsinki until his dying breath, today’s city would be mind-boggling. Diverse, interesting architecture abounds, as Engel’s neoclassical builds mingle with Jugendstil (Art Nouveau) and early-20th-century creations. Fine-dining restaurants, hip bars and design studios smack of cool, modern creativity. Yet such vibrancy is just the backdrop to everyday life in this laidback harbour city. Parks, beaches and other natural escapes provide a great quality of life for the 600,000 inhabitants.

Engel, if only you could see Helsinki today!
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TOP SIGHTS

1Design Museum

2Suomenlinna

SIGHTS

3Amos Rex

4Arkkitehtuurimuseo

5Ateneum

6Helsinki Art Museum

7Kauppatori

8Kiasma

9Tuomiokirkko

10Uunisaari

11Vanha Kauppahalli

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

12Allas Sea Pool

13Löyly

14Yrjönkadun Uimahalli

EATING

15Kappeli

16Mattolaituri

ENTERTAINMENT

17Tavastia




TOP TIP

One of the best ways to feel the sea breeze on your skin is to rent a city bike. The yellow bikes are dotted around the capital and work with the HSL app (hsl.fi).



Two Holy Institutions

HISTORICAL HELSINKI

It’s hard to believe the central area of Kruununhaka was no more than a modest harbour and pastureland until the 17th century. Now, Kruununhaka and its city-centre neighbours, Kluuvi, Kaartinkaupunki and Katajanokka, contain many of Helsinki’s key sights, including two ‘sacred’ institutions – the Tuomiokirkko (Helsinki Cathedral) and Kappeli.

Dominating the city’s skyline, the grand Tuomiokirkko was completed in 1852 in honour of Nicholas I of Russia and designed by Carl Ludwig Engel. Pair your visit with lunch in Kappeli (‘chapel’ in Finnish), beloved by locals and visitors alike. The glass cafe, adorned with glittering chandeliers, is where Finnish cultural elite from composer Jean Sibelius to painter Akseli Gallen-Kallela once hobnobbed until the wee hours.

Smart Art Tour

SEEING THE CLASSICS

Opposite the central railway station, one of Helsinki’s most prized Jugendstil buildings, Ateneum art museum has a collection spanning 18th-century rococo to 20th-century art movements. Notable Finnish works include Eero Järnefelt’s scenes from Koli National Park, Akseli Gallen-Kallela’s paintings of Finland’s national epic Kalevala and Helene Schjerfbeck’s striking portraits. There are also masterpieces by Paul Cézanne and Edvard Munch.

Nearby, contemporary-art museum Kiasma stages foreign and Finnish exhibitions and has tours in English every other Friday.


BEST CITY-CENTRE RESTAURANTS

Magu

Vegan fine dining with well-priced set menus, especially at lunch (Wednesday to Saturday). €€

Ravintola Kolme Kruunua

Neighbourhood gem serving homey Finnish dishes from meatballs to fried vendace. €€

Spis

Unfussy fine dining with a set menu full of local flavours. €€€

Palace

Finland’s only two-Michelin-star restaurant, with seasonal Nordic cuisine and stellar views. €€€

The Cock

Friendly neighbourhood brasserie with a good selection of cocktails and wines. €€

Social Burger Joint

Award-winning burgers, including vegan ones, from Finland’s MasterChef winner. €



Sauna & Snacking

MEANDER AROUND THE MARKET SQUARE

Adjoining the bustling Kauppatori (Market Sq), Vanha Kauppahalli (Old Market Hall) features stalls selling Finnish and international delicacies. Try the traditional creamy salmon soup at Story, or sit down at Erikssonin osteribaari for oysters hailed as Helsinki’s best. Local tastes range from Finnish meats, such as moose, bear and reindeer, to delicacies such as Karelian pies and fried vendace.

Afterwards, wander over to Allas Sea Pool. Open year-round, the spa features fresh and saltwater pools, plus sauna and wellness facilities. The pools are open till 9pm, offering possibilities for memorable moonlight swims.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE CITY CENTRE, KRUUNUNHAKA & KATAJANOKKA

Hostel Suomenlinna

Mixed and female dorms, as well as double and family rooms, on the fortress island of Suomenlinna. €

Hotel Haven

Five-star hotel with one of the city’s best breakfast views over Old Market Hall and Market Sq. €€€

Hotel Fabian

A fabulous member of the Helsinki-based Kämp collection hotels, with a great lobby bar. €€

Sea Fortress Escape

BLASTS FROM FINLAND’S PAST

Venture out to the Helsinki Archipelago, a group of more than 300 islands off the coast, to discover the Suomenlinna sea fortress. Dating from the 1740s, it’s Helsinki’s only Unesco World Heritage Site.

A short ferry ride from Kauppatori (Market Sq), Suomenlinna’s fortifications and barracks invite you to walk around and visit multiple little museums, from toy and military collections to the Suomenlinna museum, showcasing the history of the fortress. Peek inside the WWII Vesikko submarine, and wander around the crumbling walls and rusty cannons.

Suomenlinna is accessible year-round: spring and summer draw crowds with picnic baskets, and autumn foliage transforms it into a romantic getaway. But the fortress is most magical in winter, with its pink barracks covered in snow.

Eco-friendly Sauna Time

MODERN SAUNA BY THE SEA

Built from striking natural timbers in 2016, with a pine exterior made from 4000 custom-cut planks and a Scandinavian birch interior, Löyly is entirely powered by water and wind. Its two electric saunas and traditional smoke sauna offer direct access to the Hernesaari waterfront (and winter ice hole). Book a sauna, take in some heat, plunge into the water from Löyly’s platform, and make a dash back.

Sustainable Island Adventure

ZERO-EMISSIONS EXPLORATION

The little island of Uunisaari, just offshore from Kaivopuisto, is popular throughout the year. In summer, hop aboard an electric Callboat at Kaivopuisto’s Merisatama. The boats run automatically, so no sailing experience is needed. From mid-November to mid-April you can also reach Uunisaari by a pedestrian bridge stretching across the frozen sea.

The island, including a beach and a restaurant with two saunas, is easily explored on foot or by bicycle. Opening times vary by season.
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NUUKSIO NATIONAL PARK

Nuuksio National Park makes a peaceful day’s outing from Helsinki, its landscapes varying from ponds and lakes with clear waters to age-old forests, cliffs and gorges. It features several loop trails with viewpoints and campfire spots, as well as a centre for downhill mountain biking. You can also get off the bus in Kattila and walk along trails to the nature centre. There are a few accommodation providers in the park should you wish to relax in nature overnight. To get here, take bus 245 from the city of Espoo, a 45-minute bus ride from Helsinki, to Suomen luontokeskus Haltia (Finnish Nature Centre Haltia), where you can get park maps. The bus ride takes about 20 minutes.



WHERE TO DRINK IN PUNAVUORI & KAMPPI

Bar Mate

Tall windows, highball cocktails and tasty bar snacks make a perfect combination in this loft-style bar.

Mini Bar

Small-scale bar on Eerikinkatu with a big selection of spirits, from gin, whisky and rum to mezcal, cachaça and shochu.

Ateljee Bar

Torni Hotel’s bar boasts the best views over Helsinki, but they come with high price tags on drinks.

Relaxing Seafront Cafe

UNWIND BY THE WAVES

Seafront restaurant-cafe Mattolaituri takes its name from a nearby floating dock where people can wash their carpets. Open in summer months, it features DJs at weekends and is a popular spot for drinks, snacks and people-watching. The concrete building looks like it’s been there for decades, but it was only built in 2011.

Underground Art – Literally

COOL FROM TOP TO BOTTOM

Beneath the iconic 1936 Lasipalatsi building, Amos Rex hosts exhibitions from some of the greatest names in contemporary art in an eerie yet very hip space beneath an old bus station. Sweeping staircases take you below ground to the exhibition halls, where often experimental works bring the traditional, the new and the future together. Skylights in the polka-dot ceiling jut above ground in the square behind and give spectators the opportunity to glimpse exhibitions from outside.
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LOCAL DESIGN FINDS
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Nina Jatuli, owner and designer of Design District–based shop Jatuli, shares her tips on the area’s best boutique finds.

Terhi Pölkki

Gorgeous shop filled with Terhi’s namesake shoes; ethical Nordic design with the right kind of edge.

Lokal

Gallery meets boutique, with changing exhibitions and designer pieces by local artisans.

Papershop

Lovely boutique focusing on all things made of paper. There’s a fabulous array of printed items for all paper lovers.



WHERE TO FIND CAFES IN EIRA, ULLANLINNA & KAIVOPUISTO

RAMS Roasters

Third-wave coffees with cinnamon buns and savoury pies on the side. €

Sokerileipuri Alenius

Traditional cakes, such as banana chocolate cake, and pastries drawing on the skills of a true baker. €

Cafe Ursula

Seaside Ursula is open year-round and serves all-day breakfast and lunch – both with a view. €

Unmissable Eye Candy

PRIME DESIGNS

Located in Helsinki’s world-famous Design District, a trove of shops displaying furniture, art, fashion, accessories and homeware, the Design Museum is a must-stop for design aficionados. Its permanent collection explores the roots of Finnish design in the nation’s traditions and nature, while changing exhibitions focus on contemporary approaches – everything from clothing to household furniture. Take in Ilmari Tapiovaara’s woodwork, Eero Aarnio’s chairs and lamps, and Lotta Nieminen’s dreamy illustrations. Combination tickets with the nearby Arkkitehtuurimuseo (Museum of Finnish Architecture) are a great-value way to see the two museums.

Helsinki’s House of Rock

LEGENDARY LIVE-MUSIC VENUE

Opened in 1970, Tavastia is one of Europe’s oldest rock clubs – enter its graffiti-covered interior to experience a beat of its rowdy history. Some of music’s most influential names have performed here, from the Foo Fighters to the Banshees. But it’s not all megastars: Tavastia occasionally gives the floor to upcoming bands, too. On Saturday nights it’s a disco heaven.


BEST ART GALLERIES IN KAMPPI & PUNAVUORI

Galleria Huuto

A collective of independent artists hosts acclaimed exhibitions, providing space for both emerging and established names.

Galleria Rankka

Around the block from Galleria Huuto, Rankka is famed for its interdisciplinary art events as well as for hosting exhibitions of new talents.

Helsinki Contemporary

Dubbed Helsinki’s trendiest gallery, the Contemporary is easily visited on a stroll along Bulevardi.

Galerie Forsblom

International and Finnish contemporary art by established artists and sculptors is exhibited here.



Traditional Saunas & Swims

DO AS THE LOCALS DO

The Art Deco baths at Yrjönkadun Uimahalli are a Helsinki institution – a fusion of Nordic elegance and Roman tradition. Join locals swimming either nude or in bathing suits. Note that opening hours are separate for men and women.

Kotiharjun, Helsinki’s oldest public sauna (1928), is equally wonderful. Its wood-burning stove provides gentle steams. Men and women bathe separately, but if you want to keep your group together you can rent a private sauna at a reasonable price. Towels, pefletti (seat covers) and sauna vihtas (bath brooms) can be rented or bought on the spot.

Transformational Art Museum

QUIRKY INSIDE & OUT

Head to the Tennispalatsi, one of Helsinki’s best examples of eccentric functionalist style, to discover a wonderful contemporary-art space: Helsinki Art Museum (HAM), which oversees 9000 works, including 3500 citywide public artworks. The majority of its 20th- and 21st-century works are by Finnish artists; it also presents rotating exhibitions by emerging artists.

Tennispalatsi (Tennis Palace) was meant as a car maintenance hall for the 1940 Olympic Games (postponed until 1952 because of WWII), but it also included four tennis courts. The building by Helge Lundström took a long time to grow on the locals, and it was left to deteriorate from the 1960s. In the 1990s the City of Helsinki started to investigate transforming the space into a cultural centre.


Getting Around

Helsinki has Finland’s only metro and tram system, plus an efficient public bus network and the City Bikes bike-share scheme (hsl.fi/citybikes), with some 1500 bikes at 150 stations citywide from April to September. The city centre is compact and easily covered on foot. Beyond that, inexpensive local buses zip out to nearby villages, and local ferries serve island destinations, including Suomenlinna.






Beyond Helsinki
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Porvoo’s Old Town is a must-see – and it’s only 52km from Helsinki. Eat, drink and wander around historic wooden houses and cobblestone streets.


Finland’s second-oldest town, Porvoo is a popular day or weekend trip from Helsinki. Its historic Old Town includes oft-photographed riverside warehouses that once stored goods bound for destinations across Europe. Away from the river, the atmospheric streets are lined with charming old houses of every colour.

Porvoo is home to a particularly fantastic dining scene and a burgeoning arts movement. You might even call it the cafe and confection capital of Finland, with a history of chocolate production still represented and a range of fabulous, atmospheric cafes along the riverfront. During the day these ancient streets are buzzing with visitors, but spending a weeknight will mean you’ll have the place more or less to yourself.
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Riverside warehouses | Suratwadee Rattanajarupak/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Arrive in Porvoo on a summer steamship cruise from Helsinki’s Kauppatori. It takes 3½ hours; save time by bussing it back.



Charming Old Town

SAUNTERING COBBLED STREETS

Vanha Porvoo, a 30-minute bus ride from Helsinki, is one of Finland’s most enticing old quarters, an entrancing tangle of cobbled alleys and wooden warehouses. Once a vibrant port and market, Porvoo now has craft boutiques, galleries, souvenir stores and antique shops lining its main roads. The rust-red storehouses along the Porvoonjoki are remarkable: cross the old bridge for the best photos. The relatively less-touristed area is east of the cathedral; Itäinen Pitkäkatu is one of the nicest streets.

In the Old Town, visit Porvoo’s museum on the beautiful Town Hall Square. Vanha Raatihuoneentori (the Town Hall) houses most of the collection, with artefacts relating to the town’s history.
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Vanha Raatihuoneentori (Town Hall) | EVANNOVOSTRO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PLACES TO DINE IN PORVOO

Bosgård

Serious foodies should head to this farm restaurant for organic Charolais steaks and burgers. €€€

Fryysarinranta

Local delicacies, including Porvoo snails, in one of the Old Town’s red wooden warehouses. €€

SicaPelle

Modern seasonal tasting menus with a fusion twist – for example, dashi scallops. €€€

Café Cabriole

Gratifying lunch buffet and cakes galore in impressive Art Nouveau digs. €€

Zum Beispiel

Spacious, light-filled cafe serving modern international fare, from salads to pastas. €€



Capital of Sweets

HOME TO FINLAND’S SWEET TOOTH

It’s worth a trip to Porvoo to visit acclaimed Finnish sweet shops specialising in handmade chocolates and liquorice delights. Brunberg’s factory shop is a favourite for its chocolate truffles and pusu (kisses) made of chocolate and whipped cream. At Petris Chocolate Room, the handmade pralines, fruit-flavoured sweets and rainbow array of macarons are delectable.

Another local speciality is Runeberg torte, an almond-rum cake that was supposedly the favourite breakfast of Finnish poet JL Runeberg. Traditionally, it’s eaten on his birthday (5 February), but you can sample it any time at Helmi Tea & Coffee House.

Sweets go modern at Cafe Postres, a delightful artisan cafe serving rich, creamy gelato and to-die-for desserts. For a cold treat, the Vanhan Porvoon Glassikko ice-cream factory has unusual flavours such as rose and brown butter with pine seed. Café Zum Beispiel’s handmade ice creams and sorbets are also divine.


Getting Around

Buses travel between Porvoo bus station and Helsinki’s Kamppi every 30 minutes or so. You can also consider a cruise from Porvoo’s passenger harbour.





TURKU
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Turku is Finland’s second city – or first, by some accounts, as it was the capital until 1812. The majestic Turun Linna (Turku Castle) and ancient Gothic wonder Turun Tuomiokirkko (Turku Cathedral) – both dating from the 13th century – are testaments to the city’s storied past.

Contemporary Turku is even more enticing, challenging Helsinki’s cultural pre-eminence with cutting-edge art galleries, summer music festivals and innovative restaurants. University students keep cafes and clubs buzzing, while designer boutiques and secondhand shops offer limitless scope to browse for beauty and buried treasure.

Through the age-old network of atmospheric streets and squares, the Aurajoki (Aura River) meanders picturesquely out to sea. For nature lovers, Turku is the gateway to the glorious Turku archipelago. As one of the country’s main ports of entry (many visitors arrive by ferry from Sweden and Åland), it’s a fabulous launching paid for exploring the Finnish mainland.
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SIGHTS

1Aboa Vetus & Ars Nova

2Auran Galleria

(see 2)B-Galleria

3Kauppahalli

4Turun Linna

5Turun Tuomiokirkko

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6Karaoke CocoLoco

7Karaokebar Pelimies




TOP TIP

You’ll get a kick out of hopping on the Föri – all day, the free mini-ferry conveniently shuttles walkers and bikers across the Aura in two minutes flat. Chugging since 1904, the orange commuter is Finland’s oldest daily transport. Find it a few blocks southwest of the Martinsilta.



Medieval Masterpieces

ART MEETS ARCHAEOLOGY

Chase darkness and light through two architectural marvels. The riverside Aboa Vetus (Old Turku) museum draws visitors underground to Turku’s medieval streets with imposing stone ruins. Some 37,000 artefacts, from ceramics to buried gold, have been unearthed from the site below. (Digs still continue.)

A brighter experience is 7km across the river on Hirvensalo island, at the Taidekappeli (St Henry’s Ecumenical Art Chapel). The neogothic brick chapel covers a medieval wooden granary named after Finland’s first bishop. Its timber interior looks more like a Burning Man installation than a place of worship, curving into a hypnotic Reuleaux triangle framing the altar in light. From outside, gaze at the strange, spectacular copper-clad structure – shaped like a tipped-up ship’s bow and bathed in sun on its rocky perch.


GRAND COVERED MARKETS

Turku’s market hall is Finland’s second oldest, built in 1896, three years after Helsinki’s Vanha Kauppahalli. Both were designed by architect Gustaf Nyström.



Fixture of Faith

‘MOTHER CHURCH’ FOR LUTHERAN FINNS

Consecrated in 1300, Turun Tuomiokirkko (Turku Cathedral) was rebuilt many times after damaging fires, but it still looks majestic. It’s a lively place, with a small museum of medieval paraphernalia, free summer organ concerts and some English-language services. Tune into Finland’s YLE1 radio at noon to hear the church’s distinctive hourly bell – it’s a patriotic reminder of the Continuation War, when Finns prayed together for victory.


ONCE UPON A CAPITAL

Åbo (Turku’s original Swedish name) means a settlement (bo) on a river (å). When the Russians took over, the city – still deeply connected to Sweden, and once Sweden’s second-largest town – lost its capital status to Helsinki and became a commerce hub. The name Turku is an archaic Russian word for ‘marketplace’. Today the Aurajoki, lined with terrace restaurants and cultural sights, is Turku’s hub for local life.

These riverbanks have been inhabited over millennia. Archaeological finds date back to the Stone Age, but Turku was founded with a Catholic settlement in 1229. In the 14th century, a new church and Turku Castle saw the city consecrated as an administrative and spiritual base.



Finnish Food Tour

EAT YOUR HEART OUT

Turku’s fabulous Kauppahalli (market hall) is easily its cosiest, most atmospheric lunch spot. The historic covered market, built in 1896, is where locals of all ages gather for bites and coffee-break chatter across rich wood counters and tables. Vendors sell local delicacies, including artisan cheeses, meats, seafood and baked goods, but there’s multicultural cuisine and a vegan kitchen too.

Operating since 1887, the Kalaliike S Wallin fish counter serves the perfect hearty salmon soup – with cream or without. Meanwhile, cafes such as Sininen Juna Aschan, set in an old railway carriage, and Piece of Cake dole out sky-high desserts and seriously good espresso.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK BY THE RIVER

Smör

Organic, locally sourced dishes lit by flickering candles in a vaulted cellar. €€€

Kakolanruusu

Hidden in a former prison warehouse, with seasonal modern fare and a unique open-fire cooking concept. €€€

Surf Shack

Laid-back SoCal vibes meet Scandinavian finesse: DJs, cocktails and vegan soft serve.

Contemporary Art Corner

FED BY CREATIVE PASSION

Savour Turku’s artistic streak at the adjacent Auran Galleria and B-galleria.

Hugging the corner of Yliopistonkatu and Aninkaistenkatu, Auran is a family-run gallery, operating for over 30 years. Monthly changing exhibitions from international artists are spread across two levels. Even if you don’t have a few thousand euros to spend on a painting or sculpture, the mother-daughter owners are always happy to show visitors around.

Next door, the artist-run, nonprofit B-galleria showcases young up-and-comers. Remove your shoes at the door and get up close to experimental installations. In the backroom studio, artists tinker with sketches and graphic designs.

Feudal Fortress

FINLAND’S LARGEST CASTLE

Founded in 1280 at the mouth of the Aurajoki, the gargantuan Turun Linna (Turku Castle) is easily Finland’s biggest fortress. It’s free for visitors to roam the annexes of its stony courtyard, but admission to the museum inside is worthwhile too. The labyrinthine layout features dungeons, banquet halls and the castle’s impressive Old Bailey.

Swedish count Per Brahe ruled Finland from the castle in the 17th century, and Sweden’s deposed Eric XIV was imprisoned in its round tower in the late 16th century. Today most Finns recognise the castle’s distinctive architecture as the logo for Turun Sinappi (Turku Mustard).
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Turun Linna (Turku Castle) | Jamo Images/shutterstock ©


UNUSUAL ACCOMMODATION

Hotel Kakola

Former prison transformed with plush, warm Scandinavian design – including a ‘jailhouse-chic’ cell room. €€€

Bridgettine Sisters’ Guesthouse

This Catholic convent’s guest wing is a haven with austere, spotless rooms. €

Laivahostel Borea

The SS Bore, a passenger ship turned hostel, docks outside the Forum Marinum museum. €

Ruissalo Camping

On Ruissalo Island, this campground has grassy sites, great cabins, saunas, and Turku’s closest beaches. €

Park Hotel

Art Nouveau building overlooking a hilly park. Characterful rooms, classical music and a lobby parrot. €€



WHERE TO DRINK IN STYLE IN TURKU

Panimoravintola Koulu

School turned elegant brewpub and beer garden, with seasonal brews and interesting ciders.

Cosmic Comic Café

Manga lovers’ dream pub. Comic-paper walls, huge collection and craft beer.

Uusi Apteekki

Rest your pint on wooden dispensing drawers turned tables in a historic former pharmacy.

Enter the Moshpit

PEDAL TO THE METAL

Finland’s summer rock festival, Ruisrock, is a 100,000-person-strong, once-in-a-lifetime affair. Gigantic stages and pyrotechnics galore take over Turku’s Ruissalo Island for a July weekend every year. Essentially Finland’s Woodstock, it’s the oldest Finnish rock festival and the second oldest such festival in Europe, held since 1970.

Many a rock god, including David Bowie, Bob Dylan, Ozzy Osbourne, Oasis and The Clash, has gone head-to-head with the Ruisrock masses. It’s also fascinating to take in Finland’s famous metal bands on their home turf – and especially to see their fans crowd-surfing and moshing up a sweat.

Don’t expect a sea of black band T-shirts, though. The festival look is colourful and vibrant, and meadows and beach stages provide uplifting scenery. Swimming, camping and activities such as yoga are all part of rocking out here.
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Tiirikkala cocktail bar | Pekka Liukkonen/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BEST LIVE-MUSIC VENUES

Tiirikkala

Cool cocktail bar in wooden house; jazz and blues head up the weekend live-music programme.

Bar Ö

Bar with cosy living-room vibes, DJs and live bands. A student favourite.

Dynamo

Local DJs vie with national bands at this central venue. Has a great terrace.

Concert Hall

Home of Turku Philharmonic Orchestra, playing since 1790, when the Musical Society of Turku was founded.

Venus

Nightlife complex with broad appeal, including live music, dance grooves and karaoke.



Killer Karaoke

FIVE MINUTES OF FAME

A little-known fact about Finland? Karaoke is a favourite pastime. A few mics, a machine and a screen are staples of pub culture. Finns, normally reserved folk, perform with a stage presence that would impress reality-show judges – and pub-goers young and old adore it.

Flowing drinks, Finnish tunes with kitschy lyric videos and backup audience vocals add up to pure fun. Charm the locals by making a debut – catalogues are often well stocked with international hits as well as the Finnish bangers. Cheering for all and tipping the karaoke host is good etiquette.

Karaoke CocoLoco and Karaokebar Pelimies are two of Turku’s best bars for all-night croon sessions. Many pubs also host weekly karaoke events.


Getting Around

Downtown Turku is easily explored on foot. Bikes and ride-sharing scooters are also popular. Airport service is limited; usually it’s cheaper to reach Turku from Helsinki by car or Stockholm by ferry.






Beyond Turku
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Dance with Moomins, relax in saunas or savour forest solitude just a ferry ride away from Turku.


Turku is a stepping stone to sea-salt retreats and wild islands elsewhere along the coast, to Åland, Sweden and beyond. An awesome 20,000 islands and skerries (rocky islets) make up the Turku Archipelago, one of Finland’s most spectacular natural attractions – just a hop, skip and ferry ride or two away. These shores offer no big-ticket sights, just quiet settlements, abundant birdlife and ever-changing views of sea and land.

The most effortless summer day trip from Turku is the charming spa town Naantali (Swedish: Nådendal), only 15km east. From June to August, Muumimaailma (Moominworld) keeps Naantali very busy. Out of season it’s a misty ghost town – although locals work hard behind the scenes running Finland’s third-busiest port.
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Naantali | Marcus Lindstrom/GETTY IMAGES ©


TOP TIP

In summer the mini-train Minijuna Aikataulu does a handy circuit between Naantali Spa and the harbour.



Meet the Moomins

FUN FOR THE FAMILY

Beloved throughout Finland and beyond, the Moomins are a famous eccentric family of nature-loving, white-snouted, hippo-like trolls. Grab squishy hugs from them at Muumimaailma (Moominworld). The no-rides amusement park, a 15km drive from Turku, delights kids with hands-on activities across interactive playrooms.

Bump into costumed characters rambling through the Moominhouse and Groke’s Cave, and stir up an invention in Snork’s Workshop. The two-day ticket is also good for Väski Adventure Island, where older adventure-seekers can tackle rock climbing, gold panning, zip lining and rope obstacle courses. Free shuttle boats depart every 30 minutes from Naantali near the bridge to Muumimaailma.
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Muumimaailma (Moominworld) | ElenaNoeva/shutterstock ©


THE STORY BEHIND THE MOOMINS STORY

Characters Moominpappa, Moominmamma and their timid child, Moomintroll, are based closely on creator Tove Jansson’s bohemian upbringing with her artist parents. Other characters include the eternal wanderer Snufkin; the eerie Hattifatteners, who grow from seeds and are drawn to electrical storms; and the icy Groke, who leaves a frozen trail wherever she drifts.

Jansson, once a satirist lampooning Hitler and Stalin, first published the wholesome Moomin drawings in her political cartoons. She wrote the first of her nine children’s books, The Moomins and the Great Flood, during WWII, followed by several cartoon books. Her comic strips debuted in the London Evening News in 1954, and they went on to be syndicated worldwide.



WHERE TO SHOP IN NAANTALI

Moomin Shop

Your one-stop shop in the Old Town for all things Moomin-related.

Wanha Naantali Kauppa

Old-fashioned Finnish sweets, knick-knacks and more silly souvenirs.

Unikeko

Home-decor shop with local decorations made from fish skin and deer bone.

Spa, Ooh La La

THE AWESOME SAUNA LIFE

Naantali’s spa tradition began in 1723 with the discovery of the Viluluoto Spring and its therapeutic properties. Naantali’s reputation as a resort town peaked in the 19th century.

Today, the top-class spa hotel Naantalin Kylpylä (Naantali Spa) is one of Finland’s finest. Non-guests can access its impressive facilities, including several pools, traditional Finnish saunas, and Turkish and Roman baths. Its massage and beauty treatments are popular – booking ahead in summer is a must.

More sauna options in Naantali range from shoestring to splurge. At Hotel Bridget Inn, spoil yourself with a luxurious suite featuring its own private sauna and terrace. Otherwise, Naantali’s campground offers good budget facilities and a beachside sauna. Cabins range from basic to more comfortable, with bathrooms, kitchens and even private saunas.

A Dandy Old Town

HISTORIC WOODEN HOUSES

Naantali’s photogenic Old Town, easily reached by bus or a 15km drive from Turku, is a picturesque mix of harbour views and cobblestone streets. Centuries-old wooden houses are now home to handicraft shops, art galleries, antique shops and cafes.

At Naantali’s museum, trace the town’s history from its convent roots. Housed in three 18th-century buildings, artefacts and exhibits cast light on disappearing trades such as needle making and goldsmithing.


ISLAND-HOPPING

The five largest inhabited islands of the Turku Archipelago make up the municipality of Pargas and, like most of the southern coast, are primarily Swedish speaking.

Pargas (Finnish: Parainen) The de facto capital of the archipelago. A worthwhile quick stop for its interesting sights.

Nagu (Finnish: Nauvo) Shoreside harbour huts sell designer sailor-wear and smoked salmon; walking trails reveal birdlife.

Korpo (Finnish: Korppoo) The last of the ‘inner islands’. Pristine forests, hidden beaches and welcoming island culture.

Houtskär (Finnish: Houtskari) Short on sights, yet delightfully tranquil. Islanders are hardy fishers, sailors and nature-lovers.

Iniö A tiny population and mighty sea landscapes. Of 1000 islets and skerries, only 10 are liveable. Its stone church is sweetly rewarding.



Off the Beaten Track

NATURE-LOVERS’ PILGRIMAGE

A popular way to experience the Turku archipelago is to cycle (or drive) the Archipelago Trail, a 230km circular route that starts and ends in Turku. Twelve bridges and nine ferries connect tiny, diverse islands, each with its own laid-back flair. Cycling across smooth country roads provides glimpses of fields and farms, bridges and beaches, villages and sea. Stop for rest and recuperation in the villages or welcoming guesthouses, picking wild strawberries and swimming off secluded skerries along the way.

From mid-May to August, the entire route can be completed from Turku by hopping between the main islands and islets, linked by eight ferries and a dozen bridges. The further you travel, the more planning is required, as ferries run less frequently between the outer islands. Use Ferry.fi (ferry.fi) to plan your route.

R&R in Nagu

ARCHIPELAGO LIVING AT ITS BEST

Starving after all that pedalling? Take a breather in Nagu, the archipelago’s highlight for relaxation.

Cycle to this quaint town, a mandatory stop on the Archipelago Trail, to spend a few days immersed in fresh seafood, frigid dips and glorious sunsets. Meals are the highlight here. Lovely restaurants include Köpmans with its famous pike burger, plus local farmers and fishers selling fruit, vegetables and freshly smoked salmon from their kiosks. Pack a picnic and hit the road. Option B: take a 1¼-hour bus ride with ferry crossing from Turku.


Getting Around

SS Ukkopekka sails between Turku and Naantali in summer, arriving at the passenger quay on the south side of the harbour. Frequent, free public ferries connect the Turku Archipelago. Meanwhile, MS Eivor shuttles to the archipelago’s more obscure islands.





ROVANIEMI
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Capital of Finnish Lapland, Rovaniemi (population: 55,000) styles itself as the ‘official hometown of Santa Claus’. The genial red-cloaked gentleman resides year-round on the Arctic Circle, 8km northeast of town, and has contributed mightily to Rovaniemi’s booming tourism sector. From here you can easily visit Santa Claus Village and not just take reindeer/husky/snowmobile/aurora borealis safaris (the four most popular activities) but also go berry foraging, elk (moose) spotting or fat-biking under the midnight sun.

Old Rovaniemi was almost razed by fire in the 1944 Wehrmacht retreat. It was rebuilt to a plan by Alvar Aalto, with its main streets in the form of a reindeer head (the stadium near the bus station is the eye; the antlers sprout west from Lapinkävijäntie). Modern Rovaniemi lacks anything resembling olde-worlde charm, but it has a great setting at the confluence of the Kemijoki and the Ounasjoki, and its Arktikum museum is one of Finland’s best.
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SIGHTS

1Arktikum

see 1 Pilke Tiedekeskus

2Taidemuseo

EATING

(see 1) Arktikum Cafe

SHOPPING

3Arctic Design

4Lauri

5Rinteenkulma

6Sampokeskus




TOP TIP

There’s normally snow on the ground from mid-November to late April. In December and the first half of January the sun is up less than four hours a day. Despite that, and temperatures well below zero, peak season here is December and January. Plan and book ahead for accommodation and activities at that time.
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Arktikum | Moshe EINHORN/shutterstock ©

Cultural Triangle

THREE TOP MUSEUMS

Rovaniemi is home to three excellent museums, all worth a piece of your time. A combined ticket for all three, the Culture Pass, saves you a few euros.

Arktikum is at once a very well-presented introduction to Lapland’s history, culture and nature and an eye-opener on the whole Arctic world – all in a stunning building that extends beneath a road to emerge in a long, glass-roofed atrium.

Pilke Tiedekeskus (Pilke Science Centre), adjacent to Arktikum, is an entertaining exhibition on Finnish forestry. You may be astonished to discover just how many uses there are for wood. Kids of all ages can climb up into a giant logging vehicle or a birdhouse.

The Taidemuseo showcases the visual creativity of Laplanders and other Finnish artists, with two extensive floors of modern and contemporary art. It’s also a music venue. Cafes here and at Arktikum serve good buffet lunches.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN ROVANIEMI

Roka

Communal tables, exposed-brick walls and imaginative bistro-style fare combining local and international ingredients. €€

Cafe & Bar 21

Stylish haunt for waffles, salads and bao buns, sharing premises with excellent Mexican Taquería Yuca. €

Nili

Hunting-lodge-style interior; very well-prepared Lapland classics, such as lake fish, reindeer, elk and salmon soup. €€€

Sky Kitchen & View

Sky Ounasvaara hotel’s atmospheric restaurant has specialities including wild-mushroom risotto and reindeer of the day. €€€

Monterosa Restaurant

Wooden booths and candles enhance the experience at this long-established steak specialist. €€€



A Spot of Shopping

CRAFTS & DESIGN

The most unique shop is Lauri, with Sámi and Finnish handicrafts – rings, plates, spoons, earrings, kuksa (birchwood cups) – in one of Rovaniemi’s few wooden houses (brought from a village in 1968).

Arctic Design sells a big variety of Lapland-made items, from soaps and sauna scents to wallets, bags, hats and even some remarkable earrings, made from reindeer hide.

Don’t ignore the large downtown shopping centres. Sampokeskus has branches of Finnish design houses Pentik and Marimekko; in Rinteenkulma you’ll find Marttiini, the famous, formerly Rovaniemi-based, knife maker.


Getting Around

Rovaniemi’s airport is 8km northeast of the city centre. City bus 11 runs to/from the city centre (Ruokasenkatu) every 40 minutes daily from December to February (departures from the airport: 8.40am to 8pm). Airport Express minibuses (airportbus.fi) run into the centre from arriving flights and carry people out to the airport from the bus station and city hotels a few times daily, but they don’t always operate outside the winter season (about November to April). A taxi from airport to city costs €20 to €30. The city is easily walkable: the train and bus stations are within a 20-minute walk of the central square, Lordinaukio. You can pick up rental cars at the train station as well as the airport. City bus 9 serves the Ounasvaara ski station and Santasport, and bus 10 serves Santasport too, but no buses go to the top of the hill.






Beyond Rovaniemi
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Just 8km outside Rovaniemi, right on the Arctic Circle (Napapiiri in Finnish), lies Santa Claus Village, where Santa is in residence year-round, and an array of Santa- and Arctic-related attractions keeps visitors rolling in. There are many other good reasons to venture into the Lapland countryside, from reindeer and husky farms tucked away on lakesides to berries and mushrooms to forage for in the forests, wildlife such as elk (moose) to search for, and clear skies ideal for witnessing the aurora borealis. A host of providers awaits to offer these experiences. And for direct communion with Arctic nature, just head out along some of the well-marked walking trails that get right away from the roads and crowds.

Almost everyone goes to Santa’s village, and there’s a world of diverse experiences to enjoy year-round in the countryside beyond.
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TOP TIP

Making arrangements directly with establishments you want to visit can often result in a lower price and/or a more personal experience.



Santa’s Village

CHRISTMAS SPIRIT ALL YEAR ROUND

Santa Claus himself welcomes visitors of all ages year-round, free of charge, at his ‘office’ in Santa Claus Village, a 20-minute bus ride northeast of Rovaniemi. The Village, spread over a forest-fringe site scattered with Santa-related attractions, has several restaurants and shops.

Santa’s office is inside a curious, pointy-towered, wood-and-stone building. You may or may not have to queue to see him, depending on the day. He’s a friendly fellow and quite the linguist. Photos inside aren’t permitted, but your three-minute chat will be photographed by elves with downloadable results for €45 (or €35 for an A4 print).

Any mail you send from the Santa Claus Main Post Office will be stamped with a special Arctic Circle/Santa/Reindeer postmark. Post it in special boxes for it to arrive just before Christmas.

Elsewhere in the Village, try a sleigh ride (or summer walk) with Santa’s Reindeer or pet huskies at the Husky Park. In winter, there’s children’s snowmobiling at the Arctic Circle Snowmobile Park, and Snowman World with ice skating, ice and snow slides, and an ice restaurant.


LAPLAND’S FAVOURITE FOODS

Reindeer The most common meat here – in fillets, sausages, soups, sautéed or as a great hunk of shoulder roasted over an open fire.

Elk Also known as moose, elk are hunted in Lapland’s forests; the meat tastes like venison.

Salmon Especially good from the Tenojoki in the far north.

Whitefish A tender treat from Inarijärvi.

Berries Cranberries, lingonberries, blueberries – and the beloved cloudberries, which resemble pale raspberries. Laplanders love late-summer foraging and then turning berries into jams, juices, desserts and garnishes. Ranua is Lapland’s unofficial cloudberry capital and holds a cloudberry festival on the first weekend in August.

Wild mushrooms Another foragers’ favourite.

Leipäjuusto ‘Bread cheese’, also known as squeaky cheese; popular with cloudberries for a dessert.



Reindeer, Huskies & a Zoo

TALK TO THE ANIMALS

Winter husky-sledding safaris with sustainability-conscious Bearhill Husky, a half-hour drive northwest of Rovaniemi, range from short, family-oriented outings to 25km–30km adventures. Excellent guides ensure the dogs are well cared for. Also good for husky sledding is Huskypoint, a 15-minute drive northwest of Rovaniemi, belonging to champion husky racer Aki Holck.

Learn about and feed reindeer, and take sleigh rides, at Konttaniemen Porotila farm.

At popular Ranua Wildlife Park, a one-hour drive southeast of Rovaniemi, you might encounter brown bears, elk, lynxes and Arctic foxes.


Getting Around

As ever, having your own transport is most convenient, though you can get out to Santa Claus Village from Rovaniemi by city bus 8 and the privately operated Santa Claus Bus, and many activity operators offer transport to their locations.





INARI
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The small, spread-out village of Inari (population: about 650) occupies an important place in the Lapland picture as the seat of the Sámi Parliament and effectively the Sámi people’s cultural capital in Finland. You can learn about Sámi life and heritage not just at the excellent Siida museum and Sajos cultural centre but also by visiting Sámi reindeer farms and homes. The village is strung along the shore of Inarijärvi, Lapland’s very beautiful, island-studded lake (at 1084 sq km, the region’s biggest). The Inari Sámi have been fishing and hunting around the lake since time immemorial. Today Inari is a hub of tourism in northern Lapland, a good base for local walks and lake trips, winter husky sledding and aurora borealis viewing, and for access to the outstanding Lemmenjoki and Urho Kekkonen national parks. But it remains an agreeably low-key place, far from overwhelmed by its visitors.
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Sajos | Peter Gudella/shutterstock ©
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TOP TIP

The centre of the village is effectively the K-Market supermarket, with a large parking area around it, some shops nearby and Hotel Inari across the main road. Sajos and Siida are to the northwest; a few places to stay are dotted along the lakeshore for 2km – 3km to the southeast.



Discover Sámi Culture

PARLIAMENT & AN OUTSTANDING MUSEUM

You can’t get a better introduction to Sámi culture than by visiting Inari’s outstanding Siida museum and Sajos, the Sámi Cultural Centre. The recently renovated Siida (the Sámi Museum and Northern Lapland Nature Centre) gives a detailed, superbly displayed presentation of Sámi history and culture and northern Lapland nature. In the larger of its two permanent-exhibition rooms, huge, beautiful photo panels illustrate the region’s different ecosystems and the cycle of the seasons, while displays of artefacts, info panels and photos demonstrate the holistic connection between livelihoods, nature, language, costume, handicrafts and other elements in Sámi life. Outside, there’s an open-air museum of historical Sámi buildings along an 800m walking trail. Also here are a shop, a cafe and a helpful desk offering both local tourist information and maps, and info on national parks.

Sajos, in a spectacular wood-and-glass-faced building opened in 2012, houses the Sámi Parliament in Finland (with its oval meeting chamber), a Sámi library and archives, a crafts shop, a good cafe and several Sámi organisations. One-hour guided tours, including a 15-minute film on Sámi life, are normally available at noon, but you can visit without taking a tour. The Sámi Duodji shop here is the official shop of the Sámi handicrafts association; its Sámi Duodji trademark guarantees that an item is an authentic Sámi handicraft made by Sámi.

Walks in the Woods

LAKES, RIVERS, A HISTORIC CHURCH

Several well-marked trails invite you to explore the Inari countryside. One delightful walk, through mossy, boulder-strewn forests and past several lakes, leads to the handsome wooden Pielpajärven erämaakirkko (Pielpajärvi Wilderness Church), built in the 1750s in a now-vanished Sámi winter village.

The route starts along Sarviniementie running northeast from Siida: it’s 2.5km along roads to a parking area (you can drive this far if you have a vehicle), then about 5km by forest paths to the church (total if walking the whole way: about 4½ hours there and back, plus stops). The church is always open, and you can open its shutters (just close everything behind you when leaving). Nowadays services are held here at Easter and midsummer; it’s also a popular wedding venue. Retrace your steps to return to Inari. This walk can be done in winter with snowshoes.

A shorter, year-round walk is the Juutuanpolku (Juutua Path), a 6km loop starting along the riverbank behind Sajos. It follows the Juutuanjoki upstream to a hanging bridge over the fierce Jäniskoski rapids, then returns along the north side of the valley.
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Pielpajärven erämaakirkko (Pielpajärvi Wilderness Church) | lim_jessica/shutterstock ©


INARI’S BEST CRAFT SHOPPING

Duodji Shop

Sámi handicrafts association’s shop, inside Sajos: clothing, jewellery, bags, knives, kuksa (birchwood cups), books and CDs.

Siida

The museum shop has a good range of Sámi-made crafts, including Samekki silver jewellery and Ságat decorated bags.

Inarin Hopea

Matti Qvick crafts superb silver and gold jewellery in his workshop across from Siida.

Samekki

Sámi artisan Sami Laiti produces finely worked silver jewellery and traditional Sámi crafts, including knives.



WHERE TO STAY IN & NEAR INARI

Wilderness Hotels

Inari’s classiest accommodation, at the lakeside Wilderness Hotel Inari and the riverside Wilderness Hotel Juutua. €€€

Guesthouse Husky

Good-sized rooms in a traditional-style wooden house on a husky farm near Ivalo; great husky activities. €€

Uruniemi Camping

Lakeside summer campground 2.5km from the centre; cabins, cafe, and rental bikes, kayaks and canoes. €

Meet a Reindeer Family

LEARN ABOUT THE HERDING LIFE

Renniina Reindeer Family is a convenient option for close-up reindeer contact from November to March, when this Sámi family brings a few of their herd into an enclosure by their house on the edge of Inari village. You can feed the animals and have a chat about reindeer husbandry and Sámi culture.
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Jäniskoski rapids and bridge | Toni Jalava Photography/shutterstock ©


TIPS FOR WITNESSING THE AURORA BOREALIS
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Juho Uutela, CEO of Rovaniemi’s Beyond Arctic Adventures, specialists in aurora borealis photography tours, shares some tips.

Location

You need to be away from light pollution: go at least 20km to 30km from the city.

Weather

Should be clear or partly clear to allow you to see the night sky. You’ll have the best chance if you select your location according to the local weather.

Solar activity

Solar wind colliding with the earth is why we see the aurora borealis in Lapland. For the lights to appear, we need enough solar activity. A KP (geomagnetic activity) index of 2 to 3 (or more) suggests Rovaniemi may get some kind of light show; check gi .alaska .edu/ monitors/ aurora -forecast.




Getting Around

Inari is a small place and easy to walk around. Most lodgings can also rent or lend you a bicycle. Many people get here by flying to Ivalo Airport, 49km south of Inari. The airport has car-hire desks. Ilmari Slant (kuljetusliikeilmarislant.fi) runs buses to Inari (€30), departing the airport 20 minutes after flight arrivals. It will drop off and pick up at hotels. To go to the airport, call or email Ilmari Slant no later than 3pm the day before.






Beyond Inari
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Vast expanses of unspoilt Arctic nature await your explorations – by car, bike or boat, on foot or on skis.


Inari sits amid some of Finland’s most spectacular and least populated territory, where lakes, rivers, forests and fells present endless scenic beauty and scope for active adventures. The country’s two biggest national parks, Lemmenjoki and Urho Kekkonen, can both be reached in less than an hour’s drive. To the north, the valley of the beautiful Tenojoki, forming 140km of Finland’s border with Norway, makes for a great road trip. Seasonal variations are extreme up here, presenting different activity options for different times of year. September is the ideal month for hiking, with autumn colours and few insects. March is good for cross-country skiing because of its reasonably long days and relatively moderate temperatures.
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Urho Kekkonen | Victor Maschek/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

It is practicable to visit the major national parks on day trips from Inari, but they will amply reward longer stays.



Visit to a Sámi Home

CRAFTS, REINDEER & COFFEE

Learn about Sámi life firsthand on a visit to the friendly lakeside home of Tuula Airamo, at Tulvalahti, a 20-minute drive northwest of Inari (off the Angeli road). In a three-hour visit, you get to feed Tuula’s reindeer, see how reindeer-hide shoes are made and wool dyed from natural plants, and learn about local folklore and history over coffee and home-baked goodies. Shorter options possible; bookings essential (tuulasreindeer.weebly.com).


HOW TO TRAVEL RESPONSIBLY
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Kirsi Suomi coordinates the Responsible Sámi Tourism project of the Sámi Parliament in Finland.

Visitors’ wilderness is Sámi backyard

Visitors may see Sámiland as an untouched, pristine wilderness, but it’s been a home for indigenous Sámi people since time immemorial. The land provides a livelihood and subsistence economy for local Sámi, who herd their reindeer and hunt, gather and fish here. As you travel through the Sámi backyard, be considerate of their cultural practices.

Don’t objectify people

If you’re visiting indigenous Sámi communities, let local people go about their everyday lives undisturbed. Don’t objectify the Sámi by photographing them without permission.

Before your visit

Read our visitor guidance: samediggi.fi/saamelaismatkailu/en.



WHERE TO FIND CRAFTS BEYOND INARI

Ateljee Huopapirtti

Paltto Elämysretket, Lemmenjoki, has magnificent works of felt art, many incorporating old shamanic symbols.

Kammigalleria

Sámi artisan Kikka Laakso at Lemmenjoki creates detailed jewellery and other items from reindeer antler and leather.

Kaunispään Huippu

Extraordinary artisanship, including beautiful jewellery with local gemstones, at the top of Saariselkä’s Kaunispää ski lift.

Reindeer & Huskies

ANIMAL FARMS

A half-hour drive southwest of Inari, Reindeer Farm Petri Mattus belongs to a friendly Sámi family and gives visitors a taste of authentic reindeer husbandry (December to April). Make contact at least a day ahead. In May you might head to the calving area to see newborns.

Ride North Inari, a Sámi-owned lakeside husky farm about 10 minutes’ drive north of Inari, offers mostly shorter experiences, including simple farm visits on which you can hug the amiable dogs, and a two-hour ‘husky experience’, where you can help prepare the dogs as well as go mushing for 7km or so. It also has wheeled-cart rides on cooler summer days, and snowshoeing and aurora borealis outings in winter.
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ROAD TRIP
To the Far North

The great feature of this drive is the Tenojoki (Deatnu in the North Sámi language), a majestic river famous for salmon fishing, that forms the Finland–Norway border for over 140km. The drive can be done in one long day, but it’s enjoyable to stay a night or two. Much of the route is within Utsjoki municipality, the only one in Finland with a majority Sámi population. Outside summer, check road conditions before setting out.
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1 Inari

Start at Inari, the lakeside village that is the effective Sámi cultural capital of Finland.

The Drive: Head 32km north on Rd 4, then 65km west to Karigasniemi on Rd 95 (about 1½ hours total).

2 Karigasniemi

A bridge crosses the Inarijoki to Norway, but turn north through the village on Rd 970. The last petrol station before Utsjoki is here, and you could stop for a break at the Guossi cafe. After 5km the Inarijoki combines with the Karasjohka entering from Norway to become the Tenojoki (unfortunately, trees block the view of the confluence).

The Drive: Just enjoy the scenery for 1½ hours as the road winds along the Teno Valley to Utsjoki, paralleling the broad river as it flows powerfully between the enclosing fells.

3 Utsjoki

You reach Lomakylä Valle (Holiday Village Valle), the route’s classiest accommodation, with a restaurant right over the riverbank, 99km from Karigasniemi. Two kilometres further is Utsjoki, where the impressive Sámi Bridge spans the Tenojoki. Utsjoki (population 340) has a craft shop, tourist information and a cafe in its village hall (Kylätalo Giisá), decent rooms, restaurant and bar at the midrange Hotel Utsjoki, and a handful of mostly short (2km to 6km) walking trails.

The Drive: Keep right on to the end of the road (well, the end of Finland), about 45 minutes further along the Teno valley at Nuorgam.
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Utsjoki | XIMONIC (SIMO RäSäNEN)/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©

4 Nuorgam

This is Finland’s northernmost village. At its far end you reach the Norwegian border and a roadside rock labelled ‘The Northernmost Point in EU and Finland’. Maps indicate that the real northernmost point is in the river about 400m north of here, but let’s not quibble. The busiest place in town, when open, is Nuorgamin Lomakeskus, with good cabins, apartments and cafe-restaurant.

The Drive: Return to Utsjoki and turn south towards Inari. In 5km you’ll reach the Utsjoen kirkkotuvat (Utsjoki church huts) beside Mantojärvi.

5 Utsjoki Church Huts

The wooden huts (13 today, though there were once more than 20) date in some cases to the 18th century and were used until the 1940s by Sámi families attending the church here. The existing church, uphill, was built in 1853 to replace an earlier one that had crumbled into disrepair. A trail leads south from the huts to the area of the old church. From here, head about two hours south along Rd 4 back to Inari.



Lemmenjoki: Finland’s Biggest National Park

RIVERS, FORESTS, FELLS & GOLD

Finland’s biggest national park, Lemmenjoki, stretches over 2860 sq km of forests, fells, river valleys and wetlands southwest of Inari. It’s an excellent summer hiking area, with a helpful summer boat service along the river. Most of the walking trails are within the park’s ‘recreation zone’, a strip about 40km long and up to 12km wide embracing the Lemmenjoki valley and some old-growth forest. Accommodation and services are concentrated around the Sámi village of Njurgulahti, on the park’s eastern fringe, a 45-minute drive from Inari.

The most popular route is 17km along the river from Njurgulahti to Ravadasköngäs (€25, one hour), where the Ravadasjoki tumbles into the Lemmenjoki in 10m-high falls, and another 6km to Kultahamina (total €30, 1½ hours). The boat run by Ahkun Tupa from Njurgulahti operates early June to mid-September. From mid-June to mid-August there’s a morning and an evening service in each direction; otherwise, it’s evening only.

You could walk up to Ravadasköngäs, then take the boat back. When there are two sailings each day, you could boat up and walk back, or boat up to Kultahamina, then walk to Ravadasköngäs and catch the evening boat back from there.

The walking trails start from a parking area about 1.5km south of the middle of Njurgulahti. From here it’s about 14.5km along the valley to a wilderness hut at Ravadasjärvi, then a further 700m to Ravadasköngäs. You have to descend to cross the river on a cable boat at Searitniva or Härkäkoski. Also from the parking area, a 16km circuit runs via the top of Joenkielinenfell (535m), with great panoramas.

Kultahamina (Gold Harbour) is the gateway to a key area in the 1940s and ‘50s Lemmenjoki gold rush. It’s a 1.6km walk to the site of the first gold find. If you’re up for an overnight trip with some steepish parts, the Kultareitti (Gold Trail) is a 25km loop from Kultahamina to Ravadasjärvi. There are huts for sleeping at both ends of the route and at Morgamoja (after 4.5km). You can also camp.


BEST INARI-AREA FESTIVALS

Poro-Kuninkuusajot

Inari’s ‘Royal Reindeer Race’ (late March/early April): animals and skiing ‘jockeys’ on frozen Inarijärvi.

Ijahis Idja

Two-day ‘Nightless Night’ indigenous music festival (August): focuses on the multiple genres of Sámi music.

Inari Viikot

‘Inari Weeks’ (late July): concerts, markets, parties and more in Inari, Saariselkä, Lemmenjoki and elsewhere.

Skábmagovat

Indigenous peoples’ film festival (late January): includes films in English, with some open-air screenings.

Kaamosjazz

‘World’s darkest jazz festival’ brightens up Saariselkä winter nights with a January weekend of gigs.




Getting Around

As ever, your own wheels are most convenient. Eskelisen Lapin Linjat buses depart Ivalo airport for Saariselkä and Kiilopää 20 minutes after flight arrivals. Returning, they leave Kiilopää 2½ hours before flight departures, stopping in Saariselkä about half an hour later. Eskelisen also runs a daily bus from Karasjok (Norway) to Rovaniemi that stops at Inari, Saariselkä and Kiilopää, plus a daily bus from Inari to Rovaniemi stopping at Saariselkä. Heading north, buses depart Kiilopää and Saariselkä in the afternoons. A ski bus shuttles around Saariselkä hotels and the ski lifts during the season.

There’s no public transport to Lemmenjoki National Park. If you don’t have your own wheels, you have to take a tour or a taxi.





KILPISJäRVI
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If you like remote places, come to the village of Kilpisjärvi, right up at the top of Finland’s northwestern arm. There’s only one settlement of any size (the small village of Karesuvanto) along the entire 200km road leading up here from Muonio. Kilpisjärvi sits under the stern gaze of Saana fell, on the eastern side of beautiful Kilpisjärvi lake, looking across to northern Swedish hills on the far shore. The Norwegian border is just a few kilometres north, and Skibotn on Norway’s Lyngen fjord is just 50km away. Kilpisjärvi is also the highest village in Finland, at 490m above sea level, situated as it is on the fringe of the northern end of the Scandinavian Mountains. It’s a great spot for some wilderness hiking in the snow-free season (typically early June to early/mid-October), and that, along with transit to/from Norway, is why most visitors come here.
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TOP TIP

The main part of the village includes most accommodation and restaurants, the Metsähallitus visitor centre (the forestry administration, which manages protected natural areas), a small shopping centre and a petrol station. Five kilometres up the road towards Norway is the Kilpisjärven Retkeilykeskus accommodation, and 2km beyond that is the main hiking trailhead.



Where Three Countries Meet

TRIP TO THE TRIPLE BORDER

Finland, Norway and Sweden converge not far west of Kilpisjärvi, and their meeting point at the Kolmen valtakunnan rajapyykki (Three-Country Cairn) is a fabulous outing. From about mid-June to the end of September, MS Malla sails from the Kilpisjärvi lakeshore (opposite Kilpisjärven Retkeilykeskus) to Koltaluokta on the Swedish shore (30 minutes; one way/return €35/50). The boat waits two hours before returning – time to walk the easy 3km to the border point and back. The Three-Country Cairn stands just off the shore of Golddajávri (a metal walkway leads to it). Nearby, on the Finnish side, are the Kuohkimajärvi open and reservable wilderness huts.

It’s a great idea to return to Kilpisjärvi on foot. The path back (11km, about three hours) parallels a reindeer fence northeast for some 2km, then veers eastward up through birch forest, then open moorland with fabulous views. Approaching Kitsiputous Waterfalls (100m high, in several stages) it becomes rockier. A small pass contains a reconstructed German WWII bunker, then it’s a gradually descending 4.5km to the roadside trailhead 2km north of the Retkeilykeskus.
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Kolmen valtakunnan rajapyykki (Three-Country Cairn) | Oliver Biallawons/shutterstock ©


A REINDEER YEAR

Almost all reindeer in Finland are semi-domesticated and are husbanded mainly for their meat. A typical reindeer year goes something like this:

April/May Move to calving areas.

May Calves are born. Females drop their antlers about two weeks later.

Late June/early July Roundup for earmarking of calves.

October The mating season (rut). Afterwards, male reindeer drop their antlers (antlers of both sexes grow back each summer).

End October/November/December Roundup, and slaughter of selected animals.

24 December A very lucky few fly off with Santa Claus to circumnavigate the globe.

December–March/April Reindeer stay on winter pastures, often close to their owner’s homestead.

To learn much more about reindeer, visit paliskunnat.fi (Finland’s Reindeer Herders’ Association).



Up the Hills

FINLAND’S PENULTIMATE SUMMIT

Finland’s highest point (1324m), on Halti fell on the Norwegian border, is a 55km trek of about four days (one way) from Kilpisjärvi, practicable July to mid-September. For a quicker expedition, some Kilpisjärvi hotels and tour firms offer day trips including transport to/from Guolasjávri in Norway and a quite strenuous hike up and down the hill (7km each way).


Getting Around

Two daily buses run from Rovaniemi via Muonio. Staying at the Kilpisjärven Retkeilykeskus is convenient for MS Malla and hiking trails. If you stay in the main part of the village, you’ve got a long walk up to the northern end, unless you can rent or borrow a bicycle.





OULANKA NATIONAL PARK


[image: ]

On the eastern side of Finland’s central ‘waist’, Oulanka is one of the country’s most beloved national parks, in large measure for the rugged scenery of canyons, rapids, waterfalls, cliffs and lakes carved among the dense forests by its two main rivers, the Oulankajoki and Kitkajoki, which meet close to the Russian border. It’s a wonderful place for a walk – most famously along the 82km Karhunkierros (Bear’s Ring) trail, which crosses the park from north to south, but also for many scenic shorter routes. But Oulanka is not just for hikers: the rivers are good for canoeing, kayaking and white-water rafting, and in winter there are snowshoe and cross-country skiing trails. Sleeping and eating options in and near the park are limited, but there are plenty of both at Ruka, a ski and summer resort a short drive south.
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TOP TIP

A great deal of very good practical and background information on the park, the Karhunkierros and other activities, including route maps and descriptions, is published at nationalparks.fi. The national park’s visitor centre, in Oulanka’s heart, 13km along a sealed road from Käylä, is also an excellent source of info.



Wonderful Short Walks

EASY-DOES-IT HIKING TRAILS

The highly popular Pieni Karhunkierros (Little Bear’s Ring) incorporates some of Oulanka’s most spectacular scenery in a 12km loop (3½ to four hours) from Juuma village. It’s walkable almost year-round (in winter you might need snowshoes). Highlights include the Myllykoski and Aallokkokoski rapids, the thundering Jyrävä falls and two hanging bridges.

Another excellent, much less frequented circuit is the 6km Kanjonin kurkkaus (Canyon View) trail in the park’s north, with views into the impressive Oulankajoki canyon. Walkable June to October, it starts at the Savilampi parking area, 10km off Rd 950. A good extension (for a total of about four hours) is to continue 4km to Taivalköngäs rapids, and back.

The dramatic Kiutaköngäs falls, where the Oulankajoki funnels frantically between red cliffs, are an easy 1km walk from the park visitor centre. For a longer hike, continue round the Könkään keino forest circuit (8km).


BEST STAYS AROUND THE PARK

Basecamp Oulanka

Well-run lodge near Juuma: good food, warm welcome, free sauna. €€

Ajakka

Guesthouse in large lakeside grounds 7km west of Juuma: characterful rooms, excellent local-produce meals. €€

Oulangan Leirintäalue

National-park summer campground near the visitor centre, with 10 four-person cabins, kiosk, and plenty of tent and RV space. €

Juuman Leirintäalue

Juuma summer campground with sauna-equipped, year-round cottages, cafe, rowing boats and SUPs. €

Retkietappi

Three comfy log cabins, plus camping space and a lakeside cafe, at Juuma. €€



Running the Rivers

RAFTING & KAYAKING OULANKA’S WATERWAYS

When they’re unfrozen (approximately June to sometime in October), Oulanka’s rivers make for excellent paddling. The main paddle is a 25km canoe and kayak route down the Oulankajoki from Mataraniemi (reachable by car, near the park visitor centre) to Jäkälämutka. This usually takes five to seven hours and is fine for beginners, including families with children. Firms such as Ruka-based Kuusamo Safaris will provide all the gear and bring you back to Mataraniemi at the end (€35 to €40 per person).
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Oulanka National Park | Mazur Travel/shutterstock ©


Getting Around

The airport at Kuusamo, 26km south of Ruka, is many people’s entry point to the area. It has car-hire desks. An airport bus (pohjolanmatka.fi) runs to and from Ruka (30 minutes) for all arriving and departing flights, with some services extending to/from Hautajärvi (1¼ hours). A taxi from the airport to Ruka/Hautajärvi costs around €65/140.

Sealed or good unsealed roads reach all the national-park and Karhunkierros access points. There’s a daily morning bus from Ruka to Hautajärvi, and a service also calling at Juuma and the park visitor centre Monday to Saturday from early June to early August. Check ruka.fi for schedules. A taxi from Ruka costs around €55/90 to Juuma/Hautajärvi.






Beyond Oulanka National Park
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A top ski and summer resort and a less-visited national park are within reach, plus there’s summer bear spotting.


About 20km southwest of Oulanka National Park lies Ruka, one of Finland’s most popular ski resorts and a base for other winter activities such as snowmobiling and ice fishing. It’s also an active place in summer and a good jumping-off point for Oulanka as well as for cycling, bear spotting and trips to reindeer and husky farms. Around 100km south of Ruka is Hossa National Park, considerably less visited than Oulanka and with an expanse of forest, lakes and rivers with famous rock paintings and good hiking, cycling and canoeing. For something different, take a trip to Posio, 65km west of Ruka, the home of one of Finland’s leading design houses, Pentik.
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Skiing, Ruka | Alinute Silzeviciute/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

The website ruka.fi has comprehensive, detailed information on the Ruka area – a big help in planning, and making bookings for, your visit.



Active Winter Adventures

ACTION-PACKED WINTER WONDERLAND

With over 200 days of skiing per year on 39 varied slopes, and a lively après-ski scene, carbon-neutral Ruka is among Finland’s top ski destinations. The resort divides into Ruka Village (Rukan Kylä) and Ruka Valley (Rukan Laakso), with Rukatunturi hill’s slopes between the two.

The winter action doesn’t stop there. Ride a snowmobile through the forests, drive a husky team across snowy landscapes with Erä-Susi, or try reindeer yoga at the Kujalan Porotila farm. Snowshoeing and fat-biking are also popular, with several trails open in winter, as are night-time safaris to view the aurora borealis.


A PERFECT DAY ON RUKA’S SLOPES
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Tuomas Lipasti is a keen snowboarder based in Ruka.

In midwinter the days are short, so I suggest starting early by getting the first lift up to ride some fresh groomers (or, if you’re lucky, some powder snow). My favourite runs for carving are the front slopes and Kelo, which are wide, steep and usually in great condition. I would also recommend checking out the Ruka Park – there’s something for everyone there. To watch the sunset, take a little hike over to Juhannuskallio for a beautiful view. For après-ski, I recommend Hanki Baari, a small, cosy restaurant in the heart of Ruka.



Exhilarating Summer Adventures

WILD, WILD WEST

From mid-June to mid-September, is in full swing with its mix of downhill tracks and cross-country trails, plus, 70km of mountain-bike routes winding over the hills and surrounding country.

Speed down the 1km-long summer toboggan track, or glide over Rukatunturi in the Village2Valley gondola. Reindeer and husky farms have summer programmes, too, with nature walks as opposed to sleigh rides.

Escape to Bear Country

GLIMPSING FINLAND’S NATIONAL ANIMAL

In summer you have a very good chance of seeing wild brown bears at the comfortable hide of Karhu-Kuusamo (karhujenkatselu.fi), about 40km east of Ruka. Often several bears can be seen visiting the pond here in one evening, enticed by fish bones. You may also see ospreys. Four-hour sessions (€120 per person) start at 6pm, May to September; you make your own way to the hut. Similar experiences at a hide 75km from Ruka are offered by Lammintupa.


Getting Around

Winter skibus services link the centre of Ruka Village with Ruka Valley and other outlying areas of Ruka. To head further afield, your own vehicle is by far the easiest option. Kuusamo airport, 26km south of Ruka, has car-hire desks. From early June to early August (except Sundays) Hossa Bussi runs from Ruka to Hossa National Park in the morning and back in the evening. A taxi from Ruka to Posio and back will cost around €90, plus about €50 an hour for waiting.





KOLI NATIONAL PARK
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Located on the shores of Pielinen, Finland’s fourth-largest lake, Koli National Park is the heart of the North Karelia region.

Koli’s highest peak, 347m Ukko-Koli, is southern Finland’s highest point. From the bare summit, the views sweep over forest-covered slopes to the shores of Pielinen, which is dotted with small islands. This is also Finland’s best-known landscape, immortalised in Eero Järnefelt’s paintings and inspiring his travel companion, the composer Jean Sibelius.

But you don’t need to have an art degree to appreciate Koli’s beauty. In winter, the national park is the southernmost point in Finland to witness the magic of crown snow-load, which transforms the foliage into a magical sight, heroically carrying the weight of snow. Winter is also the time to tackle Koli’s slopes on skis or snowshoes.

The region’s towns are sparsely scattered and offer few accommodation, restaurant and sightseeing options. Here, everything is about nature.
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TOP TIP

Koli Nature Centre Ukko is accessible by a funicular and there’s car parking nearby. The centre has a little museum and maps of the area. Many walks begin from the centre, while others start from Koli village and Koli harbour. Longer trails also set out from nearby towns such as Lieksa.



The South’s Highest Points

HAPPY HIKING GROUNDS

Koli National Park has more than 60km of marked trails, ranging from an accessible (albeit slightly tricky) 800m route to a multiday 60km hike.

A classic is the 1.4km Huippujen kierros trail, taking in Koli’s most famous peaks, Ukko-Koli, Akka-Koli and Paha-Koli. Here, the mountaintops are bare, pale grey and white quartzite, and the views sweep over Pielinen lake and its islands. Twisted and barren tree trunks mix with lush pine trees.

Another good route along the peaks is the 7.5km Mäkrän kierros, which heads to pristine forests and glades and has a spot for a campfire. This route has some steep climbs, but the views from 313m Mäkrä hill, rising 219m above Pielinen, make the effort worthwhile.

The longest hike winds around Herajärvi lake, covering 60km and taking four days. It can also be cut almost in half, making it a three-day, 35km walk. The Herajärvi route isn’t open in winter, but the shorter and more popular routes have tramped trails, left behind by a stream of other hikers.

Kolin luontokeskus Ukko (Koli Nature Centre Ukko) is accessible by a funicular and there’s car parking nearby. The nature centre has a little museum and maps of the area. Many walks begin from the centre, while others start from Koli village and Koli harbour. Longer trails also set out from nearby towns such as Lieksa.
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Kolin luontokeskus Ukko (Koli Nature Centre Ukko) | KARAVANOV_LEV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST WINTER EXPERIENCES IN KOLI NATIONAL PARK

Snowshoeing

Tackle Koli’s snowy slopes on snowshoes and admire the trees carrying the weight of snow on a self-guided or guided tour, organised by many hotels and companies, such as Koli Active, in the area.

Dogsled ride

Whizz across the frozen Pielinen lake pulled by frisky huskies, bred by many local tour operators.

Downhill skiing

Koli has a downhill-skiing centre with four lifts and seven slopes of various difficulties.




Getting Around

The best way to reach Koli National Park is by car. The closest city, Joensuu, is 63km away, from where you can take a bus to Ahmovaara, 9km from the park. The taxi operating in the area is called Kolin taksi. In winter, you can jump off near Koli in Vuonislahti village and get a taxi to cross the frozen Pielinen to the Koli peaks. Joensuu is about a four-hour train ride from Helsinki.






Beyond Koli
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Koli’s surroundings offer some of Finland’s best wilderness scenery. Grab the binoculars and go wildlife spotting.


Home to Finland’s largest number of bears and wolves, remote Kuhmo has been at the crossroads of many of the country’s historic events, mainly due to its proximity to the Russian border. Swedish and Russian monarchs have fought over their possessions here. In 1809, when Finland became part of Russia as a Grand Duchy, Kuhmo’s businesses began to thrive. In the winter of 1940, Kuhmo witnessed heavy fighting during the Winter War against Russia, and the Talvisotamuseo, dedicated to this war, is now one of the town’s main sights. Kuhmo is home to fewer than 10,000 inhabitants, and instead of bustling city life, the natural world is the focus here.
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Wolverine, Kuhmo | Sylvain Cordier/getty images ©


TOP TIP

Combine wilderness and culture by visiting Kuhmo in July, when the city bursts into life for two weeks as it hosts an acclaimed chamber-music festival attended by thousands of visitors.



Wildlife in Kuhmo

WILDERNESS & WILDLIFE

Around Kuhmo, the visitor experience is all about wildlife. It’s an area dubbed ‘Wild Taiga’, in reference to the landscape’s untouched feel and the evergreen coniferous forest, which stretches all the way to Asia. Kuhmo’s wilderness is a natural habitat for many of Finland’s biggest carnivores, such as bears, wolves and wolverines. There are plenty of wildlife huts and tour operators in the area. Many visitors stay overnight in rented hides and cottages – with the sun barely setting around June and July in these latitudes, it makes an ideal base for wildlife observation and photography. The season for bear spotting begins around April and lasts until September or even October, when the animals start getting ready for hibernation. Wolverines and wolves move around the area throughout the year.

Bear Centre is a large viewing cottage with beds and bathrooms. Surrounding it are small hides dotted around marshland that’s roamed by bears and wolverines. Wild Taiga has huts for wildlife watching in Kuhmo and nearby Suomussalmi. Wildlife Safaris offers versatile services and tours that range from wildlife watching in hides to hunts for the aurora borealis to snowshoeing, with the possibility of finishing with a sauna or smoke sauna.
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Brown bear, Kuhmo | WAYNE MARINOVICH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST EATS IN KUHMO

Kaesan Kotileipomo

This bakery and foodie souvenir shop makes for a refreshing coffee break, with local delicacies such as rönttönen (rye-crusted open pie with potato and lingonberry filling). €

Neljä Kaesaa

Buffet lunch and bistro with baked goods from sister establishment Kaesan Kotileipomo. €

Kahvila retro

A basic Finnish-style cafe with sweet treats and savoury snacks as well as Italian ice cream. €




Getting Around

Kuhmo is pretty much surrounded by wilderness and you’ll need a car to move around. Helsinki is 600km away, and the nearest airport is in Kajaani, 100km west of Kuhmo. Kajaani also has railway and bus stations, with buses running to Kuhmo multiple times a day. Buses between Kuhmo and Nurmes, 80km to its south, run on Friday and Sunday.





SAIMAA LAKELAND
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Saimaa’s reputation is almost mythic in Finland: it seems as though the labyrinth of lakes and islands has been here since the beginning of time. It was, in fact, created 11,000 years ago when the glaciers of the last ice age withdrew, carving and moving landmasses and leaving thousands of lakes behind. Around this time, a population of ringed seals separated from their pack in the Arctic Ocean and were left stranded in freshwater. These ringed seals are now endemic to Saimaa, and though they remain endangered, their numbers have risen from dozens to more than 400 in recent decades thanks to enthusiastic conservation campaigns.

Finns enjoy coming to Saimma to bask in the summer sun, staying in cottages lining the lakes’ shores as the region’s villages come to life with terraces and little festivals. In winter the lakes are covered with ice and snow – as well as locals ice-hole fishing, skating and skiing.
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TOP TIP

Contact local tourist offices for information about cycling trips in summer. There are two popular circular routes, one covering 120km and the other 60km. Both trips include ferry rides and ridges winding across the lakes. There are hotels, restaurants, cafes and swimming spots along the routes.



Finland’s Favourite Castle

A STILL-LIVELY MEDIEVAL MARVEL

Savonlinna, with its medieval castle and busy summertime harbour, is the jewel of Saimaa. Located on its own island, Olavinlinna castle dates from the 15th century, when Sweden wanted to protect its eastern regions against the Novgorodians. Olavinlinna now hosts an annual Opera Festival, started by Finnish opera singer Aino Ackté in 1912. Guided tours in English run hourly from June to August.
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Olavinlinna castle | ArtBBNV/shutterstock ©


BEST LOCAL FOOD & DRINK IN SAVONLINNA

Saimaa’s salmon soup

Creamy salmon soup is an everyday lunch option in this cosy restaurant-cafe located on a cobblestone street near the castle. €

Lörtsy

A deep-fried and flat meat pie is best enjoyed fresh from a stall in the market square. If you’re a sweet tooth, or a vegetarian, try one filled with apple jam. €

Waahto Brewery

Ales to porters to coffee stout, as well as apple cider, served by the harbour. €



RURAL STAYS IN SAIMAA LAKELAND

Tertti Manor

Countryside getaway near Mikkeli with rooms in a renovated old barn within a manor-house setting. €€

Sahanlahti Resort

Hotel with an award-winning restaurant, plus a buzzing summertime harbour – be sure to try the smoke sauna. €€

Kuru Resort

Glass villas surrounded by forest create a luxurious setting, topped off by the fine-dining restaurant and spa treatments. €€€

Seal Spotting

SEE AN ELUSIVE ENDANGERED SPECIES

Saimaa is home to one of the world’s most endangered freshwater seals, the Saimaa ringed seal. These animals descend from ringed seals that were separated from their kin when the land rose after the last ice age, some 9500 years ago. Now, due to a protection campaign, there are about 400 seals living in Saimaa.

The best time to spot the elusive creatures is from May to mid-June, when the seals climb on top of rocks to moult, but sightings are possible until September. As the seals are protected, view them on a guided tour. If you do venture out alone, never get too close: stay at a distance at which you still need binoculars.

One of the best ways to take in the beauty of Saimaa, and spot the seals, is to take an eco-boat (lakelandgte.fi) ride, silently gliding between Saimaa’s many islands to get an intimate feel of the landscape.



LAKELAND ROAD TRIP
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This circular road trip starts at 1 Savonlinna and takes in many of Saimaa Lakeland’s best spots for scenery, food and observing the local lifestyle.

From Savonlinna, take road 14 and then the 464 towards 2 Hotel & Spa Resort Järvisydän. Relax in the lakeside spa or join a kayaking tour to nearby 3 Linnansaari National Park.

Next, continue towards Juva on roads 464, 467 and 14. Stop by an English tearoom with a Finnish twist – the 4 TeaHouse of Wehmais serves rye-bread finger sandwiches, buttermilk scones, and teas selected by Finland’s first tea sommelier. Continue to 5 Mikkeli, where you’ll find hospitable manor houses. Nearby 6 Kenkävero has a restaurant and boutique shops full of local designs, from jewellery to kitchenware. Next, 7 Tertti Manor has upscale barn accommodation, plus a restaurant and cafe.

Continue on road 62 towards Sahanlahti Resort and you’ll pass a winding ridge with views over rocky islets scattered around the lake. This is 8 Lietvesi Scenic Route, part of the Saimaa Geo Park and picturesque evidence of the area’s ice-age shaping. The road runs just before you reach 9 Pistohiekka Beach.

Stop at nearby 10 Sahanlahti Resort for lunch – the restaurant has been awarded for its delicious use of local produce. If you have time, spend the night and immerse yourself in Sahanlahti’s history as a 19th-century sawmill community.

Finally, head back past Savonlinna to 11 Punkaharju Ridge, the most famous of Saimaa’s eskers (ridges of sediment formed in the water channels of glacier ice). Spend the night in Hotel Punkaharju and enjoy yoga, sauna or forest bathing, as well as award-winning food, before returning to Savonlinna.



Aquatic National Parks

DELIGHTFUL SLEEPS & SWIMS

Kolovesi and Linnansaari national parks are located on islands in Lake Saimaa. In summer, Järvisydän Resort offers kayak and boat trips to Linnansaari. Another hub at which to start exploring both parks is Oravi village, which has various accommodation possibilities, including small cabins, tree tents, and lakeside glass houses. From Oravi you can take a boat taxi to get to Linnansaari.

When the lake is frozen, Linnansaari can be reached from Oravi and Järvisydän on marked trails, but don’t stray from the path as it’s important to preserve a peaceful breeding period for the endangered Saimaa ringed seals.

Linnansaari’s landscape is created by the slash-and-burn techniques used by the island’s farmers since the 16th century. Eventually, new deciduous forests grew from the burnt land, and now the leafy, light-filled forests create a safe haven for species from beavers to white-backed woodpeckers. There are trails of various lengths crisscrossing Linnansaari, the highlight being a climb to Linnanvuori, a rocky cliff with views of Saimaa’s blue horizon.

Paddling quietly between the islets and tall cliffs rising from Lake Saimaa reveals the area’s landscape at its most magical. Keep an eye on the small rocks, as it’s possible to spot a ringed seal or two resting on them. From Oravi, it takes one to two days to paddle to Kolovesi, with camping possibilities along the way.
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Kayaks, Linnansaari | GDEFILIP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


WHY I LOVE SAIMAA LAKELAND
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Paula Hotti, Lonely Planet writer

Growing up near Saimaa Lakeland, the best thing about local road trips with family were the stops for ice cream.

It took me a couple of decades to appreciate what had always been here: a lakeland setting with its own archipelago, endemic species of seal and manor houses putting up feasts of local produce.

But most of all, amid hectic modern life, the soothing effect of sitting atop a cliff, looking at lakes dotted with small islands covered in pines, is unparalleled. Lapland might offer its oohs and Helsinki its aahs, but here, sitting on the shores of Saimaa, nature wraps you in reassuring calm.




Getting Around

City-hopping between bigger hubs, such as Savonlinna and Lappeenranta, is possible by public transport. The bus from Lappeenranta to Savonlinna takes four hours and 40 minutes, with a change in Mikkeli, whereas the train curves close to the Russian border and takes just over five hours, with a change in Parikkala.






Beyond Saimaa Lakeland
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Explore Salpausselkä Geo Park’s ice age marvels, or get curious over arts and sports in Lahti, Finland’s leading green city.


The strap of land between the Saimaa Lakeland and Helsinki is a great part of southern Finland to explore. As with everywhere in the south, the landscape is dominated by forests and lakes: here, the main water is called Päijänne. Surrounded by the recently anointed Salpausselkä Geo Park, the region’s main city Lahti is also – unsurprisingly – Finland’s leading city in sustainability.

This is an area for adventure-sports lovers. With three ski-jump towers and plenty of cross-country tracks, Lahti is also known for its winter sports. But it’s not all about wintry fun here: in summer, rock-climbing, kayaking and cycling around the surrounding Karelian landscape are sure to keep you busy.
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Ski jump, Lahti | ElenaNoeva/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Saimaa Lakeland is surrounded by the Karelian wilderness in the east and vast expanses of dense woodland in the north. Lahti, in the southwest, gives a taste of urban lifestyle among Finland’s signature lakes and forests.



Brand-new National Park

FRESHLY MINTED BY UNESCO

A unique landscape shaped by ice and water, the Salpausselkä area near Lahti was granted Unesco Global Geo Park status in 2022, highlighting the region’s internationally significant geological landscapes.

The two Salpausselkä ridges – terminal moraine formations left by the ice age some 12,000 years ago – run the length of southern Finland and are at their most stunning near Lahti. Altogether, the formation is almost 500km long, rising at times as high as 80m. There are plenty of nature activities here, ranging from marshland walks to bike tours (see visitlahti.fi for details), but the main sights are the Kelvenne esker island and Pulkkilanharju esker, both part of Päijänne National Park. Kelvenne island is located in the southern part of Päijänne and can only be accessed by boat, such as MS Jenni Maria from Padasjoki harbour, from the end of June till early August.
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Olhavanvuori | O.Kemppainen/shutterstock ©


BEST TRAILS IN REPOVESI NATIONAL PARK

Ketunlenkki

Leaving from Lapinsalmi parking lot, the park’s most popular route is a circular 3.5km walk; includes a water crossing by cable ferry and views from the Lapinsalmi bridge.

Kakkurinkierros

The 26km trail is the park’s longest, taking two to four days to complete and passing the park’s main sights.

Korpinkierros

This circular 4.3km trail shows Olhavanvuori cliff, rising from its pond, from all angles.



Highs for Rock Climbers

A SPECTACULAR ROCK WALL

Between the heartlands of Saimaa Lakeland and Lahti lies Repovesi National Park, a 2½-hour drive from Savonlinna and an hour’s drive from Mikkeli, and its famous vertical rock wall Olhavanvuori. This is Finland’s main destination for rock climbers, and a dramatic sight for everyone. It’s also a good place for birdwatchers, as flocks of red-throated loons live by the cliff. Explore on foot, or rent a bike or kayak at the park’s service points – Olhavanvuori, however, is out of reach for cyclists.


Getting Around

Lahti, a good entry point for getting here, is less than an hour by train from Helsinki, with one or two departures every hour. You’ll need a car to visit its surroundings.





HANKO
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On a long, sandy peninsula, Hanko (or Hango, as it’s known by its strong population of Swedish speakers) grew up as a well-to-do Russian spa town in the late 19th century. During this period, entrepreneurs and industrialists built opulent seaside villas with fabulous Victorian and Art Nouveau architectural detailing. Many of these beauties now have a new life as cosy B&Bs and restaurants.

With over 30km of beaches, swimming and sunbathing are two of the town’s chief attractions. There are several appealing sandy strands – and no shortage of beautiful deserted ones for long walks in solitude. Hanko’s a good jumping-off point for the southern archipelago. Or you can stay on dry land and relish the fruits of the sea at the town’s many excellent restaurants. Whatever you do, get to know the friendly locals – they love crowding around pub fireplaces to drink, and often partake in karaoke sessions.
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TOP TIP

Hanko’s accommodation is limited, so bookings are essential. Consider private options via accommodation websites or asking at the tourist office. B&Bs in downtown Hanko often do not have en-suite showers or bathrooms (back in the day, everyone washed up at the spa!).



Energising Baths

TAKE THE PLUNGE

In the 19th century, Hanko was a popular spa town for Russian nobility. Today, the Regatta Spa is the best-known throwback to that period. The gorgeously modern facility features a massive glass-enclosed pool for soaking while enjoying 270-degree views of sea and sky.

Sea bathing is still important to the port town’s culture too. Near the harbour, a small red wooden bathing house is frequented year-round. It’s customary to change into bathing (or birthday) suits and take a refreshing dunk, usually to start the day. In winter, a water pump keeps a hole in the ice for lionhearted locals. Visit the tourist office to rent the house key.
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Bathing house, Hanko | Tsuguliev/shutterstock ©


HARBOUR HISTORY

As the southernmost town in Finland, Hanko was a strategic anchorage well before its founding as a town in 1874. It was also a point of emigration: between 1881 and 1931, about 250,000 Finns left for the USA, Canada and Australia via these docks.

At the end of the Winter War, the March 1940 peace treaty with Russia required the ceding of Hanko as a naval base. Its inhabitants evacuated as the Russians moved in with a garrison of 30,000 and constructed a huge network of fortifications. Hanko was isolated from the Russian frontlines and eventually abandoned in December 1941. Citizens returned to see their damaged town the following spring. Learn more at the Rintama Museo.



On Finnish Frontlines

REMEMBERING HANKO’S HISTORY

Hanko’s shores have been the backdrop for bloody battles, due to the port’s important strategic location. This important history of fights for freedom, and finally liberation, can be discovered at its museums and monuments.

Step onto one of the Winter War’s worst battlefronts outside the RintamaMuseo (Front Museum) and see original trenches, bunkers and artillery guns left behind. Indoors, the permanent exhibition Hanko in Foreign Hands tells the whole story.

Afterwards, it’s worth driving 5km further east to Skogby, where there are still earth-covered bunkers in the forests near the road.

Back in town, where the Bulevardi (boulevard) meets the beach, is the Monument of Liberty. The seaside lion statues commemorate the landing of liberating German forces in 1918.


Getting Around

Hanko (Hango) is easily reached from Helsinki by train. The two-hour journey departs several times daily and includes a changeover (though direct routes are being planned for late 2023). Buses also run several times daily.

Rent a bicycle to visit surrounding swimming spots, the busy beach at Silversand and other nearby natural wonders.






Beyond Hanko
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Cruise along the coast and discover a string of tiny villages and their treasures, from medieval buildings to modern artisanship.


Midway between Turku and Helsinki (55km from Hanko), Fiskars is a charming factory village turned Finnish creative hub. Brick neoclassical buildings house studios, galleries and showrooms for cutting-edge design. More than 100 artisans, designers and artists live and/or work here, and there’s lots to stroll about and discover.

Nearby Raseborg is home to the seaside resort of one of Finland’s oldest towns. It’s an ideal base for exploring Ekenäs Archipelago National Park by boat or kayak, as well as the evocative ruins of Raseborg Castle. In 2009, Ekenäs merged with the nearby towns of Karis and Pohja under the official name of the municipality Raseborg, though all names are still used.
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Old mill, Fiskars | Jamo Images/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Most people visit Fiskars on a day trip, but it’s worth staying overnight – especially if Hanko is booked out.



Holding Court in Raseborg

LEAVE NO STONE UNTURNED

Step back 500 years to explore what remains of one of Finland’s most impressive medieval castles. Looming on a high rock overlooking a grassy sward, the late-14th-century Raseborg Castle, a 35km drive from Hanko, was strategically crucial in the 15th century, when it protected the trading town of Tuna and exiled king of Sweden Karl Knutsson Bonde held his court here. The castle was abandoned in 1558 and lay deserted for more than 300 years. Nowadays the crumbling fortress is ripe for solo exploration, but you can also sign up for a tour with Slottsknekten (slottsknekten.fi).
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Raseborg Castle | yari2000/shutterstock ©


ONCE UPON A FACTORY VILLAGE

Souvenir hunting is a real treat around Fiskars, an industrial town reborn as a creative hub. Fiskarsbruk ironworks began in 1649 with a single furnace and went on to make millions of horse ploughs. In 1822, Turku apothecary Johan Jacob Julin bought the factory and the company boomed, producing a huge range of farming and household items, including its iconic orange-handled scissors (made since 1967).

Today, Fiskars is full of brick buildings playing home to studios and showrooms for cutting-edge design. Pick up a free town map from the tourist office and stroll around the picturesque downtown, discovering the craft shops, boutiques and galleries of more than 100 Finnish artisans.



Archipelago Adventures

CRUISING A NATIONAL PARK

Ekenäs Archipelago National Park, a 30-minute drive from Hanko, is where endless blue panoramas abound. Almost 90% of the 5200-hectare park is water, so to explore the 1300 islands you’ll need to take a tour from the harbour, such as an archipelago cruise with Saariston Laivaristeilyt or a kayaking tour with Paddlingsfabriken. Chartering your own boat is also popular.

The most frequented island is Älgö, with a 2km nature trail that takes in the island’s observation tower. There’s an old fisher’s home that’s been converted to include a sauna and campsite facilities.

On the islands of Fladalandet and Modermagan you can camp in the park overnight. However, many other islands are off limits to visitors, particularly the ecologically fragile outer islands. For information on the park and campground bookings, visit Naturum Visitor Centre in Ekenäs.


Getting Around

Trains from Helsinki and Turku to this part of Finland go via Karis, where a change is required; some connections from Ekenäs to Karis involve a railbus.





RAUMA
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Rauma preserves the imprint of the past like few other places in Finland. Its charming old quarter, Vanha Rauma, has World Heritage listing as an outstanding example of a Nordic wooden city. Though Rauma got its charter in 1442, it burned down twice in the 17th century, so the old town mostly dates from the 18th and 19th centuries, when Rauma became one of Finland’s biggest trading ports. The making of fine lace also plays a big part in Rauma’s story: in the early 19th century almost all Rauma women engaged in it.

The city has since spread far beyond its old confines, but Vanha Rauma remains the lively hub of town life, with more than 100 shops, restaurants and cafes. The largest and most atmospheric of a few old wooden towns on Finland’s west coast, it’s also a base for some excellent mainland and island excursions.
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TOP TIP

Rauma’s very professional tourist information service (visitrauma.fi) is normally based just outside the old town at Valtakatu 2, but from June to August it opens an office in the Vanha Raatihuone (Old Town Hall) in the heart of old Rauma. Year-round, local guides offer a large variety of tourist-office-recommended experiences and tours: book at doerz .com/ rauma.



Exploring Old Rauma

A LIVING PAST

It’s a pleasure to pass a few hours wandering Vanha Rauma’s cobbled streets. The Old Town, with its single-storey wooden houses, remains a living centre with cosy cafes, shops and a few artisans working in small studios.

The central market square, Kauppatori, is a happening scene with its produce and flower stalls, and coffee stands that keep locals gathering here even in winter. The handsome Vanha Raatihuone (Old Town Hall) dates from 1776 and houses an interesting museum on local history and Rauma lace.

Two blocks north of the square rises the beautiful Pyhän Ristin kirkko (Holy Cross Church), known for its early-16th-century murals. South of Kauppatori you’ll find Tammela, an intriguing museum-workshop with displays on Rauma’s World Heritage and restoration work.

Eastwards is Marela – arguably the most interesting of Rauma’s museums and definitely one of its most elaborate buildings. The preserved home of a wealthy 19th-century merchant family, it’s furnished with antiques, wall paintings and Swedish ceramic stoves.

In front of Marela, Kalatori square is the site of Rauma’s first buildings in medieval times. Back then Kalatori was beside the sea, which has since receded 2km west due to post-glacial uplift.

A little east of Marela, Rauman taidemuseo (Art Museum) has a collection of Finnish Golden Age painting (late 19th and early 20th century) and also displays changing exhibits of contemporary art.
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Vanha Raatihuone (Old Town Hall) | Igor Grochev/shutterstock ©


MEET THE LOCALS
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Aino Koivukari, World Heritage coordinator in Rauma, shares her recommendations for experiencing the Old Town like a local.

Everybody meets up in Old Rauma. It offers various charming cafes to treat yourself with delicious traditional pastries. Do as the locals do and get your coffee and a doughnut at the market square – enjoy them standing by the kiosk in the morning. Pystökaffe (standing-up coffee) is a traditional way to start the day.

The residents are friendly: ask permission to have a peek into courtyards behind closed gates. (These private courtyards are also open for visitors during the Lace Week festival in July.) You’ll get an authentic insight into people’s daily lives!




Getting Around

Old Rauma is easily negotiated on foot. There’s very limited parking in the old town, but plenty of spaces just outside it.






Beyond Rauma
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Islands, lighthouses, beaches, seafaring towns and dense forests wait to be discovered.


The labyrinthine archipelagos of Finland’s southwestern coast beg to be explored: hundreds of low-lying islands large and small, some little more than bare rocks, others with forests, beaches, lighthouses, accommodation and restaurants. You can reach them by summer water buses, on boat taxis, by paddling your own canoe or kayak, or, in the Velhovesi Ring islands, by cycling or driving across small dams and bridges. The Bothnian Sea National Park groups dozens of separate tracts of sea and land strung along 160km of this coast. On land, the laid-back port of Uusikaupunki and the larger city of Pori, with the superb sweep of Yyteri beach nearby, are within an hour’s drive of Rauma.

[image: jpg]

Yyteri beach, Pori | O.Kemppainen/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

June to August is the ideal time to visit this region. Outside those months, many tourism-related operations slash their opening hours or close completely.



Archipelago Activities

LAND & SEA EXPLORATIONS

In summer it’s a fun day out using the water buses from Rauma’s Suvitien Merijakamo harbour to the islands of Kuuskajaskari, about 6km offshore, and Kylmäpihlaja (10km). The once-fortified, largely forested Kuuskajaskari still houses four large guns, two watchtowers and several trenches; you can explore via a 3km walking circuit. Smaller, barer Kylmäpihlaja is home to a 36m-high lighthouse and is interesting for naturalists, with 28 nesting bird species. Each island has a restaurant and/or cafe, and assorted accommodation. From mid-June to around 20 August the water-bus timetables (raumansaaristokuljetus.fi) enable you to visit both islands in one day trip.
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WORLD-CLASS JAZZ FESTIVAL

The city of Pori bursts into life in the first half of July for Pori Jazz (pictured), one of Finland’s biggest festivals of any kind. Well over 300,000 people have attended some recent editions. The focus of the musical action is leafy Kirjurinluoto park, where dozens of free concerts happen during the first six days of the nine-day festival. The final three days see the big-name acts playing in a ticketed area also in Kirjurinluoto. Finnish jazz gets a big piece of the action, but the line-ups are broad. Megastars such as Elton John, Miles Davis and Björk have played Pori in the past, and recent editions have hosted the likes of Nick Cave, Brian Wilson, Toto and Emeli Sandé.



Quirky Maritime Village

UNEXPECTED COASTAL ALLURE

The town of Uusikaupunki, about an hour by car or bus south of Rauma, has almost as many old wooden houses as Rauma, but the feel here is distinctly maritime. With a buzzing summer yachtie scene, a rich seafaring history, a line of inviting waterfront restaurant-bars on the Kaupunginlahti inlet, and some unusual museums, it’s a fun place to wander for a few hours and maybe stay over.

Don’t miss the Bonk-museo, a wonderful parody of an industrial museum that relates the glorious growth of Bonk Business Inc from a humble anchovy-fishing family to a mighty ‘multiglobal enterprise’ and world leader in ‘fully defunctioned machinery’. The Wahlbergin museotalo showcases the lifestyle of Uusikaupunki’s richest family around 120 years ago and tells of the town’s 19th-century shipbuilding and seafaring heyday.


Getting Around

Having your own vehicle certainly makes things easiest. Parking is straightforward everywhere. Otherwise, there are frequent buses between Rauma and Pori (where the bus station, the Matkakeskus, is 1.2km south of the city centre), and six each way (Monday to Friday only) between Rauma and Uusikaupunki. Pori city buses 34, 34M, 34R and 34W, which run about hourly, link the Matkakeskus with the central Kauppatori square and Yyteri (a 50-minute trip).





TAMPERE
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If the world’s only Moomin Museum isn’t reason enough to visit Tampere, there’s plenty more to explore, from the red-bricked, city-centre Finlayson museum and restaurant hub lining the powerful rapids of Tammerkoski to the pretty wooden-house neighbourhood with a historic public sauna – it’s the perfect warm welcome to the city.

Tampere’s wooden houses and red-brick buildings hide an industrial past set in motion in 1820 when the Scot James Finlayson set up a linen factory here. By the beginning of the 20th century, one-third of Tampere’s inhabitants were factory workers. This set the tone for the working-class city’s later development as a central stage in Finland’s Civil War, when the bourgeois ‘whites’ fought against the working-class ‘reds’.

Today, Tampere is the self-proclaimed sauna capital of the world, and the city’s industrial heritage mixed with its creative energy provides many layers to explore.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Vapriikki

SIGHTS

2Finlayson Centre

3Lenin Museum

4Moomimuseo

5Näsinneula Observation Tower

6Sara Hildénin Taidmuseo

7Särkänniemi




TOP TIP

You can explore Tampere on foot, but cycling is a good alternative outside the winter months. City bikes are dotted around from mid-April to the end of October, and can be rented through an app (Tampereen kaupunkipyörät). E-bikes are available in bike-rental stores.



Tampere’s Treasured Rapids

CHERISHED WHITE WATERS

The rapids of the Tammerkoski channel create a powerful backdrop to the city’s main shopping street, Hämeenkatu. Visit the industrial red-brick buildings lining the rapids, and quickly get the powerful gist of Tampere’s past and present.

Don’t miss the Vapriikki, a cluster of museums located in an old factory that once manufactured turbines and locomotives. The building itself is a marvellous sight, and inside there are more than a dozen small museums to delight all ages, from the Finnish Museum of Games to the Finnish Hockey Hall of Fame.

On the other side of the rapids, the Finlayson Centre has restaurants, cinemas and shops. From here, you can take a guided tour to the rooftop of the former factory, offering views of Tampere from a bold, wide perspective. Check out also the Finnish Labour Museum Werstas and the Sulzer steam engine still in its original place.

Werstas also operates the world’s only Lenin Museum near Hämeenpuisto. It is located on the spot where the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party held underground meetings at the beginning of the 20th century, and where Lenin and Stalin first met in 1905.

A five-minute stroll from the Finlayson Centre is Tallipiha, where old stables now house a nostalgic cluster of little shops and cafes. They’re charming in any season but especially beautiful at Christmas time.
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Finnish Labour Museum Werstas | Tampere Photography/shutterstock ©


MORE MOOMINS!

Muumimaailma in Naantali is a fun interactive amusement park where kids can play with the Moomins in their fantasy world. It can be visited year-round, but some aspects, such as the Moomins’ homes, are only open during summer.




BEST PUBLIC SAUNAS IN TAMPERE

Kuuma sauna

Modern city-centre sauna, open all year with the possibility to try ice-hole swimming.

Rauhaniemen kansankylpylä

Lovely lakeside bathing facility dates from the 1920s and heats up every day.

Kaukajärven sauna

The sauna’s long platform makes it easy to dip into the lake – frozen or not – after a sauna.

Kaupinojan sauna

Open year-round, the lakeside sauna has a kiosk at which to buy Finnish sausages to grill over an open fire.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAMPERE

Unity

Convenient hub in Pyynikki with a gym and a pizzeria-brewery in the same building. €€

Dream Hostel & Hotel

Best budget find, with choices varying from a 16-bed dormitory to a studio with a sauna. €

Lillan Boutique Hotel & Kök

Charming and chic option with a restaurant; located in a 100-year-old villa. €€€



scenic stroll with a sauna
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Explore the fringe of the city centre on this walk among art, views and some of the city’s best baking. Start from the 1 Tampereen taidemuseo (Tampere Art Museum), which contains Finland’s second-largest art collection, including works by Finnish masters such as Helene Schjerfbeck and Akseli Gallen-Kallela. After you’ve explored the museum, walk one block north to find a sight straight from 19th-century Tampere. This is the 2 Amurin Museokortteli, consisting of wooden houses that host exhibitions on working-class lifestyles in Tampere between 1882 and 1973. You’ll also learn how the Amuri neighbourhood was born. After the museums, stop for a moment in Amuri’s beloved neighbourhood cafe, 3 Amurin Helmi, serving freshly baked goods from buns to bread rolls to pannukakku (oven pancakes) in a wooden-house setting beside the Museokortteli.

Suitably fuelled, turn around and walk southeast to 4 Pyynikki hill, the tallest longitudinal esker in the world, rising 80m above the surface of Pyhäjärvi lake. Atop the hill, take the elevator to the tip of the 5 Pyynikki Observation Tower and take in the views over the forest-covered hillsides and city scenes. From here you’ll also be able to see another iconic tower in Tampere – Näsinneula, in Särkänniemi amusement park. At the foot of the tower, the popular 6 Pyynikin munkkikahvila cafe is famed for its fresh doughnuts. Wind down from the hill climb by continuing northeast to one of Finland’s most famous saunas, 7 Rajaportin, which has been heated up regularly in the photogenic Pispala neighbourhood since 1906. The sauna has separate changing and sauna facilities for men and women, plus a common terrace on which to chat and cool down between löyly (the steam of sauna).



Idyllic Island

WHERE BEACHES ABOUND

Beyond its urban amusements, Tampere has some great nature escapes. One such is Viikinsaari.

From mid-May to early September, the island can be reached by a 20-minute ferry ride from Laukontori in the city centre. The island is a protected area with short nature trails, little beaches and a lake for dipping into. Suomen hopealinja (hopealinjat.fi) operates the ferry.

Activities include miniature golf and SUP, and rowing-boat and kayak rentals – or try the Finnish game Mölkky, a simple version of bowling with wooden logs. Take your own picnic basket (note that bringing alcohol to the island is not allowed) or enjoy lunch at the island’s summer eatery.

Magical Moomins

A FUN FINNISH OBSESSION

The world’s only Moomimuseo (Moomin Museum) offers nothing but happy vibes across a two-storey exhibition space. Philosophical quotes, original drawings and other quirky depictions from the beloved Finnish books are sprinkled everywhere. The museum is a delight for adults and kids alike.


BEST CAFES IN TAMPERE

Wohvelikahvila

With a waffle menu featuring more than 20 types of sweet and savoury toppings, this place makes a quaint lunch stop near the Tammerkoski rapids. €

Cafe Pispala

A cosy coffee shop surrounded by one of Tampere’s most beloved wooden-house neighbourhoods, Pispala. €

Cafe Pellas

A popular breakfast spot in Tampere’s main shopping street, Hämeenkatu; also serves baked potatoes and salads for lunch. €

Kahvila Runo

Books and cakes are always a good idea, and both can be found at Runo – the name means poem. €



Rollercoasters Meet Modern Art

CULTURE & THRILLS COMBINED

The Särkänniemi amusement park has a truly eclectic mix of offerings, ranging from thrill-seeking rides to one of Finland’s most important art collections.

Choose your adventure by scaling the 168m-high observation tower, Näsinneula, jumping on some of the 32 rides (including six roller coasters) or visiting an animal farm.

Meanwhile, the Sara Hildénin Taidemuseo showcases 5000 works of international and Finnish modern art and sculpture amassed by local businessperson and art collector Sara Hildén (1905–93).


Getting Around

Tampere trains depart from Helsinki’s Central railway station about every 30 minutes, running from 4am to 11pm. Buses also run regularly.

If you arrive by car, most hotels in Tampere have parking facilities, but they might charge extra. There are also plenty of parking garages and street-side parking around the city. Payment typically requires a credit card or an app, as instructed on the parking spaces. The city itself is easily explored on foot – with the help of public transport or city bikes if needed.






Beyond Tampere
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Balance Tampere’s urban buzz with artsy finds in a small town or on a hike through a national park.


Tampere is very much Pirkanmaa region’s urban hub, but there are some great spots to explore beyond the city. Helvetinjärvi (Hell’s Lake) National Park is famed for its namesake lake edged by rocky cliffs, and Helvetinkolu, a canyon carved during the last ice age. There are several walking trails, from a few hundred metres in length to an 11km hike that takes you from the hilltops to the gorges’ bottoms – the terrain is challenging, but some sections have stairs. The national park can be visited year-round, while summer is the best time to visit Mänttä-Vilppula, a town renowned for its art galleries, summer arts festival and now even an art sauna.
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Helvetinjärvi National Park | HenryBON/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

A car is necessary when visiting Helvetinjärvi National Park, but there’s a bus connection to Mänttä-Vilppula.



Authentic Art Town

A VILLAGE FOR VISUAL WONDERS

The ‘art town’ Mänttä-Vilppula, a 75-minute drive northeast of Tampere, is a must-visit for anyone who considers themselves a creative soul. Mänttä-Vilppula’s city centre first developed around the 19th-century wood industry, but today its main sights are the Serlachius Museum Gösta & Gustaf – the former is dedicated to the arts, the latter to history. The lakeside art museum’s old section is inside a manor house, once the home of paper-mill owner Göstä Serlachius. He was one of Finland’s most influential art patrons, and his collection of Finland’s Golden Age art, as well as old European masters, forms the core of the museum. It’s one of the most important private fine-art collections in the Nordic countries.

The dedication of the Serlachius family to the arts is commemorated today in an annual contemporary-art festival that takes place from around mid-June to the end of August. But visiting in wintertime needn’t leave you cold. Book a space to soak up the heat in the museum’s award-winning art sauna, whose harmonious exterior hides a round sauna room, as well as creative details such as designer towels and mosaics in the showers. Afterwards, you can enjoy a meal in the museum’s restaurant.

The Serlachius Museums run a daily shuttle from Tampere to the museums between June and August; outside that season, the bus runs from Tuesday to Sunday only.
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Serlachius Museum Gösta & Gustaf | Ilari Nackel/shutterstock ©


BEST SHOPPING IN MäNTTä-VILPPULA

Taito Shop

Taito Shops are dotted across Finland’s biggest cities; they’re dedicated to Finnish design and crafts, and the sweaters, posters, linen, tote bags and DIY equipment they stock make great souvenirs.

Myllyrannan uniikit putiikit

Linen, natural products from Lapland, clothes and interior decorations can be found in this lakeside cluster of boutiques.

Satumaista

Mostly Scandinavian-styled items, from sleek mugs, plates and jars to candles and seasonal drinks, such as bottles of glögi (mulled wine).



WHERE TO STAY IN MÄNTTÄ-VILPPULA

Mäntylinnan huoneistomajoitus

Experience the Finnish lifestyle in these vintage-furnished apartments in a 1950s building. €€

Art Hotel Honkahovi

Some rooms share a bathroom in this lakeside hotel built in functionalist style with windows looking onto the lake. €€

Mäntän Hovi

The boutique hotel’s slightly dated feel is compensated for by some great architectural and design details. €€

Helvetinjärvi National Park

HELLISHLY GOOD VIEWS

Take a 75-minute drive north from Tampere and arrive at a gate framed by two upside-down trees and graced with a sign reading ‘To Hell’. This is Helvetin portti (Hell’s Gate), one of two entrances to Helvetinjärvi National Park. The gate can be found on Helvetinkoluntie 775 (Kankimäki parking lot) and there’s another gate on the park’s west side in Ruovesi. There are various hiking options in the park, with camping and toilet facilities dotted along the trails, especially on the park’s northern side. Pitch your tent near Haukkajärvi beach and witness beautiful sunsets over the lake, or stay at the Ruokejärvi camping site, closer to the park’s main sights. You can also book the rustic Hiedanmaja cottage, available as accommodation from May to October.

Currently, the only circular hike leads from Kankimäki to Helvetinjärvi’s two main sights: Helvetinjärvi lake and Helvetinkolu gorge, formed some 200 million years ago when the bedrock split. The 4km trail includes stretches of duckboard across marshland, pathways through forests and a few sets of stairs that climb and descend. Entry into the gorge itself is blocked for safety reasons, but it can be admired from a viewing platform above.

Just outside the national park, Siikaneva’s duckboard trails showcase Finland’s marshy landscape. Here, you can also find Ollinkivi, a round glacial erratic that was one of Finland’s first nature sights protected by environmental law.
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Siikaneva | Jarno Holappa/shutterstock ©


A BOOKSHOP WORTH SAVING

A rarity in rural Finland, the 120-year-old antiquarian Vinhan kirjakauppa bookshop makes a great pit stop for bookish travellers in Ruovesi, a small village with about 4000 inhabitants. After being owned by the same family for four generations, the bookstore was close to being shut down, but it was saved by two book-loving Finns, and it will reopen in 2023 freshly renovated. The lovely, quaint wooden building on Ruovesi’s main street will also house an art gallery, coffee shop and boutique accommodation.




Getting Around

The best way to reach Helvetinjärvi National Park is by car or campervan, for which there are specific parking lots. A bus from Tampere runs three times a day on school days, leaving you 10km from the park.





FASTA ÅLAND
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The core of the Åland Archipelago is a dozen or so larger islands connected by bridges. Known as Fasta Åland (Ahvenanmaa in Finnish), this ‘mainland’ comprises 70% of the archipelago’s land area – including its only town. It’s also home to 90% of Åland’s population. Fasta Åland offers more historical sites, cultural attractions and recreational activities than any other island – and receives the vast majority of tourists.

Åland’s capital, Mariehamn, is on the mainland’s southern side. Named by Alexander II after the Empress Maria, its broad streets lined with linden trees, recalling its Russian heritage, play home to a handful of shops, pubs and restaurants. It’s the busiest spot in Åland – though still very laid-back. On long scenic drives, you’ll find that Fasta often feels like a remote island. It’s easy to find quiet stretches that are surrounded by nature and sea but still within striking distance of the capital.
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Museumship Pommern, Sjöfartsmuseum (Åland Maritime Museum) | Thomas Collett/shutterstock ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Bomarsund

2Sjöfartsmuseum

SIGHTS

3Ålands Fotografiska Museum

4Bomarsund Museum

(see 5)Fängelsemuseet Vita Björn

(see 5)Jan Karlsgårdens Friluftsmuseum

5Kastelholms Slott

(see 2)Museumship Pommern

6Nya Skarpans

7Prästö

8Sjökvarteret

EATING

(see 5)Smakbyn

SHOPPING

(see 8)Guldviva

(see 8)Salt

9Torggatan 15




TOP TIP

Mariehamn contains the bulk of Åland’s lodgings. Business and tourist hotels, as well as campgrounds and guesthouses, cover a wide range of prices and styles. As throughout the islands, rates are highest between mid-June and the end of August, and especially in July. Booking ahead is recommended, especially for weekends.



Maritime History

AWAKEN YOUR INNER PIRATE

The atmospheric maritime quarter Sjökvarteret is a must-visit. Wander along the quay, lined with traditional schooners, and perhaps see boats under construction as well as the tiny reconstructed seafarers’ chapel at the pier’s end.

At the state-of-the-art Sjöfartsmuseum (Åland Maritime Museum), ships in bottles, sea chests and accoutrements abound. The centrepiece is a reproduced ship complete with mast, saloon, galley and cabins.

Anchored outside is the beautifully preserved Museumship Pommern, a four-masted merchant barque built in Glasgow in 1903.

Artisan Souvenirs

INSPIRED BY ÅLAND’S OUTDOORS

In Sjökvarteret, explore shops such as Guldviva, which specialises in brooches, cufflinks and necklaces celebrating the islands’ flora and fauna. Craft shop Salt displays local work including textiles, ceramics, silverware and jewellery. The red-brown timber shed also stocks Finnish delicacies, such as sea-buckthorn jam.

Not far away, Torggatan 15 is a charming old wooden house packed with treasures. Shops are tucked into the various rooms – each one enticing in its own way. You never know what you’ll find in Viktor Crafts & Designs among shelves stocking the works of 20 local artisans. The design studio and boutique Labelled sells clothing made from recycled fabrics, and the artists association Ålands Slöjd & Konsthantverk runs an upstairs gallery rotating exhibits of its members’ work.

Medieval Stroll

ROLLING GREENS & GRAND SIGHTS

In Sund a marvellous trio of historic Åland landmarks – some of Finland’s oldest – are set within short grassy strolls from each other.

The striking Kastelholms Slott is a Swedish-built medieval castle on a picturesque inlet. The keep towers are 15m high in parts, with walls of 3m-thick red granite. Exhibits showcase archaeological finds, including a medieval silver-coin hoard.

Make your way to Fängelsemuseet Vita Björn, a prison for 200 years, and now a bite-sized museum with cells and an inmates’ yard on display. Continuing south, the Jan Karlsgårdens Friluftsmuseum contains an impressive field of 18th- and 19th-century Ålandic buildings and windmills.
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Kastelholms Slott | POPOVA VALERIYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


ÅLAND’S UNIQUE HISTORY

Åland is an autonomous state with its own parliament, flag, stamps and web suffix: ‘dot ax’. Locals speak Swedish, and the islands’ ‘special relationship’ with the EU means it is demilitarised, can sell duty-free and make its own gambling laws.

Sweden ceded the islands to Russia in 1809, and Åland became Russia’s westernmost outpost until the empire’s defeat in 1856. Residents then called for secession from Finland and return to Sweden. In 1921 a League of Nations convention crafted unique cultural and linguistic rights, and neutral political status for Åland.

Locals may tell you they feel neither Swedish nor Finnish. Despite this, the islands are a popular holiday destination for Swedes and Finns alike.



WHERE TO DINE WITH A VIEW IN ÅLAND

Bodegan

Pretty pier-side restaurant with delectable Nordic grills, from salmon to tenderloin. €€

Soltuna Restaurang

Åland’s highest restaurant – impeccable views but also tasty food and friendly service. €€

Nautical

Sea-inspired dishes, such as pan-fried Åland perch with caraway foam; served on the harbour. €€



Bomarsund ruins walking tour
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This 4.2km (two-hour) walk is well signposted and lets you enjoy mossy fields, rocky crags and breathtaking seascapes in sweet solitude (good shoes are a must). Before you go, download Coastal Past, a GPS-navigated tour app.

The hike takes you around a series of ruins telling the dramatic story of 19th-century Russian rule and demise during the Åland War, starting at the centrepiece 1 Bomarsund, the best-preserved ruin. Cross and walk along the main road (there’s not much traffic, but still take care when crossing) to take in exhibits at the 2 Bomarsund Visitor Centre. Afterwards, continue down the signposted route where piles of rubble indicate 3 a former barracks and planned civic buildings. This was once Skarpans, Åland’s first town, where a busy postal route ran past residences, a school and armed food storage for around 2000 Russian soldiers and their families. Open the wooden gates and walk on the grass among the ruins – be careful, though, as rain can make their platforms slippery. Follow the trail back to the road, cross and pass by the little wooden hut where buses stop (the cutest bus stop ever) and turn right to follow the trail to showstopping 4 Brännklintstornet. Once you’ve passed it, the app will show a rocky ascent ahead to 5 Djävulsberget (Devil’s Mountain). This is extremely difficult, so you’re best to go all the way back out of the trail, turn left towards Bomarsund and left into the trail, a much easier path scaling the viewpoint. Go back down and return to Bomarsund. The trail passing it northwards leads to 6 Notvikstornet and can be driven if you’re tired. Djävulsberget and Notvikstornet are magical at sundown.



Nerdy Nostalgia

AN EXTRAORDINARY CAMERA COLLECTION

Don’t miss the delightful Ålands Fotografiska Museum: its gigantic collection of audiovisual equipment from the ages may be the world’s most comprehensive collection of camera gear.

Peruse cabinets packed with 16,000 pieces of AV paraphernalia, capturing the camera’s history from the 1830s to today. What makes the collection so unique is it comprises not just vintage shutters but video- and sound-recording equipment from around the world – vinyl players, TV and darkroom technology, 8-tracks, Walkmans and much more.

Lovingly run by husband-and-wife team Olle and Benita Strömberg, the exhibitions are curated from the couple’s private collection of AV curios gone awry.


FAVOURITE PHOTOGRAPHIC LOCATIONS
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Olle Strömberg, who runs the Ålands Fotografiska Museum (cameramuseum.com), has been a shutterbug since age 10 – you can even see his first camera, Gevabox, on display. These are his favourite spots for taking photos.

Sankt Mikael Kyrka

I like taking photos inside, especially of the murals, but also the special facade.

Prästgårdsnäset

A wonderful nature reserve. Easy to walk around in.

Viking Market

Such a genuine event with lots of interesting people!

Hermas museigård

Pictures and picnics: farm museum in Enklinge with buildings from the 1500s.

Museumship Pommern

Beautiful sailing ship harboured at the Åland Maritime Museum.



WHERE TO PUB CRAWL IN MARIEHAMN

Pub Ettan

Cosy dive bar with honest pours, chatty locals and the islands’ latest opening hours.

Park Ålandia Pub

Mariehamn’s favourite living-room bar in a family-owned hotel. Local Stallhagen brews on tap.

Pub Bastun

Cult-status live-music venue in a former sauna. Hosting Nordic underground bands since the 1970s.

Gastronomic Hot Spot

TOUR & TASTE

Get a crash course in Åland’s special produce at Smakbyn, a ‘taste village’ with a farm shop, cookery courses, a bakery and a distillery. The centrepiece is the airy open-kitchen restaurant, where cooks work magic with seasonal organic produce, and serve Åland staples, such as homemade svartbröd (the local dark bread that takes four days to make). The menu is always different but usually features delicious local perch fillets and the beloved open-faced steak sandwiches.

Striking Fortress Ruins

THE REMAINS OF RUSSIAN RULE

In Sund, a former Russian military town and its battle-torn relics offer a startling contrast to Åland’s present-day demilitarisation. Bomarsund was a huge fortress complex, built from brick and strengthened with distinctive octagonal blocks, containing a garrison town, and protected by ramparts and a planned 15 fortified towers.

Following the war of 1808–9, Russia began building Bomarsund as its westernmost defence against the Swedes. The fortress was incomplete when the French-British naval force bombarded it heavily. Within four days the Russians were forced to surrender.

In the Huvudfästet (main fort), only three of the defensive towers were completed. Today, they are an impressive sight, particularly Brännklint tower, its walls scarred by cannon and rifle fire. The overgrown foundations of the garrison town Nya Skarpans, as well as the Notvikstornet viewpoint, with its seaward-facing canons and sniper perches, are also atmospheric.

Across the bridge, Prästö became Bomarsund’s island of the dead, with a military hospital and separate Greek Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim and Christian graveyards for prisoners of war. Just after the bridge lies the small Bomarsund Museum, displaying excavation bits. Further on, this 5.5km island walk via the Coastal Past app reveals those gravesites, the former Russian telegraph station and garrison hospital, and beautiful shorelines.
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Cannons, Bomarsund | Thomas Collett/shutterstock ©


THE APPLE OF FINLAND’S EYE

A mild climate, lots of sunshine and long autumns mean apple orchards thrive here. About 270 hectares are cultivated by 40-plus Ålandic producers, and the majority of apples (and pears) in Finnish supermarkets are grown on the islands.

Apple season usually starts at the end of May, and by mid-August producers pick the early bloomers, with harvest typically lasting until October.

From August to January, apple juice is a beloved local nectar. Grannas Äppel presses a variety of apples, from Lobo to Amarosa, into delicious, preservative-free juice. At the Öfvergårds farm, take an ‘apple safari’ tour with juice tastings. The farm shop stocks delicious souvenirs, such as apple mulled wine.



Wartime Bastions

DIVERSE BATTLE RELICS

More than 100 Bronze and Iron Age fornminne (burial sites) have been discovered across the Åland Archipelago, attesting to over 6000 years of human habitation. Though all are clearly signposted, most are in fairly nondescript fields. The discovery of fortress ruins confirms that the archipelago was an important harbour and trading centre protected by the Vikings.

During the Great Northern War of 1700–21 (dubbed the ‘Great Wrath’), most Ålanders fled to Sweden. Further Russian incursions took place in the 1740s and 1809, with the Invasion of Åland, a 1918 WWI campaign, as the final act of militarisation here.


Getting Around

Hire a car to explore the island. Car rentals are limited and more expensive than in Turku; consider taking wheels over with you. Bicycles and mopeds are also available for hire on the islands.






Beyond Fasta Åland
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The six municipalities beyond Fasta encompass the remote, harder-to-reach areas of the archipelago. The tiny islands even outnumber inhabitants.


If you’re feeling that Fasta Åland is too mainstream, you’re due for a trip to the remote outer islands of the archipelago. These tiny granite islets stretch out across the Archipelago Sea between Fasta and Finland. Strewn with silver-birch forests and connected by ferries (and the occasional bridge), the islands are criss-crossed by winding roads, cycling routes and walking trails – as well as many, many waterways. So no matter your transport mode, the outer isles are ripe for exploration.

The thousands of islets in the outer archipelago fall into two geographic groups, served by two different ferry lines. The northern archipelago includes Kumlinge, Lappo, Brändö and Jurmo. The southern archipelago includes Föglö, Sottunga and Kökar.
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TOP TIP

Free public ferries connect some islands. If you’re driving, note that fuel is limited: fill up before hitting the outer archipelago.



Rock Steady & Righteous

MEDIEVAL STONEWORK SANCTUARIES

These islands, each around a two-hour ferry from Fasta Åland, have long been populated – though sparsely. Appealingly barren landscapes once attracted Bronze Age seal hunters and Hanseatic traders. A trio of gloriously well-preserved medieval stone churches are reminders of early times here.

North of Kumlinge village, the Sankta Anna Kyrka is a multicoloured fieldstone church containing incredible 500-year-old Franciscan-style paintings. The shrine to Mary on the altarpiece and the baptismal font likely date from the mid-13th century.

Meanwhile in Kyrkvägen (Föglö), the Sankta Maria Magdalena Kyrka was first built in the 14th century, but only the nave remains of this original building. Most of the structure was rebuilt in 1860, which explains the neogothic detailing. The church is on an island south of Degerby, connected by a bridge and a scenic road. During a 1967 restoration, workers found an old crucifix containing a bone and a parchment, leading folks to believe it was a relic of Mary Magdalene herself.

Sankta Anne Kyrka sits on the ruins of a medieval Franciscan monastery on the island of Hamnö, just west of Kökar. The monks’ chapel and ruined walls make for a pensive evening stroll. Inside, look for the unusual votive of a Turkish pirate ship.
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BEST ARCHIPELAGO ISLANDS TO VISIT

Brändö

Northernmost municipality of Åland Archipelago, known for its approximately 1180 islands (outnumbering approximately 500 inhabitants).

Föglö

With more than 500 residents, Föglö is the largest outer-island municipality, with more civil servants than farmers.

Kökar

Dangling off the archipelago’s southern end, rocky Kökar has a lovely desolate air.

Kumlinge

Kumlinge is little visited but much beloved for its peaceful forests and low-traffic walking trails.

Vårdö

So-called ‘guardian island’; on its highest mountain, ancient bonfires once warned other islands of danger.




Getting Around

The core group of islands – Brändö, Torsholma, Åva and Jurmo – is connected by bridges and free ferries, with a signposted bike route traversing them as well. If you prefer to travel by boat, the winding waterways are brilliant for kayaking and sailing.








Arriving


Helsinki-Vantaa Airport is the primary point of entry for most visitors arriving in Finland. The airport, with a railway station underneath, is located 28km from Helsinki city centre. Renovated in 2021, it now has one terminal for both arrivals and departures, a lot of cafes, restaurants and shops. A new baggage claim area will open in the summer of 2023.
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Visas

EU and Nordic nationals don’t need a visa to enter Finland. Those from the UK, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the US and South America can stay for up to 90 days.




SIM Cards

Prepaid SIM cards can be purchased at the airport R-kiosks; one is located in the arrivals terminal and the other by gate 50 in the non-Schengen area. WHSmith stores also sell SIM cards.




Border Crossing

If entering Finland by ferry, there are normal passport and visa requirements. Foreign nationals arriving from outside Schengen countries by land must enter via official border crossings, with valid documents.




Wi-Fi

Free 100 Mbps wi-fi is available in the airport without requiring a password. The wi-fi in Finland is typically fast and access is widespread.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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Airports in Finland

Finland’s busiest airport is Helsinki-Vantaa Airport, but international flights from European countries also use smaller airports, especially the Rovaniemi Airport in Lapland. From Helsinki, it takes approximately 1.5 hours to fly to Rovaniemi. But at half the price, you’ll also get there by train in about 8 to 9 hours, or the night train in 11–12 hours.

Apart from Rovaniemi, Lapland’s airports are in Kemi-Tornio, Kittilä and Ivalo and are mainly used for domestic flights. After Helsinki, Tampere-Pirkkala Airport has the biggest number of international flights, with planes landing mainly from the UK, the Netherlands, Denmark and Germany.






Getting Around


Trains are an easy and comfortable option when exploring the bigger cities, but for more remote destinations buses are necessary, and some will require a car.




TRAVEL COSTS

Petrol
Approx. €2.04/litre

EV charging
From €0.2/KWh

Car rental
From €70/day

Train ticket from Helsinki to Tampere
From €8.90



Hiring a Car

It is best to rent cars in the bigger cities or airports for cheaper prices and availability. Some smaller cities don’t offer car rentals. Both manual and automatic options are available. You can rent hybrid or electric cars – the charging network is constantly expanding.

Road Conditions

Bigger highways are in good shape but the remoter the road, the bumpier it gets. Take notice of warning signs for moose and deer. Roads are well-maintained but can get slippery in winter, so speed limits are lowered. Rental cars will have winter tyres.

FERRY ROUTES

Finland is connected to several other European countries by ferry. Ferries from Tallinn arrive at Länsisatama terminal. Some boats from Tallinn also use the city-centre Katajanokan terminaali. Ferries from Sweden arrive at Helsinki, Turku, Naantali and Vaasa, whereas the long-distance ferry from Germany arrives at Helsinki’s Vuosaari. The quickest (and most budget-friendly) ferries shuttle between Helsinki and Tallinn in two hours (starting from 17€). The overnight ferries from Finland to Tallinn and Sweden are popular for parties and can get rowdy.


TIP

Hitchhiking is safe but relatively uncommon, especially in Finland’s remoter areas – ensure you have time and patience if attempting it.




Bus & Train

Bigger cities, especially below Lapland, are well-connected by rail and long-distance bus networks. In Lapland, Tornio, Rovaniemi, Kemijärvi and Kajaani can be reached by train, with few stops in between. Buses and trains are reliable and comfortable, although snow might cause delays occasionally in winter.




Train Tickets

Train tickets are cheaper if you purchase online at least a month before the journey. Finland’s train provider is the government-owned VR. Long-distance tickets have to be bought before boarding the train; commuter tickets can be purchased on the train. Stations will have ticket machines and service desks.




Plane

Finnair operates in over a dozen airports around Finland; for example, Helsinki–Turku (40 minutes) and Helsinki–Ivalo in Lapland (1 hour, 45 minutes). Unless you are in a hurry, opt for the more carbon-friendly trains. This also gives you time to see more of the country in one trip.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 50km/h in urban areas, 80km/h on secondary roads and 120km/h on motorways (100km/h during winter).

.05

Blood alcohol limit is 0.05%.








Money

CURRENCY: EURO (€)
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Credit Cards


Hotels, cafes, restaurants and shops accept credit cards, as do most stalls in the market squares, especially in bigger cities. In more remote spots it is convenient to have some cash at hand in case credit card machines are down.

Digital Payments


Digital payments are growing in popularity but credit cards and cash are still widely used. MobilePay is the most popular app for mobile payments in Finland, but other apps, such as ApplePay, work as well.

Taxes & Refunds

Prices in Finland include 24% VAT in consumer goods and 14% in food products. People with permanent residence outside the EU can claim tax back for unused purchases that cost over €40. You can process the taxes in some stores, at the airport or electronically.

Tipping

Tipping is not customary in Finland, although some restaurants have started providing the option for tipping, especially when paying with card. Staff will always appreciate extra income.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Night in a Lapland igloo
Approx. €300

Reindeer farm & sleigh ride
From €100

Public saunas
€8–15

Ferry ticket to Tallinn
€20



HOW TO… Save Some Euros

Student-card holders, pensioners and people over 65 years old get a price reduction to many main sights and for train and bus tickets. If you are keen on a sightseeing spree in Helsinki, buy a Helsinki Card from the tourist office and get free admission to many main sights, museums and the sightseeing bus. In the rising foodie hub Turku, the Turku Food Walk Card will showcase the flavours of the city.


BEST THINGS IN LIFE ARE FREE

With the price of pizza easily reaching over €20 in Helsinki, Finland can feel like a pricey country to visit. Today, more and more Finns are also starting to feel the pinch, as living costs are rising due to the recent changes in the country’s economy. Train and bus tickets can also feel expensive at times, but remember: the distances are long. On the other hand, some of the most valuable things here are free (education and healthcare), so in the end, Finns in general are happy to pay their heavy taxes.
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LOCAL TIP

When travelling by car, keep a few coins handy, as cities outside Helsinki might still have one or two parking metres operating with coins – although payment with an app/card is more common.








Accommodation

Rental Cottages

Finland is a nation of cottages and there is a good supply in the rental markets, too. Lomarengas (lomarengas.fi) has the biggest selection. Many cottages are located by lakes or the seaside and come with a sauna. Traditionally, Finnish cottages have been very modest places (with outdoor toilets) but recently, more luxurious cottages have been built.

Camp Out

Freedom to roam guarantees that camping is allowed almost everywhere, especially if you pitch your tent for a day or two, and not on cultivated land. In nature reserves and national parks, camping is allowed in designated areas. Some beaches have restricted camping possibilities. A landowner’s permission is always needed before you make a fire.

Glass Igloos & the Ice Hotel

Glass igloos are a fabulous way to see the aurora borealis (northern lights), especially in Lapland where you can find many options, from Rovaniemi all the way to the northernmost parts of Saariselkä. In southern parts of Finland, glass igloos are normally located by lakes and seashores and provide calm vistas and starry night skies. Or sleep in temperatures below zero (0 to –5ºC) in Rovaniemi’s Arctic SnowHotel made of snow and ice.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A rustic lakeside cottage
€200

A hostel dorm
€30

A manor house
€150
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Budget Sleeps

Hostel dorms start from around €30 in high season, although (especially in Helsinki) a bed in a dorm can be as expensive as €70. Hostellit.fi is a good resource for finding a budget spot around Finland. You can also find budget hotels for around €50 to €70. Some guesthouses can be more budget-friendly, too, offering private rooms with shared bathrooms.



Manor houses

Finland doesn’t have a big B&B culture but in more remote areas there are some charming guesthouses transformed from old manor and farm houses. The manor houses normally offer a feast of local produce. The range of manor houses varies from swish stays with spas to more modest, yet equally enchanting, settings.
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Sustainable stays

Nolla (‘zero’ in Finnish) cabins are modest huts with a design twist, located at Helsinki’s seaside and the Archipelago Sea near Turku. The A-shaped cabins are based on a zero-waste ethos and part of the profits go to The Finnish Association for Nature Conservation. Ollero has sustainable glass igloos in Lapland, and Rovaniemi’s Arctic TreeHouse has won sustainability awards, as well as the Solo Sokos Hotel Seurahuone in Lahti. Look for the Green Key and the Sustainable Travel Finland labels when booking a sustainable stay; there are plenty of options around Finland.






Family Travel


Finland is incredibly child friendly, and a terrific place to holiday with kids. A trip with kids to this outdoorsy destination could include splashing about in lakes and rivers, hikes in national parks, cycling, and open-air theme parks. In winter, the reliable snow opens up a world of outdoor possibilities, and there’s a year-round seat on Santa’s knee.



Getting Around

In Helsinki, children age seven and under travel free on all public transport and ferries. If a child is in a stroller, the adult with them travels free as well. Most other transport tickets for children tend to be around 60% of the adult charge. At car-hire firms, child safety seats must be booked in advance and cost about €45 a day; consider bringing one as plane carry-on luggage.


Accommodation

Finland’s rental cabins, apartments and cottages make excellent family bases. Campgrounds are also good, often have a lake beach and playground, and rent out boats and bikes. Most hotels will provide an extra bed for little added cost. Kids under 12 often sleep free.



Sights

Finnish children are on school holidays from mid-June to early August, and many child-oriented activities are closed outside this period. This is when campgrounds are buzzing with Finnish families, and temperatures are usually warm. If your kids are older and you want to get active in the snow, go in March or April: there’s plenty of daylight, better snow, and the cold isn’t so extreme.


Going Out

Most museums in Helsinki have free admission for kids. High chairs and cots (cribs) are standard in many restaurants, but numbers may be limited. Most resort hotels always have family-friendly restaurants with a kids’ menu, or deals where children eat free if accompanied by adults.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Muumimaailma (Moominworld)

Moomin theme-park extravaganza.

Santa Claus Village

Visit the big man in red and his post office year-round.

Snowman World

Skate, slide and dine at an ice restaurant.

Särkänniemi

Amusement park with roller coasters and a rotating restaurant.

Jukupark (https://jukupark.fi)

Finland’s biggest water park, with wild slides.

Ranua Wildlife Park

Nature spotting plus horse-sleigh rides and mini-snowmobiles.
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PARENTING IN FINLAND

Finland’s parenting culture typically places a high importance on independent, outdoor play. Children are encouraged to explore nature freely. In the forests of regions such as Lapland, they may learn to build fires and use certain tools from a young age. Children’s programming and activities are sometimes less structured than in many other countries, and leave space for wandering, yet this approach also lends to a high focus on interactive, educational and fun museums. It’s typical for such attractions to have many summer demonstrations and activities, making visits interesting for grown-ups and kids alike.






Health & Safe Travel

Bear encounters

Bear encounters are extremely unlikely as bears generally want to avoid human contact. Should you see one, back away quietly without eye contact: running won’t help as they will win. Bears are good climbers and swimmers. If a bear chases you, lie on the ground covering your head and neck with your hands and pretend to be dead.
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Mosquitos

Around June and July, mosquitos are everywhere in Finland, but especially in rural areas and Lapland. In cities you will barely see them; they are at their worst in forests when there’s no breeze. Wear clothing that covers you from head to toe, including a mosquito head net, and use repellents. Apart from the itching bites, Finland’s mosquitos are harmless.

Winter

In winter, Finland is a true wonderland, but it comes with a price: the cold. Dress in layers, as the air between the clothing works as insulation. When the temperature drops below –15°C, cover your face with a scarf or a commando hat and avoid using products with water on your face. These can include foundation and certain moisturisers.


SOLO TRAVEL

Finland is a relatively safe country for women travelling alone. Taking the same precautions as when travelling everywhere else is advised.



SAFETY TIPS

Danger of moose on the road
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Danger of reindeer on the road
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Danger of deer on the road
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Railroad crossing without a safety barrier
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Forest fire warning: lighting a fire in nature forbidden

[image: ]

Scams

Finland is pretty safe regarding pickpocketing, but some incidences occur, especially in crowded city spots, such as in shops and on public transport. If you drop your phone, wallet or other valuables, contact Löytötavaratoimisto (lost and found, phone +358600 41006, available 24/7) or the local police – chances are you will get it back.


NIGHTLIFE

In general, Finns are a bit reserved but polite. Open aggression is most typically encountered during nighttime in bars, clubs and city streets when alcohol has been consumed, but the nightlife scene is still safe. For visitors, Finns’ alcohol consumption might seem excessive, although in recent years more and more people are opting for mocktails instead of cocktails.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Aamiainen (breakfast, 7am to 10am) is a simple affair, with filter coffee or tea and bread, yogurt or porridge.

Lounas (lunch, 11am to 1pm) is served often as a buffet.

Illallinen (dinner, 5pm to 6pm) normally consists of slightly pricier dishes and can be eaten later, especially when celebrating or meeting with friends.



Where to Eat

Ravintola (restaurant) Can vary from a lunch buffet or corner shop bar to fine dining.

Leipomo or leipomo-kahvila (bakery or coffee shop and bakery) Normally artisanal or traditional Finnish bakeries with a small eating area.

Panimoravintola (brewery restaurant) Typically you will find one or two in the biggest cities. Food can vary from street food and gastropub dishes to German-influenced plates.

Baari (a bar) Includes swish spots with classy cocktails as well as more relaxed neighbourhood joints.
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MENU DECODER

Ruokalista: menu

Alkuruoka: Starters

Pääruoka: Mains

Jälkiruoka: Dessert

Brunssi: Brunch

Lasten lista: Kids menu

Sesongin menu: Seasonal menu

Maistelumenu: Tasting menu

Kasvismenu: Vegetarian menu

Kasvisvaihtoehto: Vegetarian option

Kala: Fish

Kana: Chicken

Liha: Meat

Naudanliha: Beef

Lammas: Lamb

Possu: Pork

Pihvi: Steak

Keitto: Soup

Salaatti: Salad

Ranskanperunat: French fries

Voileipä: Sandwich

Juomat: Drinks

Tuoppi: A pint

Pullo: A bottle

Lasi: A glass

Limonadi: Soft drink

Mehu: Juice

Viini: Wine

Punaviini: Red wine

Valkoviini: White wine

Rosé-viini: Rosé wine

Kuiva: Dry

Makea: Sweet

Siideri: Cider

Olut: Beer

Kuohuviini: Sparkling wine

Kahvi: Coffee

Päivän erikoinen: The day’s special

Keittiö suosittelee: Kitchen recommends



HOW TO… Order (& Clear Your Table)

Normally coffee shops have counter service where you order and pay by the till. Some cafes will bring your orders to the table; in others you are supposed to carry them yourself. Often, you are expected to clear your own table; check if there is a trolley to place your dishes. If not, the staff will clear after you are finished.

Lunch restaurants, especially the budget-friendly ones, are often buffets where you pay first and then collect your food and drinks. Normally there are salads, soups, and meat and vegetarian options, as well as gluten-and lactose-free products. Buffets include coffee/tea and dessert.

Dinner and à la carte lunch restaurants have table service. Sit down, and the staff will take care of you.



HOW MUCH FOR A…

Cinnamon bun
€2–4 (varies according to size and place)

Filter coffee (third-wave coffee houses are the priciest)
€2.50–5

Lunch at a buffet
€9–13

Pizza
€13–16

Dinner at a Michelin-star restaurant
€200

Beer
€7–10

Wine
€8–15



HOW TO… Drink Your Coffee

Finns drink the most coffee in the world per capita (12kg per person to be exact, according to the International Coffee Association) so you might find it odd that much of the coffee here is light roasted filter coffee instead of the strong espressos or creamy cappuccinos, as in many other coffee-obsessed countries. Typically, Finns start their mornings with a big mug (or three) of coffee. In the work environment there are scheduled coffee breaks written into employment contracts, and sometimes people even have a special cup of coffee after their evening saunas.

In coffee shops, people normally order filter coffee – as sometimes santsikuppi (a second cup/refill) is included in the price – or cappuccinos.

For more than a decade Finland has also enjoyed the rise of third-wave cafes, with beans roasted in artisan roasteries and smooth flat whites available.

Purists still have their coffee black, the daring ones with a dash of milk – and the modern radicals even with oat milk.

If you want to befriend a Finn, invite them for coffee – they’ll find it hard to refuse.

Enjoying a cup of coffee and a chat is also oddly reassuring to the Finns, as many have fond memories associated with the ritual, so apart from having a sauna with them, a shared coffee moment might turn out to be a true icebreaker.
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No small talk; no offence taken

Remember that the Finnish language doesn’t have a specific word for ‘please’ when ordering and there is no culture of small talk. Short sentences may not be a sign of rudeness, but just the way of the Finns.




GOING OUT

Finns have been known for their heavy use of alcohol, but in recent years, the tendency has been easing up, especially among the younger generations: friends can meet up for a dinner and a few cocktails or mocktails, and be home by midnight.

But still, as alcohol is expensive in restaurants and bars, many Finns also prefer gathering at home parties before heading out, typically around midnight.

In the summertime, gatherings take place also in parks and on beaches. In winter, it is common to go to fancier clubs in winter-ready shoes but change into heels by the cloakroom.

Pubs normally close at 2am on weekdays and 3am or 4am on Fridays and Saturdays, whereas clubs and bars stay open until 4am. After closing time, there are snack trucks or pizzerias open to cater to the party people in bigger cities and towns.

Karaoke is popular throughout the country and it is easy to partake in the fun; the crowds, normally a bit tipsy, are welcoming and there’s much good cheer.

When ordering a pint of beer, don’t expect the glass to be full: Finland has strict alcohol laws and measurements apply to all drinks, from wines to cocktails.

A glass of wine is sold in three sizes: 12cL, 16cL and 24cL.

In food stores, you will find alcohol products that are less than 5.5% alcohol – for heavier drinks, such as wine and spirits, head to Alko, Finland’s national alcoholic beverage retailing monopoly.








Responsible Travel

Everyman’s Right

Jokamiehenoikeus (‘everyman’s right’) is an ancient Finnish code that allows people to walk, ski or cycle anywhere in wilderness – even on private lands – as long as they act responsibly.

Trekking

Enjoy a multiday adventure, hiking the nature trails of Koli National Park. The longest hike, winding around Herajärvi lake, is 60km long and takes four days (although a shorter, 35km version is also possible).
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Sámi Handicrafts

Look for products with the colourful Sámi Duodji (Sámi handicrafts association) logo, guaranteeing authentic Sámi craftsmanship and proceeds for indigenous northern communities. The association also runs a shop in Inari.
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Cycling Tour

Indulge in emissions-free island hopping on the Archipelago Trail. The 230km circular cycling route starts and ends in Turku, winding through lush southern countryside and over bridges connecting tiny islands and their unique maritime communities.


Finland’s forest administration operates well-maintained wilderness huts across national parks and protected areas. Be sure to leave the hut as you found it – replenish the firewood and take away your rubbish.




Take home a Lappish souvenir made from recycled natural materials such as dropped reindeer antlers and fish leather. At shops such as Lauri you can even watch the artisans at work.
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Consider donating to conservation efforts for the endangered Saimaa ringed seal. Over recent years, campaigns from WWF Suomi (wwf.fi) and others have helped numbers rise from only dozens to 400.

 


In Turku, shop at stores supporting a circular economy. Discover local boutiques and designers using natural fabrics, upcycling and selling vintage. Many antique shops give furniture and decorations a new chance at life.

Wildlife Spotting

The rugged, untouched forests of Kuhmo are home to thriving numbers of bears, wolves and wolverines. Grab some binoculars and observe them ethically from a wilderness hut in June and July, when the sun never sets.

Northern Lights Chasing

In Lapland, skip the tour buses and go looking for the aurora borealis yourself on a pair of snowshoes. Resources such as the ‘My Aurora Forecast & Alerts’ app can help.


3

Finland is an excellent responsible-travel destination. The 2022 Environmental Performance Index (EPI) ranked Finland in third place worldwide for overall sustainability, and first for sustainability in marine areas. The country has also been recognised for ethical wildlife tourism.



Sea Bathing

Skip a shower and join locals at Hanko’s tiny bathing house for a cold, refreshing dip to start the day. The cost of key rental (€5 a day) goes towards the hut’s maintenance.


Visit Finland’s first zero-waste pizzeria: the slices at YLP! (ylp.fi) are made entirely with local produce.




Finland’s favourite forest fruit is the cloudberry. Pick them yourself in Ranua, Lapland’s unofficial cloudberry capital.
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RESOURCES

ymparisto.fi
Understand everyman’s right via Finland’s environmental administration.
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eceat.fi
Organic, sustainable farm stays.
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metsa.fi
Well-maintained huts in national parks and protected wilderness areas.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers


In 2021, Spartacus Gay Travel index ranked Finland the world’s 22nd most LGBTIQ+ friendly place, leaving the country far behind its more progressive Nordic neighbours, Denmark and Sweden. Same-sex marriage was legalised in 2017, and same-sex adoption a year earlier. Generally speaking, Finns are friendly to all, though underlying prejudice still lingers, including in some laws concerning gender-affirming therapy.



Biggest Parties

The home of Tom of Finland (see below), Helsinki throws Finland’s biggest LGBTIQ+ party in June, when the Helsinki Pride (pride.fi) celebrations last for a week. There has been an annual Helsinki Pride since 2006, but its history dates back to the 1970s, when organised activities to improve the status of sexual minorities in Finland began. Another event is the cinema festival Vinokino (vinokino.fi) held in five cities – including Helsinki, Turku and Tampere – in October and November. The festival showcases international queer cinema, from documentaries to films.
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SETA FOR SEXUAL MINORITIES

Seta ry (seta.fi; from Finnish for ‘sexual equality’) is Finland’s main LGBT rights organisation, established in 1974 to advance equality in Finland. It has had success in many legal battles, such as equal marriage and adoption laws. Seta’s most notable chairperson is Tarja Halonen, Finland’s first female president (2000–2012).




MINDSETS

In general, Finns won’t show their approval or disapproval of other people’s comings and goings, especially in bigger cities, but some negative attitudes can still be picked up. This can manifest especially when alcohol is consumed, as some might get rowdier and more outspoken about their personal views. Some conservative priests may also refuse to hold a ceremony for a same-sex marriage.



Gay-friendly Districts & Bars

Kallio is Helsinki’s bohemian gay-friendly district, with bars such as the classic Fairytale, and Kvääristö, which offers a dedicated safe space for queer women and gender minorities, but also to anyone who shares Kvääristö’s values. Near Kallio in Vallila is Finland’s only gay sauna, Vogue. The more upscale/bohemian Punavuori district is also favoured by Helsinki’s gay population. Tampere’s only gay bar is Mixei. In Turku, check out Bar Suxes.

TOM OF FINLAND

Tom of Finland is the country’s most celebrated gay icon and artist. His art can adorn T-shirts as well as sheets, and you can also taste his namesake vodka. In 2023, Helsinki’s Kiasma Modern Art Museum hosts an exhibition of his artwork.


Tourism

Gay Travel Finland (gaytravelfinland.com) is a member of IGLTA, the International LGBTQ+ Travel Association, and a great resource for gay travels in Finland. The international Gaily Tour (gailytour.com) organises LGTBIQ-themed tours.








Accessible Travel


Finland’s public infrastructure, from offices to transport, takes into account accessibility, and work is also being done to make nature and sights more accessible to all.



Accessible Nature

The National Parks website (nationalparks.fi) features a searchable map for accessible destinations. These include 56 different types of accessible locations (for example, boardwalks and accessible toilets), from Helsinki to the top of Lapland.


Airport

Helsinki airport was renovated in 2021 and offers wheelchairs and other assistance for people with reduced mobility. There are helpdesks at the airport, but calling prior to arrival is advised to guarantee assistance.




Accommodation

Chain hotels in particular have worked to improve accessibility in their facilities, but there are more smaller and family-owned hotels getting on board, too. To check your accommodation’s accessibility, it’s best to call in advance.



TRANSPORT

Helsinki’s public transport is free for people with vision impairment and for people using wheelchairs or mobility scooters (only allowed on metros). The EU Disability Card is a valid method to prove various types of disabilities.

Accessibility Award

Helsinki came second in ENAT’s (European Network for Accessible Tourism) Accessible Cities Awards in 2022 in recognition of the city’s long-term efforts, the newest additions being more light trails, new trams, and accessible nature areas.

Helsinki’s Beaches

Helsinki’s Aurinkolahti and Hietaranta beaches have a floating bathing chair and a Mobi-mat® carpet to make travelling easier on the sand. These services are handled by the lifeguard on duty.


RESOURCES

Respecta (respecta.fi) provides the largest variety of assistive devices and related services in Finland. Contact them to reserve equipment.

The Finnish Association of People with Physical Disabilities ((invalidiliitto.fi) is dedicated to advocacy and service provision for people with physical disabilities or functional impairment.

The Finnish Federation of the Visually Impaired (Näkövammaisten liitto; nkl.fi) has hotel rooms and a museum of vision impairment in its Iiris Centre in Helsinki’s Itäkeskus.



HELSINKI’S STREETS

Helsinki’s Senate Sq and Market Sq areas have cobblestoned streets. Traffic lights have little assistance for people with vision impairments, especially around Market Sq and Mannerheimintie St. Winter makes the streets snowy.


Ekeventjohku.com

organises accessible tours in and around Lohja, 60km from Helsinki.

Adventureapes.fi provides nature-driven accessible expeditions and is a leader in accessible travel for vision-impaired travellers.

Palmuasema.fi has tips for accessible hotels, spas and nature spots.
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HOW MANY SANTAS?

Santa Claus is magical, of course, so it’s perfectly reasonable that he can be in two, or four, or six places at once. But his tendency to pop up at unexpected times and places can cause puzzlement for people of any age. He even has a second manifestation in Santa Claus Village itself – in ‘Christmas House’, which is near the Santa Claus Holiday Village reception building. He has another office in central Rovaniemi as well. And he makes special appearances at other locations for some tour groups. Some parents try to avoid too many Santa appearances to avert overdose and confusion!



HOW TO… Find Santa

You want to take the family for a treat to see Father Christmas, in the Arctic, where he lives. You’ve heard that Rovaniemi in Finnish Lapland is his ‘official hometown’. But you’ve found that a three-night package for a family of four from the UK (for example) can cost £3500 or more – with no guarantee that you’ll visit the actual Santa Claus Village.

Well, it’s not hard to set it all up independently and, if you book far enough ahead, probably save a chunk of money. For starters, several airlines fly direct scheduled flights to Rovaniemi from around Europe, especially in winter, among them Easyjet, Ryanair, Air France, KLM and Eurowings.

Where to Stay

Rovaniemi town has plenty of accommodation, from hostels and self-catering apartments to luxury hotels.

At the budget end, a family room in winter high season can cost in the region of €200 a night. The hotels at Santa Claus Village itself tend to be luxurious, and expensive, but the well-kept standard cottages at Santa Claus Holiday Village are more moderately priced.

What to Do

Santa Claus Village, a sort of Christmas theme park scattered around the forest edge, is 8km from Rovaniemi town, easily reached by bus. There, you can visit a genial Santa in his ‘office’ any day of the year for free (you might have to queue a bit at busy times) and, for mostly reasonable prices, take a sleigh ride with his reindeer and have a go at snowmobiling or husky sledding.

The Village can be magical in deep winter. With another day, try some skiing at Ounasvaara, visit the Arktikum or Pilke museums, look for the aurora borealis, or head out for a longer sled/sleigh ride at Bearhill Husky or Konttaniemen Porotila reindeer farm (book these in advance).

When to Go

If you’re not dead set on Christmas, consider March. There’s still plenty of snow, plus more daylight and not-quite-so-low temperatures, and accommodation can be cheaper.

In summer? Well, there’s no snow, but there is midnight sun, lower room rates, and Santa is still there!






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours vary between weekdays and weekends. Rural areas offer fewer services. Here are the typical opening hours in bigger cities.

Banks 10am–4.30pm weekdays

Bars 3pm–2am weekdays

Cafes 8am–7pm weekdays

Clubs 8pm–5am Friday and Saturday

Restaurants 11am–9.30pm

Shopping malls 10am–8pm

Shops 10am–6pm Monday to Friday, 11am–5pm weekends

Smoking

Smoking is not allowed inside public buildings. Most restaurants and cafes don’t have smoking sections. Cigarette packets are sold by cashiers in shops.


Weights & measures

Finland uses the metric system. Decimals are indicated with commas. Thousands are marked with commas, for example: 2,000.

Tap water

Tap water is safe to drink and is of a high quality throughout Finland.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT/UTC plus two hours

Country Code
358

Emergency Number
112

Population
5.5 million



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are 13 public holidays in Finland. Some businesses and nonessential services are closed or operate with restricted opening hours.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Epiphany 6 January

Good Friday The Friday preceding Easter

Easter March/April

Easter Monday The Monday following Easter Sunday

Labour Day 1 May

Feast of the Ascension The 40th day after Easter Thursday

Pentecost Seventh Sunday after Easter

Midsummer Saturday between 20 and 26 June

All Saints’ Day Saturday between 31 October and 6 November

Independence Day 6 December

Christmas Day 25 December

St Stephen’s Day 26 December

Electricity 220V/50Hz; 230V/50Hz
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Northern lights, Lapland | Kuznetsova Julia/shutterstock ©


APPS TO ASSIST

There are many apps and websites that can assist on a hunt for the aurora borealis. For example, My Aurora Forecast sends phone alerts if there’s a chance of seeing the lights in your area. It also helps you to predict when and where are the best chances to see them. There’s no point looking for the lights when the sky is covered with clouds, so it’s also worth checking the Finnish Meteorological Institute’s cloud map (ilmatieteenlaitos.fi/pilvet-pohjoismaat). Other good sources include the USA-based NOAA (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration; swpc.noaa.gov) with 30-minute and three-day forecasts, and gi.alaska.edu/monitors/aurora-forecast.



HOW TO… Chase the Northern Lights

Imagine a firefox running across a snowy landscape under a dark winter sky. As it goes, its furry tail keeps hitting the snow, creating sparkles that illuminate the sky. These are revontulet (fires of the fox), or the aurora borealis. In reality, the phenomenon is less poetic, and more scientific, caused by particles coming from the sun and slamming against Earth’s protective, upper atmosphere at speeds of up to 72 million km/h, causing them to emit light of varying colours. Still, when you see the northern lights in Finland, you might just start believing in the firefox.

When to Spot

The best time to see the aurora borealis is March, when the skies are at their clearest. In winter, the snowy landscapes will also make the experience even more magical. September is another good time to chase the lights, as nights are dark enough by then for the phenomenon to be visible. The best time of night to see the aurora is from 11pm to 1am.

Where to Spot

With its vast open areas and darkness, Lapland is the best place to see the aurora borealis. In its northernmost parts you can see them up to three nights out of four. In the middle of Lapland, it comes down to 60% of nights. It’s possible to see the lights as far south as Helsinki, where in dark months they light up the sky approximately once a month. Bear in mind that they’re harder to see around light pollution.

Hotels for Spotting

Many hotels around Finland offer glass igloos and glass-walled hotel rooms to see the aurora comfortably from your bed. For example, the Arctic Snow Hotel (https://arcticsnowhotel.fi), northwest of Rovaniemi, has lines of glass-walled rooms designed specifically for aurora viewing. There are also glass igloos in and around many of Lapland’s skiing centres.

Gear for Spotting

Layers, layers, layers! That’s the mantra if heading outdoors on cold winter nights, especially in Lapland, where the temperatures can drop to as low as –30°C or –40°C. Remember gloves or mittens, hat and warm shoes with enough space in them for thick woollen socks.
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Sauna interior | Mr. Tempter/shutterstock ©

HOW TO… Navigate Finnish Sauna Etiquette

Sisu, Sibelius and sauna: this is the holy trinity Finns learn from an early age as representative of the nation. Sisu (perseverance): just enough to survive the long and dark winter months. The composer Sibelius is renowned all over the world. And sauna, well – maybe the institution has given the nation a less complicated attitude towards nudity. But it is the one thing Finns miss the most when living abroad.

How Common is the Sauna?

There are over three million saunas in Finland, which makes saunas more common than cars in the country. Most private homes and apartments have their own saunas, and if not, there is a sauna in the block of flats for the residents to use. Summer cottages also have saunas, normally close to the water. Note the Finnish pronunciation of sauna, which sounds something like ‘sour-na’.

Where to Have a Sauna

Almost all hotels have saunas for their guests. There are also historic and public neighbourhood saunas in bigger cities, such as Tampere and Helsinki. And then there are the leisure centres you can visit for a couple of euros, and have a swim and a sauna. Some cities also have modern sauna complexes lining the lakes and seashores, such as in Jyväskylä.

How to Have a Sauna

A sauna should be a simple affair, so don’t stress about it. First, in public saunas, the locker and shower rooms are separate for men and women. Second, always have a shower before the sauna. When you go into a common sauna, you should wear a swimsuit – unless it is specifically pointed out that it is optional. If so, you can still wear your bathing suit. Some Finns go naked, others don’t, and both ways are fine. Lastly, remember to drink water.

What Not to Do

Avoid engaging in too-loud behaviour. It is totally fine to exchange words with others in the sauna – in fact, this might be the one environment where Finns are at their most chatty – but in general, sauna is for quiet enjoyment.


HOW TO MAKE AND TAKE THE HEAT?

In public saunas, the closest person to the stove normally throws water on the stones. The heat should be tolerable for all, so if you are in charge of the ‘sauna ladle’, don’t go crazy with throwing the water and ask if people want more heat. For some Finns, it is a matter of pride to be able to take the heat no matter what, but should the sauna be too hot, it is normal to go and sit down on the lower benches – the heat is the hottest on the top bench. The steam is known as löyly. If you enjoy your sauna, you can say that the löyly was good.








Language

Basics

Hello. Hei/Terve (pol) Moi (inf). hay/tehrr-veh/moy

Goodbye. Näkemiin (pol)/Moi (inf). na-keh-meen/moy

Yes. Kyllä (pol)/Joo (inf). kül-lah/yoo

No. Ei. ay

Please. There’s no frequently used word for ‘please’ in Finnish. Often kiitos (thank you) is used.

Thank you. Kiitos/Kiitti (inf). kee-toss/keet-ti

Excuse me. Anteeksi. uhn-teehk-si

Sorry. Olen pahoillani/Sori (inf). o-lehn puh-hoyl-luh-ni/so-rri

What’s your name? Mikä teidän nimenne on?/Mikä sun

nimi on? (inf). mi-ka tay-dan ni-mehn-neh on?/mi-ka sun ni-mi on?

My name is … Minun nimeni on .../Mun nimi on ... (inf). mi-nun ni-mehn-ni on .../mun ni-mi on...

Do you speak English? Puhutko englantia? pu-hut-ko ehng-luhn-ti-uh?

I don’t understand. En ymmärrä. ehn üm-marr-rra

Directions

Where’s ...(train station)?

Missä on ...? mis-sa on ...? (juna-asema (inf)/rautatie-asema

yu-nuh-uh-se-muh/row-tuh-ti-eh-uh-se-muh)

I’m looking for...?

Etsin….? et sin...?

Can you show me (on the map)?

Voitko näyttää minulle

(kartasta)?

voyt-ko na-üt-taa mi-nul-leh (kuhrr-tuhs-tuh)?

Time

What time is it? Paljonko kello on? puhl-yon-ko kehl-lo on?

It’s (one) o’clock. Kello on (yksi). kehl-lo on (ük-si)

morning huomenta.

hu-o-mehn-tuh

afternoon päivää. pa-i-vaa

evening/night iltaa/yötä. il-tah/ü-er-ta

today tänään. ta-naan

tomorrow huomenna. hu-o-mehn-nuh

Emergencies

Help! Apua! uh-pu-uh!

Go away! Mene pois!/Häivy! (inf). meh-neh poys!/ha-i-vü!

I’m ill. Minä olen sairas. mi-na o-lehn sai-rruhs

Call the police Soittakaa poliisi! soyt-tuh-kah po-lee-si!

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Mitä suosittelisit? mi-ta su-o-sit-teh-li-sit?

Can I see the menu please?

Saisinko ruokalistan?

sai-sin-ko-ru-o-kuh-lis-tuhn?


NUMBERS

1

yksi ük-si

2

kaksi kuhk-si

3

kolme kol-meh

4

neljä nehl-ya

5

viisi vee-si

6

kuusi koo-si

7

seitsemän sayt-seh-man

8

kahdeksan kuhkh-dehk-suhn

9

yhdeksän ükh-dehk-san

10

kymmenen küm-meh-nehn





DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

The most commonly used Finnish word in English is sauna



UNIQUE LANGUAGE

Finnish is not closely related to any language other than Estonian and Karelian and a handful of other rare languages. There is also a notable Swedish-speaking minority in Finland, and all Finns learn Swedish in school, so you may need your Swedish vocabulary in Finland from time to time.

Must-Know Grammar

The main difficulties with Finnish are the endings added to noun and verb roots, which often alter in this process, and the habit of building long words by putting several small words together.

Sounds Familiar

Finnish isn’t related to any Indo-European languages. There are, however, many loan words from Baltic, Slavonic and Germanic languages, and many words deriving from French and, especially, English.


Sámi Languages

There are nine different Sámi languages, of which three are spoken in Finland. It’s estimated about one-third of Sámi people in Finland today speak a Sámi language.

bures - pu res - u is a long vowel - is how you say ‘how are you, hello’ when shaking hands in Northern Sámi.

oaidnaleapmái oa y-dna-leap-may means ‘see you’.

giitu ki y-htu is how you say ‘thank you’.

boazu po a-tsu is ‘reindeer’ in Northern Sámi; it’s poro po ro in Finnish.

guovssahasat ku ovs sa ha-saht is ‘northern lights’ in Northern Sámi; it’s revontulet re von tu let in Finnish.

Juovlastállu juo v-la-stal-lu is Santa Claus is Northern Sámi and Joulupukki yo loo pu ki in Finnish.



WHO SPEAKS FINNISH?

There are around six million Finnish speakers in Finland, Sweden, Norway and Russian Karelia. In Finnish, Finland is known as Suomi and the language itself as suomi.
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ICELAND

THE ISLAND OF FORCE
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Adventure awaits in Europe’s largest wilderness areas, changing shape with every volcanic eruption.
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Aurora borealis, Kirkjufell | VICHIE81/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

In the family of Nordic nations, Iceland is the strange uncle with an inflated sense of self. The island was the last major territory to be settled in the northern hemisphere some 1200 years ago and is sometimes referred to as the first New World experiment. The early settlers were medieval sailors, stubborn enough to take a week-long voyage ‘north’ before the invention of the compass.

The island’s first humans settled in with a shipload of livestock and adapted the agrarian lifestyle from home, cutting down trees and burning the wood. The forest covering one-third of the island disappeared. Making matters worse, the cooling period known as the Little Ice Age knocked the country down to the edge of possible: the population remained stubbornly below 50,000 for nearly eight centuries.

Today, history is in reverse. All of Iceland’s 15 glaciers are retreating; combined, the annual loss of ice is twice the size of Keflavík Airport. Population growth hit a new record in 2022, driven by immigration and a booming economy. And the forest cover, while still a long way from medieval size, is accelerating, thanks to conservation efforts, aided by warmer temperatures and less overgrazing.

The long-held observation that Iceland has more sheep than people is about to expire, along with so much else.
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THE MAIN AREAS

REYKJAVíK

Nightlife and culture.

THE GOLDEN CIRCLE

Hot springs and history.

VÍK & THE SOUTH COAST

Ring Road highlights and mountain treks.

THE EASTFJORDS

Geological wonders and pristine hiking.

AKUREYRI

Whale-watching heartland.

THE WESTFJORDS

Puffins and peculiar museums.

SNÆFELLSNES PENINSULA

Microcosm of Iceland’s natural highlights.



Find Your Way

Iceland’s biggest draw is that wonders lie all around. We’ve picked the places that capture its natural landscape and culture, but each of them is a hub to uncover your very own Iceland.
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Plan Your Days

Iceland is a road-trip destination, with the transport of your choosing. Follow the famous Ring Road through the south, where dramatic sights are roadside, but make time to deviate towards the coastline elsewhere.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Rent a car for the day or join an organised tour and head for the Golden Circle, the approximately 250km loop extending from Reykjavík to the southern highlights of Gullfoss waterfall; Geysir, the original hot-water spout after which all other geysers are named; and Þingvellir National Park, where the Alþingi parliament convened at the birth of Iceland. Travel clockwise, to Geysir via Þingvellir.

• Have lunch at the tomato farm Friðheimar and on the way back make a pit stop in Selfoss, a town of 8000 people with a completely new downtown in the making.




10 Days along the Ring Road

• With roughly one week to spend, you’ll be able to roam further than the Golden Circle and even complete the classic Ring Road.

• Drive from Reykjavík to the atmospheric town of Vík, passing black beaches and dramatic waterfalls along the way. Budget for plenty of stops along the realms of Vatnajökull National Park and watch out for sheep crossing the quiet road to Egilsstaðir.

• Breathe in mountain air at Lake Mývatn and head to sea at the whale-watching capital Húsavík.

• Sample local food at the northern capital Akureyri and complete the circle with a hot bath.




If You Have More Time

• More days adds a twist to the Ring Road itinerary; enough time to zigzag the fjord-shaped coastline. Explore small-town Iceland in the Eastfjords and take the one-way drive to Borgarfjörður Eystri during puffin season.

• Walk along the Jökulsárgljúfur canyon from Ásbyrgi to Dettifoss and drive the dramatic northern coast from Siglufjörður to Hofsós. To continue the road less travelled, venture into the Westfjords in search of pristine hot pools and peculiar museums.

• Take the car ferry Baldur to Snæfellsnes Peninsula, a miniature version of everything Iceland has to offer.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer attracts camper vans (#vanlife) chasing the midnight sun and highland hikes in shorts — but: rain may never be far away. Winter offers northern lights and ice caves.

JANUARY

The chance to try súrsaðir hrútspungar (pickled rams’ testicles) in the company of jolly, drunk Icelanders celebrating the heathen Þorrablót festivities.
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FEBRUARY

Frozen waterfalls and layers of snow, melting as daylight grows by seven minutes each day.
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APRIL

The northern lights season fades out as brighter nights emerge. Bargain prices for hotels and car rentals.
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JUNE

Hello, summer! Mid-June marks the beginning of the short, sharp three-month tourist season, when booking ahead is essential.
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JULY

Double-digit temperatures, up to 20°C; excellent for highland hikes and whale-watching excursions. Peak puffin population, too.
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SEPTEMBER

Lengthening nights bring out the northern lights and beautiful sunsets. Cooler temperatures but without the snow. Third-largest tourist month.
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NOVEMBER

Safe to access most natural ice caves, when freezing temperatures prevent melting (lasting until March).
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REYKJAVíK
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Reykjavík is Iceland’s human heart, and home to nearly two-thirds of all Icelanders, with 240,000 inhabitants in the region. Construction projects are everywhere, transforming the world’s most northerly capital from an oversized fishing village to an international city, with all its complications.

To first-time visitors, the capital tends to be warmer than expected and spread over a wider area. The city centre – from Old Harbour to the Hlemmur bus terminal – is less than 3km in length, making it easy to explore by walking. When you slip behind the shiny tourist-centric veneer you’ll find a place and a populace that mixes aesthetically minded ingenuity with an almost quaint, know-your-neighbours sense of community.

Add a backdrop of snow-topped mountains, churning seas and crystal-clear air, and the chances are you’ll fall helplessly in love, heading home already saving to return.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Icelandic Phallological Museum

2National Gallery of Iceland

3National Museum

4Reykjavík Art Museum – Hafnarhús

5Reykjavík Art Museum – Kjarvalsstaðir

SIGHTS

6Alþingi

7House of Icelandic Studies

8Lava Show

9Nordic House

10Öskjuhlíð

11Perlan

12Reykjavík Maritime Museum

13Whales of Iceland

(see 11)Wonders of Iceland: Glaciers & Ice Cave

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

14FlyOver Iceland

EATING

15Bæjarins Beztu

16Brút

17Café Loki

18Chickpea

19Dill

20Fjallkonan

21Geiri Smart

22Mandi Ingólfstorg

(see 21)Mat Bar

23Matur og Drykkur

24Messinn

25Monkeys

26ÓX

27Public House

28ROK

29Sægreifinn

30SKÁL!

(see 9)SÓNÓ

31Sumac

32Þrír Frakkar

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

33Anna Jóna

34Bravó

35Kaffibarinn

36Kaldi

37KEX Bar

(see 34)Kiki

38Port 9

39Prikið

(see 19)Röntgen

40Skuggabaldur

41Tíu Sopar

42Tölt

43Veður

ENTERTAINMENT

44Gaukurinn

(see 44)Húrra




TOP TIP

Learn the Icelandic word for ‘food hall’ (mathöll) and you’ll never go hungry in Reykjavík. Since Hlemmur Mathöll opened at a former bus terminal, these indoor courtyards with six to eight food vendors have expanded to six locations. For lunch try Vera Mathöll, Borg29 and Grandi Mathöll. Dine at Hafnartorg Gallery and Pósthús.



Cultural Capital

MEDIEVAL LEGACY & MODERN ART

What lies behind Reykjavík’s reputation as a cultural capital? Just that a small city can surprise by exceeding expectations? Hardly. The sheer volume of venues and public spending is a testimony to Reykjavík’s ambition to parallel other European capitals.

Unlike most capitals, however, Reykjavík does not have one major museum with morning queues and online bookings. The National Museum of Iceland comes closest. The three-floor venue houses both permanent and temporary exhibitions, with audio tours available in many languages. The most prized item is the tiny Eyrarland bronze statue from around 1000 CE, widely understood to represent the Norse god Thor with his hammer.

Across the street, the House of Icelandic Studies is set to open in 2023 after years of construction. The building will house the Árni Magnússon collection of medieval vellum manuscripts in Icelandic and related artefacts, which are on public display for the first time.

Second in line as a must-visit is the National Gallery of Iceland. Contemporary exhibitions, on the 1st floor, feature prestigious Icelandic artists and the occasional international show. In the 20th-century collection, two of the most praised paintings, by Jón Stefánsson and Gunnlaugur Scheving, carry the same name: Sumarnótt (Summer Night).

Reykjavík Art Museum at Hafnarhús has the win in modern art. Visual artist Erró, known for his painted pop art collages, is featured in the permanent collection. A ticket to the museum is also valid for two other locations, Kjarvalsstaðir and Ásmundarsafn, showcasing the legacy of painter Jóhannes Kjarval and sculptor Ásmundur Sveinsson, respectively.
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LANDING SPOTS

Keflavík International Airport, the gateway to Iceland, is located 50km from central Reykjavík, with buses departing every 30 minutes or so, day and night. Meanwhile, the Reykjavík Domestic Airport is ridiculously close to the centre.




BUDGET TIPS

Reykjavík City Card Sold online and around town, the Reykjavík City Card offers admission to most of the main galleries and museums, public pools and the Strætó buses. Plus, the ferry to Viðey and special offers. Available in 24-, 48- and 72-hour options.

Bus 55 to/from Keflavík The alternative to expensive airport shuttles and taxis, Bus 55 with Strætó (straeto.is) goes between BSÍ bus terminal and Keflavík Airport for 2000kr. Driving time is roughly an hour, compared to 40 minutes with an airport shuttle.



WHERE TO STAY IN REYKJAVíK

Loft Hostel

Perched high above the action on Bankastræti, this modern hostel attracts a young crowd. €

CenterHótel

A local chain of downtown establishments of varying size and style. €€

Baldursbrá Guesthouse

On a quiet street near the city pond. Sitting room and garden with hot-pot and barbecue. €€

DIY Aurora Borealis Hunting

HELLO DARKNESS, MY OLD FRIEND

The northern lights are visible in the months of darkness between September and April, but within Reykjavík, they’re rarely strong enough to outshine the city lights. To vastly increase your chances of spotting these Arctic phenomena, caused by solar winds slamming into Earth’s magnetic fields, take the dark exit.

Searching for the auroras is a waiting game – and success can come down to wearing that extra layer you thought was unnecessary. But before getting dressed, check the northern lights forecast. The Icelandic Met Office operates a daily forecast, based on solar winds over the last three days, with a nine-scale activity range. (The scale is not a normal curve; it usually hovers around level three, while strength beyond level five is a rare solar storm.)

The coastal walk to Grótta reaches the tip of Reykjavík’s peninsula, taking only an hour from the city centre. The car park overlooking the remarkable Grótta lighthouse gets busy when the aurora forecast is promising. For solitude, head to the Heiðmörk Nature Reserve. It’s possible to reach the area by public transport to Norðlingaholt, but a private car makes the trip smoother. To capture a photograph of the northern lights over the Reykjavík skyline, the hill of Öskjuhlíð is an excellent vantage point.

Driving on your own, Lake Kleifarvatn and the road to Bláfjöll Mountains are good nearby options when there’s no (or only light) snow.

Going with a tour operator has the benefit of an experienced guide and a driver skilled in winter conditions. Many companies will also provide the sort of heavy-duty winter wear you may not have available at home. Check cancellation policies. Some day-tour companies go ahead, even when the sky is cloudy and the forecast bleak; they won’t refund customers who come along but often allow people to reschedule with short notice.
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BEST BREAD & PASTRIES

Sandholt

Usually crammed with folks enjoying the generous assortment of fresh baguettes, croissants, pastries and sandwiches. €

Kattakaffihúsið (The Cat Cafe)

Vegan pastries at a cafe of felines who greet customers and nap in the window. €€

Baka Baka

Creative, fun artisan bakery; after 5pm it turns into a restaurant serving pizzas and pastas. €




ACCESSIBLE TRAVEL

Almost every business on Laugavegur is wheelchair accessible. But thanks to the Ramping up Iceland campaign founded in 2022, the aim is to complete 1500 ramps in Iceland by March 2026.



WHERE TO STAY IN REYKJAVíK

Konsulat Hotel

Converted 1900s department store; welcoming bedrooms with antique flourishes and modern comforts. €€€

Reykjavík Edition

Landmark five-star ‘lifestyleʼ near Harpa Concert Hall, with 253 rooms designed by Roman and Williams. €€€

Alda Hotel

Boutique touches elevate Alda above the crowd: knitted lamp covers, a sauna and hot tub. €€€

How to Party in Reykjavík

ESSENTIALS: GOOD SHOES

Reykjavík is renowned for its weekend party scene that goes strong into the wee hours, and even spills over onto some of the weekdays (especially in summer). Djammið in the capital means ‘going out on the town’, or you could say pöbbarölt for a ‘pub stroll’.

Bar owners claim the pandemic and a popular craft-beer culture have somewhat dampened the late-night style, or at least broadened the appeal of hitting the pub after work for happy hour as a more restrained alternative. Cheap beer, of course, is non-existent around here, but budget travellers will be pleased to use the smartphone app Reykjavík Appy Hour for offers. If you like a little sustenance with your early drink, check out Anna Jóna, Skál! and Fjallkonan. Otherwise, Bravó, Skuggabaldur and Kaldi are warm and welcoming bars.

Glug, glug, glug. It’s 10pm. Rub shoulders with actors and the media elite at the wine bar Port 9 and maybe some politicians too at Tíu sopar. Mingle with the Reykjavík in-crowd at Röntgen (over the age of 30) and Prikið (under 30). Enjoy a cocktail at Veður or the fancy Tölt.

Midnight. Decibel levels on Laugavegur and Austurstræti are going up. The dancefloor at gay bar Kiki is pumping, and the classic Kaffibarinn (a location in the ʼ90s film 101 Reykjavík) is jammed. You’ll find live music at Gaukurinn, Húrra and maybe Kex. Queues tend to move quickly with the constant circulation of revellers. Still here at 4am? Queue up at the hot dog stand Bæjarins Beztu or the falafel place Mandi. Taxis leave from Ingólfstorg Sq and Lækjatorg Sq, if need be. Walking at night is considered safe everywhere in Reykjavík.
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THE TOWN OF CATS

The city of Reykjavík banned dogs for much of the last century, until 1984, based on the idea that they were meant to be farm animals. Many residents grew up with cats as pets. Today, the city’s bourgeoisie cats nap on geothermal-heated sidewalks and befriend world-famous guests – in 2011, the New Yorker magazine published Haruki Murakami’s short story ‘Town of Cats’, probably inspired by his visit to the Reykjavík International Literary Festival, where he noted the lively cat scene. Each December, the city plants a gigantic metal cat statue at Lækjartorg Sq to celebrate the folkloric Yule Cat, a monster-sized creature who – in the spirit of Christmas! – torments children and eats them alive, specifically those not wearing new clothes for the festivities.



NORTHERN LIGHTS TOURS

Reykjavík Excursions (re.is)

Three-hour coach tours with commentary. Also offers a Golden Circle day tour with potential aurora stops.

Aurora Basecamp (aurorabasecamp.is)

Offers indoor simulation of northern lights before searching for the real thing with guide.

By boat

Whale-watching companies Elding (elding.is) and Special Tours (specialtours.is) offer aurora hunting in Faxi Bay.



Exploring Old Reykjavík Walking Tour
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The history of Reykjavík – as well as this walk – begins at the 1 Settlement Exhibition on Aðalstræti (‘Main Street’). This fascinating archaeological museum is based around a 10th-century Viking longhouse ruin. It imaginatively combines technology and archaeology to give a glimpse into early Icelandic life. Across the street is the 2 bronze statue of sheriff Skúli Magnússon, known as the ‘father of modern Reykjavík’. In the 1750s, when the town was a simple collection of farm buildings and the country belonged to Denmark, Magnússon set industrialisation in motion by establishing weaving, tanning and wool-dyeing factories. A few more steps down Krikjustræti is 3 Alþingi parliament. When Iceland gradually won back its autonomy from Denmark, Reykjavík was chosen as the location for a restored Alþingi. The current basalt building is from 1881, housing 63 lawmakers. Turn right at Templarasund to the city pond 4 Tjörnin and the waterside 5 City Hall. Inside you’ll find an interesting 3D topographical map of Iceland. Next, head down Lækjargata past the slick 6 Reykjavík Saga Hotel, which opened in summer 2022, and the wonderful 7 Messinn seafood restaurant. At Lækjartorg Sq, the 8 Prime Minister’s Office is among the oldest concrete buildings in Reykjavík, completed in 1771, originally built as a prison! At neighbouring Hafnartorg Sq, Reykjavík’s newest concrete buildings are a little less humble – but the landmark hot-dog stand 9 Bæjarins Beztu is back to its original corner after a temporary relocation. On the other side of the street is another downtown institution, 10 Kolaportið Flea Market, open on weekends. Complete the circle around Old Reykjavík at cafe 11 Anna Jóna, where modern Icelandic living and design is on full display.



Indoor Nature Exhibitions

ALL-WEATHER ENTERTAINMENT

Surveys suggest 75% of tourists visit for Iceland’s nature. The remaining 25% can be well entertained with indoor pursuits (often replicating said nature).

FlyOver Iceland (adult/child 5000/2500kr) is a sensational cinematic experience across the landscape. Viewers hang suspended, feet dangling, before a 20m spherical screen, as if steering a plane over the ice-capped Hvannadalshjúkur and the isolated lighthouse of Þrídrangar. Showtime is a total of 30 minutes. Children must be a height of at least 100cm (40in) to partake.

Across the street, in the Grandi neighbourhood, is a warehouse-sized museum but with only 23 main items. Whales of Iceland exhibits full-sized models of whale species found off Iceland’s coast. (For comparison, a good whale-watching tour includes three species.) For a deeper dive, pardon the pun, the Reykjavík Maritime Museum is a good place to learn how living from the ocean has formed the present Icelandic nation. Pick up essential life skills, such as distinguishing haddock from cod (in case you’re unsure, cod are the ones with the samurai-style ‘beard’).

The towering Perlan – a Reykjavík landmark perched atop the city’s geothermal water tanks – has a permanent exhibition exploring the remarkable natural world in Iceland. Wonders of Iceland begins with a vast ice cave, 100m long and built with 350 tonnes of snow and layers of ash from the 2010 Eyjafjallajökull eruption. The exhibit also includes an augmented-reality depiction of the bird-nesting cliffs at Látrabjarg, and interactive rooms giving the lowdown on volcanoes, earthquakes and glaciers.

Still want more immersion in Iceland’s natural wonders? The Lava Show melts rocks into running lava, flowing like glowing honey at 1100°C into a darkly lit room of 88 seats. The guide leading this miniature eruption certainly has the props to explain how volcanoes work.

Finally, it is possible to see parts of every Icelandic male species up close – real close – at the Icelandic Phallological Museum, displaying 215 penises from 93 mammals in formalin tubes. The scale of Iceland’s fauna ranges, apparently, from the blue whale (big penis, small testicles) to the wood mouse (0.3cm, but very fertile!). This is – surprisingly! – the world’s only museum devoted to penises and a towering success. The Hafnartorg venue, which opened in 2021, includes a curious room of fictional creatures from Icelandic folklore and four humble ‘donations’ from homo sapiens.


THE ‘CAPITAL REGION’

The ‘Capital Region’ is not the same as Reykjavík. When hotels and Airbnb listings claim to be in ‘the Capital Region’, it usually suggests a location in one of five municipalities surrounding the city of Reykjavík. To outsiders, cruising the capital sprawl, home to some 65% of Iceland’s population, the borders of these neighbouring towns are hard to notice and meaningless. But be careful not to tell residents in Kópavogur, Hafnarfjörður, Garðabær, Seltjarnarnes or Mosfellsbær that they live in Reykjavík! The 27 bus routes operated by Strætó cover the entire metropolitan area.



WHERE TO BUY SUPPLIES FOR THE ROAD

Bónus Laugavegur

Pink piggy-bank supermarket (with 13 other locations in Reykjavík) consistently ranks as Icelandʼs least expensive.

Krónan Grandi

Great selection of prepared meals, such as fresh soups, sandwiches, sushi and microwave meals.

Hagkaup Skeifunni

Open 24/7, with steep prices generally reflecting a higher standard in fresh produce.


SEA SWIMMING AT NAUTHóLSVíK

Welcome to the beach of Reykjavík. Nauthólsvík is where locals bring foreign friends to test their strength – swimming in an Icelandic ocean requires a bit of mettle. Over summer, the ocean’s temperature can reach double digits (like, say, 10°C!) but during winter a very, very cold plunge is part of the program. Afterwards, people linger in the hot tub (38°C year-round) overlooking the beach.

The Nauthólsvík cove is artificially constructed, and the yellow sand – brought from elsewhere – is a hot commodity for sunbathing, volleyball and other typical beach activities on warm summer days. Changing rooms and hot tubs are admission-free during the summer but cost 740kr during winter.
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Icelandic Phallological Museum

WHERE TO GET GREAT COFFEE IN REYKJAVíK

Reykjavík Roasters

High-end coffee institution with hardwood tables and a relaxed air.

Kaktus Espressobar

Mismatching furniture and houseplants in the window. Popular with the cool crowd.

Cafe Flóra

Atmospheric spot inside the Botanical Garden, full of life over summer.

The Reykjavík Food Scene

FROM TRADITIONAL TO NEW NORDIC

When Lonely Planet first covered Reykjavík, back in the early ‘90s, its sorry scene of restaurants was certainly unrecognisable from today’s. But Þrír frakkar is still here, serving traditional Icelandic food in a fine-dining venue. For a more casual lunch version of plokkfiskur (fish stew) and kjötsúpa (lamb soup) try Café Loki – but don’t expect to find the Icelandic crowd anymore.

Nordic fusion fare commands respect. Bear in mind that the price difference between an exceptional restaurant and an average one is often small, so it can be well worth going upmarket. In the higher echelons are Dill and ÓX, the Michelin-starred restaurants of Reykjavík. Also intimate and innovative are Mat Bar, ROK and Brút. Groups will have more luck getting a table at Geiri Smart, Public House and Monkeys.

For seafood, Sægreifinn (‘The Sea Baron’) lives up to its name as an Old Harbour establishment, located inside a tiny shack with unfussy, down-to-earth charm. Matur og Drykkur reimagines classical Icelandic dishes, presenting them creatively in a six-course menu. Another fun, authentic take is Messinn, serving a hot skillet of fried fish instead of a plate.

Vegetarian options used to come last on restaurant menus, and this can still be the case outside of Reykjavík. Best among the few vegetarian-only options are the take-out place Chickpea and the Mediterranean SÓNÓMatseljur inside the architectural beauty of Nordic House. The Lebanese Sumac is another fine-dining favourite, without being strictly vegetarian.
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GET ICE CREAM (YES, REALLY)

Icelanders do not let the sunshine dictate the correct time frame for ice-cream consumption. If the weather is good enough to leave the house, locals go for it. Ísbúð Vesturbæjar and Ísbúð Huppu lead the way in soft-serve ice cream mixed with sweets and flavours; kids especially love the bragðarefur made with three selections from the candy bar.

For quality over quantity, the Old Harbour establishments Valdís and Omnom have a highly colourful selection of flavours, plus grey-looking but tasty liquorice options. At the time of writing, the nation’s top ice-cream experts were praising newcomer Skúbb for its creamy goodness; the shop is near the Laugardalslaug pool, a 30-minute walk from downtown.



WHERE TO DRINK CRAFT BEER IN REYKJAVíK

Session Craft Bar

The new standard for craft beer. Stainless-steel bar offering fabulous variety, plenty of beer-related events.

Skúli Craft Bar

At the forefront of the craft beer wave; 14 craft beers on tap, non-alcoholic ales.

Malbygg Taproom

Cool kid of the brewery scene, at a tough-to-reach location and with limited opening hours.

Reykjavík Culture Night

THE AUGUST FESTIVAL

First held in 1996 as a birthday celebration for the city of Reykjavík, Culture Night (menningarnott.is) is easily the biggest single event in Iceland. The city centre-wide event generally takes place on the first Saturday after 18 August.

The Reykjavík Marathon (rmi.is) is the first event of the day, with around 10,000 participants. The 10km run has a lot of supporting spectators cheering, with instruments and whatnot.

Cultural events are casual and family oriented. The city gives out ‘waffle grants’ to residents who are willing to accept hundreds of guests into their homes, or gardens, for a hot waffle. The final big event of the day is a concert at Arnarhóll hill, where each year a diverse cast of performers entertain a crowd, ending with fireworks at around 11pm. From there, the Reykjavík nightlife takes over.


BICYCLING, IN REYKJAVíK?

By Nordic standards, Reykjavík is hardly a city of cyclists. Blame the wind – statistics cannot explain how often it blows in the opposite direction to the way you are riding. But major improvements to bike paths, led by Mayor Dagur Eggertsson (known for showing up to meetings with world-famous leaders with a bike helmet in tow), have made cycling a serious alternative to cars and traffic jams. A series of shared-use paths – designed for both cyclists and pedestrians – connect the inlets of the capital region by threading along the coastline, running all the way from the tip of the Seltjarnarnes Peninsula to downtown Hafnarfjörður. To rent bikes, the two main downtown options are Reykjavík Bike Tours and Borgarhjól.



WHERE TO EAT ON A BUDGET IN REYKJAVÍK

Chickpea

Veggie salads and sandwiches for take-out, competitively priced given the quality of produce. €

Flatus

Bargain pizza-slice and beer combos for lunch and dinner, inside the lively backpacking hostel Kex. €

Emilie & the Cool Kid

Family-run cafe with an ambitious selection of cookies and bagels. Great brunch. €

Unwind & Socialise with Locals

NEIGHBOURHOOD POOL CULTURE

Hot water is one of the few things Reykjavík residents pay less for than the average European. Thanks to the abundant geothermal supply, there are 17 public pools in and around Reykjavík. All but one are outdoors, with multi-temperature hot tubs and saunas, open from early morning to evening.

Every neighbourhood in Reykavík has its own sundlaug and the one for the city center is Sundhöllin. Built in 1937, the ‘The Swim Hall’ was designed by the legendary architect Guðjón Samúelsson, who is better known for churches and theatres. In 2017, the pool reopened after a year-long revamp that added an entire outdoor area with hot tubs and another swimming pool. The original indoor pool remains open, as does the secret upstairs hot tub with city views. Male locker rooms are original, while women now dress in the new extension. Over summer, we recommend the outdoor locker rooms — ask staff for directions.

For actual swimming, Laugardalslaug has an Olympic-sized pool with eight lanes and traffic rules. Indoor is another 50m pool reserved for training and competitions. Families favour this massive sundlaug for the 8m water slide and leisure pools for little humans.

The third pool within walking distance from the city centre, Vesturbæjarlaug, has the strongest neighbourhood spirit. It was, in fact, built in 1961 with local donations and volunteer work. The original 25m swimming pool is crowded for swimming, but fortunately, most guests are fine doing nothing! The habit of hanging out in hot water after work is strong in this neighbourhood, home to academics and artists.

Admission is 1200kr, free for children under the age of 17. Save money with a 10-ticket card for 5600kr, valid for all pools operated by the City of Reykjavík.

[image: jpg]

Laugardalslaug | ARCTIC IMAGES/Alamy Stock Photo ©


ETIQUETTE AT POOLS

Do not enter a public pool with dry hair. It means you are an amateur, guilty of breaking the rule of showering before bathing – with soap. Thanks to the abundance of hot water, the pools are low on chlorine and most people like to keep it that way.

Another rookie mistake is leaving your towel in the locker, and then wetting the entire room on the way out. So, use the towel racks by the shower and have a good day.

(Bear in mind that women no longer have a different dress code to men; going topless is allowed for everyone.)




Getting Around

Buses travel up and down Hverfisgata, but it’s best to wander Laugavegur – the main shopping street – on foot.

Reykjavík’s public transport system is yellow on the outside, and green on the inside; the city’s brightly coloured Strætó buses increasingly run on the city’s renewable electric energy supply. At peak operating times, buses arrive every 10 to 15 minutes, but in the middle of the day and during the evening, frequency drops to every 30 minutes. Service stops around midnight, and resumes around 6.30am on weekdays; Sunday services are considerably less frequent.

Buses no longer accept cash or bank cards on board; travellers have to pay with special KLAPP tickets. Most travellers use their smartphones as a bus pass via the KLAPP app, but prepaid cards are also available from 18 vendors in Reykjavík. Rides cost 550kr, valid for 75 minutes in transit. Children under the age of 12 travel for free, and bicycles are allowed on board, unless space is limited.






Beyond Reykjavík


[image: ]

Find out why Reykjavík means the ‘bay of smokes’ by exploring the area’s geothermal steam and cool volcanoes.


When Iceland’s founders decided to make Reykjavík the nation’s capital, they were in fact doing future visitors a massive favour: the southwestern corner is an excellent base for exploring many of the country’s most renowned sights, together with lesser-known escapes where locals go to unwind.

While the famous Golden Circle attracts millions annually, most nature attractions around Reykjavík see surprisingly few guests. Reykjanesfólkvangur Reserve is criss-crossed by walking trails along spitting, bubbling hot springs rarely seen on postcards.

The people of Reykjavík, too, had forgotten about some backyard volcanoes in 2021 when the first eruption in 800 years occurred at Fagradalsfjall, marking a new geological age for the region.
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TOP TIP

With the opening of Hvammsvík Hot Springs in 2022, the pristine Hvalfjörður (Whale Fjord) can sustain a wonderful day trip of hiking and bathing.



Cooling Craters of Fagradalsfjall

THE NEWEST PART OF ICELAND

The shoe-shaped Reykjanes Peninsula, extending west of Reykjavík, had not seen a volcanic eruption in 800 years when the Fagradalsfjall mountain flared to life on a Friday night in March 2021. The eruption lasted until August 2022, with varying force and one long hiatus, paving the mountain landscape with black, uneven lava.

Hiking to the mountain ridge overlooking the lava field requires only a mild level of fitness. The journey begins with a handsome parking fee to the volcano landowners – 1000kr, paid via Parka.is – at the car park marked on Google Maps as ‘Geldingadalir Parking P1’. (Geldingadalir is a valley within the Fagradalsfjall mountain ridge, sometime used to reference the eruption.) It is possible to see everything but the craters from the Stórhóll viewpoint, only 2.5km from the car park. The entire 13km trail (round trip) continues to the most recent lava with largely the same view but a chance to see craters and maybe some steam.

Always consider weather conditions. The mountain is cold and windy, with a stubborn fog.

From Reykjavík, the drive to Fagradalsfjall takes about one hour with a rental car. Strætó buses only go as far as Grindavík; over summer it is possible to hitchhike the remaining 12km.
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EXPLORE LAVA TUBES

Lava tubes are formed when lava hardens over a flowing magma channel. The Reykjanes Peninsula has two huge tubes, accessible with a guide.

Lava Tunnel Known as Raufarhólshellir, this 11th-century lava tube is 1360m long (Iceland’s 3rd-largest) and contains wonderful lava columns. Regular one-hour tours (7500kr) run on the hour every hour.

Þríhnjúkagígur At the bottom of this massive vertical lava tube lies a volcanic vault that could house a respectable Roman cathedral and hide the Statue of Liberty were it ever stolen. Expert guides ensure safety during the slow six-minute descent via glass-fronted elevator. The tour price (50,000kr per person) reflects the unique access into the earth.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR KEFLAVíK AIRPORT

Hotel Berg

New Nordic architecture, rooftop pool; at northern end of Keflavík. Free airport shuttle. €€

Konvin Hotel

One of many huge airport hotels at Ásbrú, former US Navy base, across road from Keflavík. €

Aurora Hotel

The only hotel actually at the airport, some 100m from the terminal. Solid business-style rooms. €€

Soak in the Blue Lagoon

THE SOFTNESS OF SILICA

When you think of Iceland, no doubt one of the first things that comes to mind is the Blue Lagoon. Walking out in a fluffy white bathrobe to the milky blue water, surrounded by lava, is the epitome of relaxation and luxury.

The lagoon has health benefits too. Silica in the water causes the blue-green colour, but it also creates a soft white mud on the lagoon’s floor that can help with skin conditions, including psoriasis. Algae, also provided at the swim-up ‘mask bar’, contains collagen and helps reduce fine lines and wrinkles. In less scientific terms, the Blue Lagoon minerals are the perfect jet-lag cure.

Most people spend about two hours in the water, kept at a piping 38°C. The lagoon is large, and quiet corners can be found with a little exploring. Take a break from the lagoon at the steam room and sauna, or grab a robe and head to the viewing deck on the 2nd floor.

It’s visited by two million people a year, so an advance reservation is required. Prices vary depending on the time of day, ranging from 9000 to 14,000kr. Towels are provided, and visitors must shower before entering. When booking a ticket online, there’s the option to pay an additional 7000kr for transport between either Keflavík Airport or central Reykjavík. Multiple bus operators in Reykjavík also offer scheduled tours. By rental car the Blue Lagoon is about 45 minutes from Reykjavík.
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BEST OF REYKJANES PENINSULA

Reykjanesfólkvangur Reserve

Its three showpieces are Lake Kleifarvatn, bubbling Krýsuvík geothermal zone and the Krýsuvíkurberg bird cliffs.

Stampar

This series of calderas is around 2000 years old. It’s a short walk from the marked car park just off Rte 425.

Brimketill

Seaside pool naturally carved by the ocean. Legend has it trolls once bathed in it.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR KEFLAVíK AIRPORT

Hótel Keflavík

The most bling sleeping option in Keflavík: gold-coloured fittings and a particularly gaudy reception area. €€

Courtyard by Marriott

Delightful design makes up for the uninspiring location of this massive Marriott (opened 2021). Good amenities. €€€

Guesthouse 1x6

Family-run guesthouse built with recycled timber, driftwood and volcanic stones. A stone hot-pot outside. €€

Soaking by the Atlantic Ocean

OTHER HOT-TREND HOT BATHS

Just as it took decades for the milky blue lagoon near Grindavík to be discovered as an attraction, the development of alternative geothermal luxury soaks took off only in the last decade.

Sky Lagoon is the largest spa investment, opening in 2021 as a serious rival to the Blue Lagoon. The development is a major accomplishment at a former industrial site, which had none of the greenery that you see here today. Much of the surrounding cliffs and rocks are artificially made, creating an atmospheric entry. The lagoon itself spans 75m, with an infinity view across Faxa Bay. Reykjavík, although just a 20-minute drive away, is out of sight. On a clear day, some claim to see the Snæfellsnes Peninsula. And the farm-like houses you see on the other side of the inlet? The residency of Iceland’s President, a site known as Bessastaðir.

On the other edge of Reykjavík, about 40 minutes by car, the Hvammsvík Hot Springs merge with the shoreline as if the eight multi-temperature baths were a natural construct. Water levels and temperatures in some of the baths fluctuate with the tide. Swimming in the sea is part of the fun – if not the therapy; the place is popular among enthusiasts of extreme-temperature guru/athlete Wim Hof, with occasional workshops. Attached to the stunning property is a restaurant and a boutique hotel.


BEST HIKES NEAR REYKJAVíK

Mt Esja

Well-worn trails up Reykjavík’s mountain, most end at Steinn (the rock) at 600m. Three hours.

Reykjadalur

Popular valley of hot springs, accessible on foot only from the car park outside Hveragerði. Four hours.

Glymur

Iceland’s second-highest waterfall; 7km loop trail, view over Hvalfjörður. Hiking experience required. At least three hours.




Getting Around

Operating within a 50km radius from Reykjavík, the public bus service Strætó will go a long way to get you to your destination – if you have the stamina to walk any remaining distances. Reykjadalur valley, for instance, is possible with a bus to Hveragerði and several kilometres of walking to the base. That said, a rental car is the best way to visit Hvalfjörður and Fagradalsfjall.

The Blue Lagoon offers transport between either Keflavík Airport or downtown Reykjavík, available via online booking. A wonderful 7km path for cyclists and pedestrians connects the Blue Lagoon to Grindavík, a town within the Strætó bus network.





THE GOLDEN CIRCLE
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The famous Golden Circle is a 250km route covering two continents – yes, continents! The first stop on the itinerary is Þingvellir National Park, which marks the tectonic plate boundaries for Europe and North America, pulling apart the landscape with canyons and cracks. But there’s an added layer of history that makes this Unesco World Heritage Site all the more unique: Iceland’s parliament, Alþingi, was founded at Þingvellir almost 1100 years ago.

Geysir has been Iceland’s world-famous natural phenomenon since the invention of printed illustrations. To the surprise of many, the old Geysir has long since retired; today the spouting icon of Iceland is instead the neighbouring Strokkur, erupting every 10 minutes, give or take.

A 15-minute drive from Geysir is the waterfall Gullfoss, cascading down a powerful glacial river. The name means ‘golden waterfall’, and on a sunny day an impressive rainbow is guaranteed.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Geysir

2Gullfoss

3Strokkur

4Þingvellir National Park

SIGHTS

5Flúðir

6Laugarvatn

7Skálholt

8Skálholt Church

9Þingvallakirkja

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10Fontana

EATING

11Litla Bændabúðin

12Minilik Ethiopian Restaurant




TOP TIP

A little planning will pay off for travellers seeking a more subdued experience; check the live traffic monitor operated by the Iceland Tourism Board (visiticeland.com) to analyse peak hours at main destinations. Over summer, for instance, constant daylight hours allow for a lot of flexibility.
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Iceland’s Foundation at Þingvellir

WALK BETWEEN CONTINENTS

The first stop on the itinerary is Þingvellir National Park, which marks the tectonic plate boundaries for Europe and North America, pulling apart the landscape with canyons and cracks. But there’s an added layer of history that makes this Unesco World Heritage Site all the more unique: Iceland’s parliament, Alþingi (pronounced ál-thingk-ee), was founded at Þingvellir (thing-vedh-leer) in 930 CE.

From the park visitor center above Almannagjá, follow the path down the dramatic crevice. At Lögberg (Law Rock) the Alþingi parliament convened annually and the nation’s only paid servant, the law speaker, recited the existing laws to members of parliament (for others to memorise, until the written word arrived). Scholars disagree on the location of parliamentary meetings. Many think Iceland’s conversion to Christianity shifted the site to the very foot of the Almannagjá cliffs, which acted as a natural amplifier, broadcasting the voices of lawmakers.

The river Öxará cuts the western plate, tumbling off its edge in a series of pretty cascades. The most impressive is Öxaráfoss, on the northern edge of the Alþingi site. The pool Drekkingarhylur was used to drown women found guilty of infanticide, adultery or other crimes.

There are other smaller fissures on the eastern edge of the site. Flosagjá is named after a slave who jumped his way to freedom, and Nikulásargjá after a drunken sheriff discovered dead in the water. Þingvallakirkja is one of Iceland’s first churches and the attached farmhouses include the prime minister’s summer house.


SNORKELLING CONTINENTS

Silfra is one of the prominent fissures in Þingvellir National Park, only this one is filled with water from Lake Þingvellir. The water is extremely clear, as it comes from the Langjökull glacier and is filtered through lava rocks. In Silfra, there are no fish or coral, just bright-green algae. Visibility can be up to 100m.



WHERE TO EAT FRESH PRODUCE

Friðheimar, Reykholt

Huge greenhouses grow tomatoes using geothermal heating. Tomato-themed on-site restaurant. €€

Flúðasveppir Farmers Bistro, Flúðir

Mushroom soup at Iceland’s only mushroom farm, served with bread and locally sourced álegg (toppings). €€

Lindin, Laugarvatn

Restaurant in a sweet little silver house facing lake Laugarvatn; serves wild trout and Arctic char. €€€

Iceland’s Icons

POWER OF WATER & GRAVITY

One of Iceland’s most famous tourist attractions, Geysir (gay-zeer; literally ‘gusher’) is the original hot-water spout after which all other geysers are named. It sits in the Haukadalur geothermal area – a valley of hot springs with translucent blue pools, mud pots and colourful mineral details. Watch your step (and don’t stand downwind!), some natural water features hover around the 100°C mark.

The Great Geyser has dramatically ejected water for around 800 years but goes through dormant periods. At the time of writing it was considered inactive. Instead, head to nearby Strokkur, which erupts every 10 to 15 minutes, the time it takes to drive from the site to the waterfall Gullfoss (‘golden waterfall’), cascading down a powerful glacial river. You’ll need to walk about 500m from the car park for a close – and wet – view of this Icelandic landmark.

The two mega-attractions can get crowded and it can feel more commercial than other areas. But since tour buses, along with a large number of visitors, take off from the same starting point (Reykjavík) around the same time (morning) the volume of traffic fluctuates a lot, with fair predictability. Outside of summer, available light limits options.
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Along the Road

SMALL-TOWN ICELAND

Iceland’s southern interior is home to farmers and small service towns that have grown along with tourism in recent years. First up, driving clockwise, is the popular Golden Circle base Laugarvatn (Hot Spring Lake). The village (population 350) sits on the western shore of Laugarvatn, the lake it takes the name from. The lake is fed not only by streams running from the misty fells behind it, but by the hot spring Vígðalaug, famous since medieval times. At Fontana, a swanky lakeside soaking spot, it is possible to swim in the lake and relax inside a cedar-lined steam room that’s fed by a naturally occurring vent below.

A village with about 100 residents, Skálholt holds the weight of Iceland’s history: Skálholt was a bishopric that ruled Iceland’s souls from the 11th to the 18th centuries. The (modern) church is open for visitors.

The rural township of Reykholt (population 300) – one of several Reykholts around the country – is centred on the hot spring Reykjahver and is traditionally a greenhouse village. For visitors the main attraction is the spectacular and atmospherically deep Hvítá river – South Iceland’s centre for whitewater rafting.

Little agrarian Flúðir (population 800) is connected to Reykholt via a new bridge on Rte 359. The town is known throughout Iceland for producing the majority of the country’s mushrooms and is a popular weekend getaway for Reykjavikers with private cottages. The adorable farmers market at Litla Bændabúðin is the place to stock up on locally grown strawberries and bell peppers. The Ethiopian restaurant Minilik is famous for its excellent reputation.


BEST PLACES TO SLEEP IN THE GOLDEN CIRCLE

Vatnskot Campsite at Þingvellir

Lakeside camp for tents only, unlike the main campsite at Leirar. Operated by the national park. €

Héraðsskólinn

Private rooms and dorms at a unique lakeside boutique with distinctive peaked green roofs; in Laugarvatn. €

Hótel Geysir

The 77-room Geysir establishment has Nordic minimalist cool, an indulgent spa and a suburb location. €€€

Blue Hotel Fagrilundur

Attentive owners offer a warm welcome, a celebrated breakfast and loads of local advice. €€

Bubble Hotel

Once-in-a-lifetime sleeping experience: a clear bubble tent in the middle of a small forest near Reykholt. €€€

Torfhús Retreat

Elegant ‘farmʼ of 10 exclusive cottages showcasing the distinct medieval building style of turf houses. €€€




Getting Around

A rental car is the best way to explore the Golden Circle, particularly if you wish to overnight in the region. The range of Reykjavík bus tours – available in coaches/buses and smaller, more exclusive vehicles – will complete the tour in about eight hours. Þingvellir National Park has a tourist information centre. There’s paid parking at Almannagjá, Þingvellir, and Kerið volcano crater.






Beyond the Golden Circle
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The Golden Circle is a destination, not merely a day trip from Reykjavík, packed with activity and beauty beyond Þingvellir, Gullfoss and Geysir.


It might not sound as compelling in touristic terms, but the Golden Circle is essentially the southern lowlands of Iceland. Blessed with flat fields and wet summers, the region is the heartland of dairy farming, horse breeding and geothermally powered greenhouses growing everything from tomatoes to red roses.

Spinning a Golden Circle tour into a multiday southern excursion is a fabulous way to get to know the country. But some of the most interesting accommodation options and best restaurants are found around the Golden Circle – the area with the longest tradition of serving travellers seeking the best of Iceland, along with some lesser-known secrets.
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TOP TIP

The Kerlingarfjöll Mountain Resort (highlandbase.is), open in July 2023, is the first year-round mountain resort in Iceland’s interior highland region.



Gateway to the Golden Circle

EXPLORING THE TOWN OF SELFOSS

Selfoss is a place where people sleep, eat and maybe do some fishing in the river Ölfusá: this commuter town located an hour’s drive from Reykjavík is a default Ring Road stop with an impressive number of restaurants and accommodation options.

Downtown Selfoss, extending from the striking Ölfusá bridge, may look old but is in fact a modern reconstruct – a ‘new old downtown’. The ambitious development, set to finish in 2026, has already added dozens of shops and restaurants to the town, including the Old Dairy, a food hall of eight restaurants. As part of the town’s extension plans, a second bridge over Ölfusá is in the making to solve chronic traffic jams over summer.

The overall variety of independent, family owned stores and restaurants is a good introduction to small-town Iceland. Most businesses are on Austurvegur and, to lesser extent, Eyrarvegur. Landmark establishments include Alvörubúðin knitting store, Pylsuvaginn hot-dog stand, Ísbúð Huppu ice-cream store, Motivo gift store, Karl úrsmiður watch store, Skóbúð Selfoss shoe shop, Bókakaffið secondhand bookshop and GK artisan bakery.

In case you wonder why Selfoss is home to the Bobby Fischer Center – devoted to the American chess champion Bobby Fischer who lived in Iceland from 2004 until his death in 2008 – it is because Fischer himself rests in a cemetery by the small Laugardælakirkja near Selfoss.
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KERIð

One of the lesser-known sights near the Golden Circle is the volcanic crater Kerið. This crater, thought to be 6500 years old, is 55m deep and 170m wide. Its vibrant red walls dotted with green moss and filled with turquoise water make it a picturesque stop between Þingvellir and Geysir. Walking the crater rim takes about 30 minutes to one hour. There’s paid parking.



BEST GEOTHERMAL SOAKS BEYOND THE GOLDEN CIRCLE

Hrunalaug

Secluded natural bathing area in rural valley 6km from Flúðir. Only accommodates a few people.

Gamla Laugin

Reconstruction of Iceland’s oldest swimming pool, ringed by natural rocks and hot springs. Book ahead.

Reykholtslaug

Small, friendly public pool with two hot-pots, a swimming pool and a blue water slide.

The Secret Circle

GREEN VALLEY BORDERING THE HIGHLANDS

Sometimes referred to as the ‘Secret Circle’, the Þjórsárdalur valley is worthy of a detour; here the lush landscape of the south meets the interior, defined by different shades of lava. Due to the lack of transport to this region – and time, for many – this is southern Iceland minus the crowds. (For now. A major hotel resort with luxury outdoor bathing, developed by the Blue Lagoon, is set to open in 2025.)

Twenty-six kilometres northeast of Árnes along Rte 32, take a signposted turn to the delightful waterfall Hjálparfoss. The azure falls tumble in two chutes over twisted basalt columns and into a deep pool: a good place for a picnic.

On Rte 327, off Rte 32, are the notable ruins of the medieval ‘longhouse’ Stöng. Buried by white volcanic ash in 1104 during one of Hekla’s eruptions, this ancient farm once belonged to Gaukur Trandilsson, a 10th-century Viking who lived a tempestuous life. Excavated in 1939 during Iceland’s first proper archaeological dig, the discovery was used to help date Viking houses elsewhere. These include the foundations of a farm, a house, a barn, a smithy and a church. Not to be confused with Þjóðveldisbærinn (www .thjodveldisbaer .is), a nearby reconstruction of Stöng, open from June to August.

A walking path from Stöng farm takes you a couple of kilometres to a lovely little lush valley, Gjáin, full of twisting lava, otherworldly caves and spectacular waterfalls.

Leading on from Gjáin, for around 10km on the pothole-laden Rte 332, is an astounding view of Háifoss waterfall, plunging off the edge of a majestic plateau at 122m. The canyon below has thick lava formations over two million years old.

To get to Þjórsárdalur valley from the Golden Circle, take Rte 30 to Flúðir from Geysir (or Gullfoss). Rte 32 (known as Þjórsárdalsvegur) begins about 12km south of Flúðir.
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AN AFTERNOON IN HVERAGERðI

Hveragerði is a hot-spring-blessed town with greenhouses and a growing number of Reykjavík commuters.

Reykjadalur Hiking Trail One of the most popular hikes in the country, up Reykjadalur valley to a small river warmed to bathing temperatures by the geothermal activity. The route goes back the same way. Bring swimsuits and towel. Allow three to four hours.

Sundlaugin Laugaskarði The town’s public pool looks like an old villa and, until 1966, was home to Iceland’s longest pool. The steam bath is superb.

Gróðurhúsið Food court with seven vendors – noodles to fried chicken – with excellent vibes and interior design befitting the name, meaning ‘The Greenhouse’.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND SELFOSS

Old Dairy

Lively food hall of eight restaurants offering pizzas, tacos, Thai food and skyr smoothies. Outdoor seating. €

GK Bakery

Hip sourdough bakery on Selfoss’ main street, serving sticky cinnamon buns and fresh coffee. €

Fjöruborðið

The place for a three-course langoustine meal. By the sea in charming Stokkseyri. €€€

Into Iceland’s Heart

KJÖLUR & THE HIGHLANDS

The ‘highlands’ is an all-encompassing term for Iceland’s desolated interior, home of glaciers and volcanoes. Not a single person lives there year-round, and roads are shut for much of the time to avoid damage to fragile soil. But when roads finally do open, around mid- or late June usually, it is possible to drive straight between the south and north of Iceland, either via Kjölur (Rte 35) or Sprengisandur (Rte F-26). Both lead from the Golden Circle area. Sprengisandur is longer and more challenging, only for vehicles suitable for ford crossings. Kjölur, on the other hand, is possible with a mini SUV – such as a Dacia Duster, a common rental car. (But make sure the rental car is insured for Kjölur; many contracts have a no-highlands clause.)

Kjölur is 165km from Gullfoss to the northern farm Eiðsstaðir in Blöndudalur valley. The road reaches its highest point (around 700m) between the Langjökull and Hofsjökull ice caps, near the mountain Kjalfell (1000m). Halfway across is the Hveravellir Nature Reserve, a geothermal area of fumaroles and hot springs. Bring swimsuits for the inviting human-made bathing pool. Hveravellir has a campground and a basic lodge (hveravellir.is), serving food and coffee, but there’s no petrol available.

Hikers are better served staying at the mountains of Kerlingarfjöll. The colourfully dramatic landscape is broken up into jagged peaks and ridges, scattered with hot springs. The Kerlingarfjöll Mountain Resort (highlandbase.is) offers accommodation for all price ranges.

To get to Kjölur from the Golden Circle, continue on Rte 35 from Gullfoss. In the past, scheduled buses have travelled between Akureyri and Reykjavík via Kjölur but at the time of writing the service had been suspended.


HALLDóR LAXNESS MUSEUM

Nobel Prize-winning author Halldór Laxness (1902–98) lived in Mosfellsbær all his life. His riverside home is now the Gljúfrasteinn Laxness Museum (gljufrasteinn.is), on the road from Reykjavík to Þingvellir (Rte 36). The author built this upper-class 1950s house and it remains intact, with original furniture, a writing room and Laxness’ fine-art collection, including textile art by his wife Auður who acted as his informal editor by converting handwritten manuscripts to typed text. An audio tour is available. Look for Laxness’ beloved Jaguar parked out the front.




Getting Around

As far as rural Iceland goes, this part has the best road infrastructure. Always plan ahead when travelling over winter; the drives to Þingvellir and Þjórsárdalur (the Secret Circle) are likely to be affected in snowy conditions. The Hellisheiði mountain ridge between Reykjavík and Selfoss is windy and snowy; consider the alternative Rte 39 via the southern coast during bad weather.

At the time of writing there were no scheduled daily buses between Reykjavík and Akureyri via Kjölur, also known as ‘Kjalvegur’, but such service has been available in the past.





VíK & THE SOUTH COAST
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On paper, the population of Vík is just shy of 500. In reality, counting the commercial activity from tourism, it is the de facto capital of the South Coast.

The Ring Road ploughs right through this atmospheric coastal village, destined to remain small for much of Iceland’s history due to its lack of harbour on a sand-filled shore. Times have changed. The town is happily located between major attractions in a very beautiful part of the country. To the west: the basalt beach Reynisfjara, the rocky plateau Dyrhólaey and the waterfalls Skógafoss and Seljalandsfoss. To the east: Eldhraun lava from the cataclysmic Laki eruption and the gateway to Vatnajökull National Park.

Along the coast, white-capped waves wash up on black sands and the cliffs glow green from all that rain. Put simply, it’s pretty special.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Dyrhólaey

2Gljúfrabúi

3Jökulsárlón

4Kvernufoss

5Reynisfjara

6Seljalandsfoss

7Skógafoss

8Skógar Folk Museum

9Vatnajökull National Park

SIGHTS

10Alternative carpark to Jökulsárlón

11Diamond Beach

12Lakagígar Crater Row

13Loftsalahellir

14Reynisdrangur

15Reynisfjall

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16Ice Lagoon Zodiac Boat Tours

INFORMATION

17Skaftafellsstofa Visitor Centre




TOP TIP

Budget for plenty of stops on the route to Vík and run at the sound of ‘Katla is erupting’. The region is home to Iceland’s most notorious volcanoes, including Eyjafjallajökull, Katla, Hekla and Öræfajökull.



[image: jpg]

Seljalandsfoss | CHENG YUAN/shutterstock ©



TOP SIGHT
Vatnajökull National Park – South

Fire meets ice at Vatnajökull National Park, with 10 active volcanoes – seven of them underneath the cap of Europe’s largest glacier. The park is a Unesco World Heritage Site and covers altogether 14% of Iceland. The southern end, from Kirkjubæjarklaustur to Lónsöræfi, packs some of Iceland’s greatest natural treasures and action for all seasons.
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Scan this QR code for programs and events in Skaftafell.
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Skaftafell

At Skaftafell, guests walk into a virgin birch-tree forest and then reach for a jacket as temperatures drop, the closer they get to the massive Vatnajökull glacier. The forest is a rare peek into what Iceland may have been like during the medieval warm period that preceded settlement. The glacier, however, is visual evidence of today’s shrinking size of Iceland’s surface.

The busy car park by the visitor centre communicates poorly the calm energy of Skaftafell: to avoid the crowds all you have to do is follow the trails not going to Svartifoss, a small stream falling just 20m. What it lacks in force is made up for by the spectacular basalt cliff that elegantly frames the waterfall. And as far as short hikes go, the 5km loop passing Svartifoss (pictured) is one of the most pleasant walking experiences you can wish for.


Don’t miss

Skaftafell

Svartifoss

Skaftafellsjökull

Hvannadalshnjúkur

Glacier hikes

Ice caves

Lakagígar



Morsár Glacier & the Bæjarstaðaskógur forest

Hikers seeking a day of solitude should head into the valley of Morsár glacier or the Bæjarstaðaskógur forest; both paths are flat but long. Ambitious hikers will be rewarded with a magnificent view at Kristínartindar summit. Bring an extra sweater and snacks – the hike is an 18km round-trip and takes six to eight hours, depending on fitness and the time of year.

For maps and more, visit vjp.is.

Glacier Hikes

The highlight of a visit to the southern reaches of Vatnajökull is a glacier hike, exploring the basics of glaciology with a thrill. Over summer most tours take place on Falljökull (near Skaftafell) and during winter on Breiðamerkurjökull (near Jökulsárlón), and last at least 2½ hours. Ice axe in hand, wearing massive crampons, hikers are guided to see cracks, streams and ponds forming on the glacier. The pace is slow and the difficulty modest; getting on the glacier from the moraine can be steep.


The Melting Glacier Walk

Every afternoon, June to August, Vatnajökull National Park offers a free guided tour to the Skaftafellsjökull glacier. The hour-long walk starts at the Skaftafell Visitor Centre, approximately where the glacier used to be at the dawn of the 20th century. Led by a park ranger, hikers enter moraines where the oldest hill dates to the 1930s. Visit vjp.is for timetables.



Ice Caves

This part of Vatnajökull is where professional guides, every winter, drive super-Jeeps to the foot of the glacier searching for a natural entrance; the landscape changes every summer and is unsafe to visit outside the frozen months from October to March. The Sapphire Cave has been a common destination for the few past years, but each tour depends on weather conditions and available sunlight. Tour operators include Arctic Adventures (adventures.is) and Local Guide of Vatnajökull (localguide.is). Expect to pay at least 35,000kr per person, since the massive trucks have limited seating.

Hvannadalshnjúkur

At 2110m above sea level, the glacial Hvannadalshnjúkur is Iceland’s highest point. On clear days, the summit is visible from Skaftafell, a 12- to 18-hour hike away. Mountain Guides (mountainguides.is) and Tindaborg (tindaborg.is) run tours. Spring is the best time to go, when mornings are cold enough to keep the ice from thawing.

Lakagígar

Moss-grown and serene today, the volcanic craters at Laki formed in a 1783 eruption that killed a quarter of the Icelandic population. The Earth ripped open with some 135 craters, causing a catastrophic cooling of the entire northern hemisphere, if not beyond. The site sees relatively few people due to its remoteness: visiting requires a large, robust Jeep as well as experience driving a 4WD, as rivers must be forded. Tours available. Summer only.


TOP TIPS

• There are hotels and guesthouses scattered throughout the park region, but not enough to satisfy demand. Book early, and be prepared to pay high rates.

• The area around Kirkjubæjarklaustur and Höfn have the most accommodation choices.

• Höfn has the best dining selection. Best to stock up on groceries and supplies in either Kirkjubæjarklaustur or Höfn.

• The small Cafe Vatnajökull, inside the former petrol station at Fagurhólsmýri some 16 minutes from Skaftafell, is a cosy place to unwind after a day outside.

• Don’t forget to pay for parking at Skaftafell; the 1000kr fee is valid for the day.





Chasing Waterfalls

RING ROAD HVOLSVÖLLUR–VÍK

Iceland has thousands of waterfalls, but some of the most popular and impressive are located on the Ring Road drive from Hvolsvöllur to Vík.

You’ll see the glistening 60m-high Seljalandsfoss waterfall thundering off the lower escarpments of Eyjafjallajökull volcano from kilometres away. A slippery path runs around the back of the waterfall; sturdy boots and waterproof clothing are recommended.

Just 500m further down, the humble Gljúfrabúi gushes into a hidden canyon. Access either by driving down the Þórsmörk road or follow a walking path from Seljalandsfoss (paid) car park.

Skógafoss is another immediate sight on the Ring Road. The 62m-high waterfall topples over a rocky cliff at the western edge of Skógar in dramatic style. Climb the steep staircase alongside for giddy views, or walk to the foot of the falls, shrouded in sheets of mist and rainbows. Legend has it that a settler named Þrasi hid a chest of gold behind Skógafoss. The top of the waterfall is the start of the dramatic Fimmvörðuháls trek.

In the little tourist town of Skógar is the delightful Kvernufoss, a somewhat hidden 20m waterfall that you can walk behind. The short trail to it starts at the far east of the Skógar Folk Museum car park. Climb the stile over the fence and follow the walking path (roughly 15 minutes) towards the cliff.


SKÓGAR FOLK MUSEUM

The highlight of little Skógar is the wonderful Skógar Folk Museum, which covers all aspects of Icelandic life. The vast collection was put together by Þórður Tómasson over roughly 75 years. He retired as the museum’s curator at the age of 92, but published his last book on local folklore in 2021, a year before passing away at the age of 101.




SNEAKER WAVES

At all times watch for sneaker waves in Reynisfjara: people are regularly swept away after underestimating the sudden appearance of a strong wave..



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND VíK

Hamragarðar

Campground next to the canyon-hidden waterfall Gljúfrabúi, with good but busy facilities. €

Barn

Modern hostel on a farm outside of Vík, with options ranging from dorms to suites. €

Hótel Vík

This sleek black-window-fronted hotel is located by the cliffs on the eastern end of Vík. €€€

Guesthouse Carina

Neat, spacious rooms with clean shared bathrooms in a large converted house near Vík’s centre. €€

UMI Hotel

Contemporary building, on desolated strip just off Ring Road by Skógar. Excellent breakfast and facilities. €€€

Hótel Katla

Large country hotel with 72 comfy rooms. Sauna and geothermal hot tub. €€€

Which Way to the Beach?

BLACK NATURE RESERVOIRS

Viewers of the 2021 dystopian Netflix series Katla can probably guess the colour of the beach on Iceland’s southern tip: black as magmatic rock from the chambers of the Earth.

The sandy shore is dramatic from above and below, not the least for the crashing waves. For the bird’s -eye view – and maybe a look at puffins – Dyrhólaey rises dramatically from the surrounding plain 10km west of Vík, with crashing black-sand beaches and amazing views. According to Njál’s Saga, the most dramatic in medieval literary genres, the sole survivor of the fire that wiped out Njál’s clan – a man named Kári – had his farm here. Another Viking Age connection is the cave Loftsalahellir, reached by a track just before the causeway to Dyrhólaey, which was used for council meetings in Saga times.

The islet is a nature reserve that’s rich in bird life; over the nesting season (1 May to 25 June) the road is closed overnight, from 7pm to 9am.

On the other end of the long black strip, closer to Vík, is the beach Reynisfjara. It’s backed by an incredible stack of basalt columns that look like a magical church organ. Immediately offshore are the towering Reynisdrangur sea stacks. Tradition says they are the mast of a ship that trolls were stealing when they got caught in the sun. In Vík, a walk up to the top of Reynisfjall ridge (340m) offers superb views.
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FIMMVöRðUHáLS TRAIL

The 25km mountain trail linking Þórsmörk and Skógar is known as Fimmvörðuháls. Most hikers complete the trail in eight to 10 hours, ending in Þórsmörk. Pack wisely and expect all four seasons over the course of this hike.




FLIGHTSEEING VATNAJöKULL

From the tiny Skaftafell Airport, opposite the entrance to Vatnajökull National Park, Atlantsflug (flightseeing.is) offers the chance to see Iceland as a bird would. Scenic flights cruise over glacial outlets, canyons and mountains. Aeroplane flights start at around 20,000kr; helicopter tours cost around double.





ROAD TRIP
South Coast Highlights

Driving the Ring Road, many of Iceland’s most famous sights are right beside you, as if the route was designed for an excursion. Waterfalls Skógarfoss and Seljalandsfoss, and glacial river canyon Jökulsárgljúfur – you can spot them all from the road. So instead of pointing out the obvious, this road trip offers some short and worthwhile detours on the drive from Hella to Höfn, passing Vík midway.
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1 Caves of Hella

On the farm of Hellar in Landsveit, this 50m-long human-made cave is up to 11m below the soil at its deepest point. Dating back 700 to 1100 years, five ancient chimneys and various carvings remain intact, supposedly made by monks.

The Drive: Off the Ring Road, follow Rte 242 and signs to a car park with a 1.8km walking trail to Seljavallalaug pool.

2 Seljavallalaug

Seljavallalaug, the country’s oldest swimming pool, owes its stunning location between a steep mountain and a river to practical reasons: here it can be warmed with runoff from a small hot spring.

The Drive: From the Ring Road, turn to a car park just off Rte 221 and walk 800m to reach the foot of the Sólheimajökull glacier.
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3 Sólheimajökull

One of the easiest glaciers to reach is Sólheimajökull. This icy outlet glacier unfurls from the main Mýrdalsjökull ice cap and is a favourite spot for glacial walks and ice climbing.

To walk on the glacier you should go with any of the area’s tour operators; tours depart from the car park.

The Drive: The Fjaðrárgljúfur canyon is not far west of Klaustur (Kirkjubæjarklaustur), 3km north of the Ring Road via Rte 206.

4 Fjaðrárgljúfur

The darkly picturesque canyon of Fjaðrárgljúfur, carved out by the river Fjaðrá, has been well and truly discovered, thanks to Instagrammers and one Justin Bieber (who filmed a music video clip here). A walking trail follows its southern edge for a couple of kilometres.

The Drive: Fuel up in Kirkjubæjarklaustur, the only settlement for the next 200km. Tours to Ingólfshöfði depart from Fagurhólsmýri by the Ring Road.

5 Cape Ingólfshöfði

Cape Ingólfshöfði has a spectacular sand beach and a rich history chronicling the arrival of Iceland’s first settlers. Tours are organised by Öræfaferðir (fromcoasttomountains.com).

The Drive: On the Ring Road, 12km west of Jökulsárlón, turn at the signpost ‘Fjallsárlón’ and drive about 2km until reaching a car park.

6 Fjallsárlón

The massive Fjallsárlón lagoon is less crowded than its famous neighbour Jökulsárlón. The area is private property, belonging to a nearby farm, which minimises the commercial chaos. It has only one cafe and one boating operator (fjallsarlon.is), which offers 45-minute dinghy excursions.

The Drive: Continue on the Ring Road, past the one-lane bridge over Jökulsárlón, to the only sizable town in southeast Iceland.

7 Höfn

Browse restaurant menus in Höfn, arguably Iceland’s seafood capital. Reserve a table at Otto Matur & Drykkur for a memorable meal or drop by Hafnarbúðin, best known for its langoustine baguette.



Iceberg Jaunts

ON FOOT & WATER

At Jökulsárlón glacier lagoon, Iceland lives up to its name: icebergs, calving from Europe’s largest glacier, drift towards the sea and, almost there, they strand themselves on the sandbanks of the massive lagoon that was once entirely a glacier.

Icebergs, big and small, line the southern end of the lagoon and most visitors stop by the Jökulsárbrú bridge where the icebergs are closest to shore. But a little further west (called ‘the alternative carpark’ on Google Maps) are elevated paths with panoramic views. Keep an eye out for ringed seals, sometimes seen resting on the ice.

The trailer yachts driving up and down the shores of Jökulsárlón (since there is no harbour) are among the oldest businesses in Icelandic tourism. At the peak of summer, some 40 tours depart every day (icelagoon.is), cruising around the icebergs for 40 minutes. For double the price (12,000kr), a Zodiac driver will take you much closer to the glacier on a one-hour tour.

The third option to explore the waters is by kayak (iceguide.is), also departing from the main car park. Reasonable fitness is required, as this activity lasts for roughly an hour. Unlike other transport, kayaking is completely silent. Drip, drip, drip. Listen hard and you hear the water leave its frozen form.

To see fragments of ice, shining against charcoal-coloured sand, cross the road to the small delta where the Jökulsárlón runs to the sea. Inspired by some humble photo captions, the site goes by the name ‘Diamond Beach’.
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‘Diamond Beach’, Jökulsárlón | CoralieG/shutterstock ©


ÞAKGIL

For tents and camper vans, Þakgil is a stunning campground within a green valley among stark mountains and dramatic rock formations. The area is also worth visiting to hike the 642m-high ridge Mælifell, if you are properly equipped and experienced. Buy groceries and food in Vík – there are no facilities in the isolated Mælifell ridge area.




Getting Around

The Ring Road from Hella to Vík gets busy over summer. Traffic eases up the closer you get to Höfn.

Most sights are roadside, or within 10km from the Ring Road. Gravel roads are rare.

Vík is a major stop for all Reykjavík–Höfn bus routes; buses stop at the N1 petrol station in the centre of town.






Beyond Vík & the South Coast
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The South Coast view is mountain, ocean, mountain, ocean, mountain. But behind these mountains and out to sea? Some spectacular side trips.


In the southern highlands – Iceland’s desolated mountain interior with zero settlements or paved roads – are some of the most popular places in the country for hiking. Landmannalaugar and Þórsmörk are the main points of entry, if not the beginning and the end: the 55km trek between the two landmarks is the famous Laugavegurinn trail.

There’s also the opportunity to put your sea legs to the test. The ferry to Vestmannaeyjar, the archipelago of 15 dome-shaped islands, takes only 35 minutes from Landeyjahöfn on the southern tip. The largest island, Heimaey, is inhabited by a community referred to as the Eyjamenn – the island people – by ‘continental’ Icelanders.
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Ferry, Heimaey | Gestur Gislason/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Some visitors travel to Vestmannaeyjar just to dine at internationally praised Slippurinn restaurant.





HIKING
Landmannalaugar to Þórsmörk

The two- to five-day hike from Landmannalaugar to Þórsmörk – known as Laugavegurinn – is where backpackers earn their stripes in Iceland. The word Laugavegurinn means ‘Hot Spring Road’, and it is easy to understand why. Expect wildly coloured mountains, glacier rivers and the glaciers themselves. It is the most popular hike in Iceland and the infrastructure is sound, with carefully positioned huts along the zigzagging 55km route. Book huts months in advance (fi.is), or camp.
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1 Landmannalaugar

From Landmannalaugar it’s a relatively easy start to your adventure, 12km (four to five hours) to the first hut, or you could combine stops 1 and 2 in one day, arriving in Álftavatn after a full eight to 10 hours of hiking. You’ll need to fill up on fresh water in Landmannalaugar, as there’s no source until you reach the first hut.

The Walk: The route passes the boiling earth at Stórihver and sweeping fields of glittering obsidian. To extend the walk, take the quieter route via Skalli; the information hut in Landmannalaugar has a handout.

2 Hrafntinnusker

At Hrafntinnusker, try a couple of short local hikes without your pack before setting off. There are views at Söðull (20 minutes return) and Reykjafjöll (one hour return), and a hidden geothermal area behind the ice caves (three hours return); ask the warden for walking tips.

The Walk: Walking the 12km (four to five hours) to Álftavatn you’ll see the looming ice caps of Tindafjallajökull, Mýrdalsjökull and the infamous Eyjafjallajökull.
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The walk between Hrafntinnusker and Álftavatn | MIKEMODULAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Álftavatn

Two huts here, both with drinking water and mattresses, hold 72 people in total. Opening coincides with the opening of local F roads (from early to late June, depending on the weather), making the hut accessible with a 4WD. It closes in mid-September.

The Walk: To reach Emstrur (15km, six to seven hours), you’ll need to ford at least one large stream.

4 Emstrur-Botnar

Emstrur has 60 beds divided across three huts on barren ground. Don’t miss the detour to spectacular Markarfljótsgljúfur – a gigantic multihued canyon. It’s well marked from Emstrur, and takes about an hour to reach (you can come back the same way).

The Walk: It’s a 15km (six- to seven-hour) relatively flat walk to Þórsmörk. If you’re not planning on staying in Þórsmörk, you need to arrive before the last bus leaves in the afternoon/evening.

5 Þórsmörk

Barrenness turns to brilliantly verdant lands dotted with lush Arctic flowers in Þórsmörk: your reward for the final steps.

The Walk: From Þórsmörk, this optional extension hike (24km, eight to 10 hours) starts with lush green mountains until, suddenly, you are walking on snow. The path goes between two glaciers, passing lava from a 2010 eruption.

6 Extension to Skógar

You’ll reach Skógar after the truly awesome Fimmvörðuháls (fimmvorduhals.is) hike. The final part is known as the waterfall way, along the canyon of Skógá river. Complete it within a day or overnight at the huts of Baldvinsskáli (fi.is) and Fimmvörðuskáli (utivist.is) halfway.



Hiking in Þórsmörk

ENDLESS OPTIONS IN ETERNAL DAYLIGHT

Named after the Norse god Thor (Þór), the protected nature reserve Þórsmörk is a hiker’s paradise, with scenes seemingly plucked from an enchanting fantasy. It is easier to get to than Landmannalaugar – but you will still need a ride. Trex (trex.is) and Reykjavík Excursions (re.is) run daily tours on buses modified for fording, either from Reykjavík or South Coast areas, such as Hvolsvöllur where it is best to get on if travelling from Vík.

Hikes around Þórsmörk range from two hours to multiple days. Trail maps can be found at the base camps.

Take the Valahnúkur Circle for a quick aerial view; it’s about a 2½-hour round-trip from the base camp in Húsadalur. The view extends to two glaciers, braided glacial rivers and endless moss-covered mountains.

Tindafjöll Circle is a longer loop, and the most popular of the ‘short hikes’ in the area. The trek takes three to six hours depending on your base camp – it’s quickest from Básar and Langidalur. It will take you along the Tindafjöll gorge and ridge, with sweeping valley views. Parts of the trail are narrow with steep dropoffs.

Stakkholtsgjá Canyon is a short but astounding trek along the riverbed of a narrow canyon with moss-covered walls and a dramatic twisting gorge with a hidden waterfall. It’s about a 1½-hour round-trip, but it’s hard to get there without a private tour; try to negotiate a ride with the daily amphibious buses heading in the same direction.
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Stakkholtsgjá Canyon | Brian Maudsley/shutterstock ©


VOLCANIC HISTORY IN VESTMANNAEYJAR

In 1973 the town of Vestmannaeyjar had to be rebuilt after a volcanic eruption from Eldfell forced the population to flee on a cold January night. The eruption lasted six months and the Eldfell crater looming over the town is easily recognisable by its cone shape and lack of vegetation. By foot it takes an hour to visit it from town, but if your legs are tired, quad company Volcano ATV (volcanoatv.is) can get you there.

The Eldheimar Museum preserves the story of this major event in Iceland’s history.



WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN HEIMAEY

Slippurinn

Delicious Icelandic fare; creativity sets it above most restaurants in the country. Closed over winter. €€€

Gott

Fresh fusion food, using organic, healthy ingredients in a wood-floored dining room with coloured chairs.€€

Brothers Brewery

Taproom at an ambitious local brewery – several ales on draught and good vibes. €

The Island Community

A DAY TRIP TO HEIMAEY

Getting to Vestmannaeyjar from Vík requires one hour of driving and 30 minutes of boating. The Vestmannaeyjar ferry, departing from Landeyjahöfn seven times a day, docks at the harbour of the largest island Heimaey. Not all of the island’s 4400 residents work as fishers. Some do other work, like cooking fish for visitors: hospitality is the second-largest industry, with the island attracting a plethora of events, from the largest golf tournaments to music festivals.

It’s fair to say visitors of all sizes are attracted to the island. In 2019, a pair of beluga whales that previously lived at an aquarium in China came, via plane, to Vestmannaeyjar for showbiz retirement. Their new home is a 32,000-sq-metre sea pen at the pristine creek called Klettsvík, but they are frequently brought inside the Sæheimar Aquarium that overlooks the harbour. The aquarium is an informal bird hospital, where adorable baby puffins (pufflings) gather energy for the life ahead.

The archipelago is home to the world’s largest Atlantic puffin colony. Every summer, starting in June, puffins arrive at their seaside burrows at cape Stórhöfði, Heimaklettur and elsewhere to do a little dance and make a little love. In addition, Skansinn is also a lovely green area to visit by the sea. Puffin tours are available from Ribsafari (ribsafari.is) and Eyja Tours (eyjatours.com).
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Puffins, Heimaey | photoNN/shutterstock ©


WHERE TO OVERNIGHT IN ÞóRSMöRK

The following base camps are generally open June to September, with huts and camping spots. It is crucial to book space in huts in advance and, in most cases, bring your own sleeping bag. Wild camping is strictly forbidden.

Básar

Huts for 83 people, kitchen and outdoor sitting area, showers for a fee and a campground. (utivist.is)

Húsadalur

Private cottages, shared dormitories, glamping tents and a campground. Restaurant serves three hot meals daily. (volcanotrails.com)

Langidalur

Hut for 75 people with a fully equipped kitchen, showers for a fee, and a campground. (fi.is)




Getting Around

The ferry to Heimaey (herjolfur.is) departs from Landeyjahöfn (35 minutes) and Þorlákshöfn (three hours) in winter; winter visitors should overnight on the island. Eagle Air in Reykjavík has several flights a week.

The road to Landmannalaugar remains closed over spring and early summer, until tracks have thawed, typically mid to late June. Experienced drivers with the appropriate car (ask the rental company) can take one of three routes: F208 from the north, and F225 or F208 from the south. The drive to Þórsmörk, although shorter, is more challenging, due to strong rivers. Trex and Reykjavík Excursions have daily departures to Landmannalaugar and Þórsmörk.





THE EASTFJORDS
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Home to fishers and farmers, aluminium smelters and hotels, an artist commune and a finishing school, the Eastfjords embody the contrasts of Icelandic life. Around here, economic success is still measured in fish and people know cod from haddock.

The land is geologically old, without active volcanoes and characterised by tall mountains. The scenery is particularly spectacular around the northern fjords, explaining the growing popularity of the three-day Víknaslóðir trek from Borgarfjörður Eystri to Seyðisfjörður. If the weather is fine, a day spent hiking here may be one of your most memorable in Iceland.

The region extends from Djúpivogur in the south to Vopnafjörður in the north; hundreds of kilometres of coastline. The east coast may not have major landmarks, postcard-posing waterfalls or Michelin stars but that is precisely the attraction: this is your welcoming hug from small-town Iceland.
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Bakkagerði | Flottmynd/GETTY IMAGES ©
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TOP SIGHTS

1Hafnarhólmi

SIGHTS

2Bakkagerði

3Bláa Kirkjan

4Blábjörg

5Borgarfjörður Eystri

6Helgustaðanáma

7Petra’s Stone Collection

8Seyðisfjörður

9Skaftfell – Center for Visual Art

10Tvisöngur

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11Stórurð

EATING

12Hafnarhús Café




TOP TIP

Built on the banks of a salmon river in 1949 to teach coastal children essential survival skills, the swimming pool Selárdalslaug is a sudden surprise on the empty road north of Vopnafjörður. This part of Iceland has little geothermal heating, making the hot bath all the more appreciated.
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Puffins, Hafnarhólmi | TEDDIVISCIOUS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Puffins Await Your Attention

DETOUR INTO STOIC LAND

While most of the eastern villages are just one fjord apart, connected via tunnels and paved roads, Borgarfjörður Eystri requires an hour’s drive along forgotten farms and reindeer-roamed heathland. But following its growing popularity for hiking and puffin watching, most of Rte 94 has been paved all the way to the village of Bakkagerði (population 77) and its two hotels.

Some 7km from Bakkagerði village is a harbour with the grassy rock of Hafnarhólmi, one of the best places on Iceland’s mainland to see puffins up close. Along with fulmars and kittiwakes, the puffins nest in the Hafnarhólmi colony from June to August when the baby pufflings can survive on their own. Before flying away yourself, see if the Hafnarhús Café is open. You won’t miss the building; it’s a three-storey ‘harbour house’ showcasing the latest (minimalist) trends in Nordic architecture.

The alpine Dyrfjöll mountain ridge, looming over the fjord, has a walking trail to Stórurð, a middle-of-nowhere lagoon of giant boulders. The pristine place owes its atmospheric beauty to how hard it is to get here: allow four to six hours for a round-trip, depending on your level of fitness. That said, the walk is relatively easy and flat, as the trail starts several hundred metres up on the Vatnsskarð pass on Rd 94. Hiking boots are recommended to handle the gravel terrain, unless you are training for the annual Dyrfjalla Run, a notoriously challenging trail run held in July.


HIKING THE VíKNARSLóðIR TRAIL

The marked 55km trail from Borgarfjörður Eystri to Seyðisfjörður, known as Víknaslóðir, has over recent years become an increasingly popular alternative to the well-established highland routes, such as Landmannalaugar and Lónsöræfi. Here hikers travel in solitude. The route covers three landmark creeks – Brúnavík, Breiðavík and Húsavík – and can be done in three to four days, depending on the destination. Most hikers end in the deserted Loðmundar Fjord and get a jeep-ride back to Bakkagerði; others add an extra day and end in the town of Seyðisfjörður.




THE FERRY TO ICELAND

From July to August, the Blue Church in Seyðisfjörður hosts concerts every Wednesday night; the evening before the Smyril Line Ferry arrives from Denmark. With capacity for 1482 passengers, the ferry allows European travellers to bring their own car.



BEST PLACES FOR SEAFOOD IN THE EASTFJORDS

Randulff’s Seahouse

Wooden house showcasing artefacts from when Eskifjörður was a herring place. Outside seating on the water. €€

L’Abri

Inside a renovated hospital overlooking the old waterfront; French-influenced food but with Fáskrúðsfjörður’s history. €€€

Beituskúrinn (The Bait Shack)

Photogenic waterfront shed, reborn as a cheerful restaurant-bar. Try the fiskipanna (fresh fish cooked with potatoes). €€

Artist Colony

THE CULTURAL HUB OF SEYðISFJöRðUR

While other settlements store their legacy inside museums, the entire town of Seyðisfjörður is monumental to its founding. Nineteenth-century Norwegian sailors first sailed down the 18km fjord to chase the Atlantic herring stock, turning the settlement into a lucrative enterprise. Big money brought big houses, of lavish style. But herring has little respect for economic stability and the boom went bust – but before the era of concrete houses. Had Seyðisfjörður kept its status as a regional stronghold many landmark buildings would likely have been torn down and replaced with concrete, as happened elsewhere.

Seyðisfjörður continues to lure pioneering outsiders; Swiss painter Dieter Roth resided in Seyðisfjörður for much of his career and laid the foundation for Skaftfell Center for Visual Art (skaftfell.is), a respected residency for visual artists. Every July, the town draws big names to the LungAart and music festival.

Seyðisfjörður is best explored on a stroll, starting from the Blue Church, down the rainbow sidewalk. At the edge of town is the walk-in sound sculpture Tvísöngur, well worth the 15-minute walk uphill from the Brimberg Fish Factory. The southern part of town was heavily damaged in a massive landslide in 2020 and the plan is to relocate the buildings.
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Seyðisfjörður | Frank Scholler/shutterstock ©


THE ROAD TO SEYðISFJöRðUR

Winter storms can shut the mountain pass to Seyðisfjörður, with no alternative exit. This stokes anxiety among residents, as well as inspiration. Trapped, the popular Netflix series, is set in Seyðisfjörður when the Smyril Line ferry arrives and a murder is committed. But by then the Fjarðarheiði Rd had already made the big screen in the 2013 feel-good film The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, where the main character, played by Ben Stiller, skateboards the winding hill in a climactic scene. In real life, the drive does indeed feel like being in the movies: genre depending on the weather! The construction of a 12.5km tunnel (the longest in Iceland) is set to begin in 2024.



BEST PLACES TO STAY IN THE EASTFJORDS

Hafaldan Old Hospital Hostel

Seyðisfjörður’s first-class Hostelling International budget digs, housed in two locations. €

Ferðaþjónustan Mjóeyri

A view-blessed guesthouse and cottages just outside Reyðarfjörður. Entertaining hot-pot, in the shape of a boat. €€

Silfurberg Guesthouse

Boutique guesthouse in a converted barn on a secluded rural property about 30km from Breiðdalsvík. €€€

Remarkable Rocks

HIDDEN SPOTS, WITH ACTUAL GEMS

Volcanic Iceland reminds us of the ever-evolving Earth, while the dormant Eastfjords bring to light her old age. The region is home to not just one but two ambitious stone museums: remarkable sights around here are, if you will, rock solid.

A 10-minute drive from the town of Eskifjörður is a hole in the ground that once changed the world. It’s the entry to the 70m-long Helgustaða Mine, where the largest and purest crystals to project light were once found. These led to the invention of telescopes and magnifiers. Known as Iceland Spar, the biggest chink ever extracted is in fact on display at the British Natural History Museum in London. Today, only small pieces remain left at the site. Bring a flashlight and note the old railway tracks.

Back on Rte 92, located simply where the road ends at the Neskaupstaður Nature Reserve, is the Easter Cave (Páskahellir). From the cave ‘one can watch the sun dance on Easter morning’, a signpost claims, without elaborating on what that means exactly. Another lingering question is whether the cave is, more accurately, a cove. Either way, the short beach walk is lovely and inside the cove – sorry, cave – are holes that are the fossilised remains of trees that existed 12 million years ago.

Over in Stöðvarfjörður is the home of Petra Sveinsdóttir (1922–2012), who was a prolific rock collector. In 1975, soon after her husband died, she began welcoming guests to view the colourful collection, which has been open ever since. Petra’s Mineral Collection (steinapetra.is) is today maintained by her four children.

For further geologic curiosities, the ignimbrite cliff Blábjörg is unlike any at the beach in Berufjord: some say it’s blue. Others say it’s green. Choose your side.
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Maritime Museum, Eskifjörður | Joanne Moyes/Alamy Stock Photo ©


NEW VILLAGE, NEW MUSEUM

Each Eastfjords village prides itself on a landmark museum with a theme that draws out the character of its community. Fáskrúðsfjörður has the French Museum honouring the 19th-century legacy of French sailors; Eskifjörður the Maritime Museum in a wooden house from 1816; Reyðarfjörður the neatly located Wartime Museum covering occupation of Allied forces in WWII; Djúpivogur hosts Auðunn’s Stone & Mineral Collection staffed by the friendly founder; and Breiðdalsvík has a general store, Kaupfjélagið, with the original 1950s decor of wooden shelves and a vintage cash register.




Getting Around

Mountain tunnels make driving distances relatively short between the larger towns. Seyðisfjörður, Borgarfjörður Eystri, Neskaupstaður and Mjóifjörður are detours on their own, with no looping connection.

Instead of taking the tunnel between Fáskrúðsfjörður and Reyðarfjörður, Rd 955 along the Vattarnes Peninsula is a gravel road with wonderful views and sheep casually crossing.

The highest mountain pass still in wide use (over summer) is Hellisheiði Eystri, Rd 917, between Egilsstaðir and Vopnafjörður.

Halfway to Borgarfjörður Eystri, keep an eye out for a green vending machine, solar-powered with cold sodas. Not kidding!






Beyond the Eastfjords
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The fertile eastern interior, flush with trees, is the refreshing green side-dish to the fjord’s fresh fish.


In stark contrast to the stony Eastfjord coastline, the eastern interior is one of the best places in Iceland to be a tree. Pine. Oak. Birch. The Hallormsstaður Forest is Iceland’s largest, with hiking trails showcasing the surprising number of tree species able to thrive at latitude 65° north. It’s sometimes called ‘the least Icelandic landscape’, but Iceland’s classic volcanic desolation is still easy to reach by travelling alongside the lovely lake-river Lagarfljót, extending 140km to a glacier in the highlands.

The regional capital Egilsstaðir (population 2500) sits along Lagarfljót’s banks. With the Ring Road ploughing through, the town offers an impressive number of restaurants, serving organic crops and vegetables harvested in the region.
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Lagarfljót | Oleg Senkov/shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Vök Baths (adult/children 6000/3000kr), located 5km from Egilsstaðir, are floating thermal pools on Lake Urriðavatn with an infinite view and a swim-up bar.



Under the Surface

HYDROELECTRIC DAM REVEALS BASALT FORMATIONS

The magnificent Stuðlagil canyon existed, unseen, for hundreds of centuries. The explanation: the cliffs were under water until the gigantic Kárahnjúkar Hydropower Plant dammed the glacier river streaming through the canyon. As the water level shrunk, basalt banks of unusual height and with streaks of earthy colours were revealed.

A Ring Road detour, signposted approximately a 50km-drive north of Egilsstaðir, it’s possible to access the canyon from both sides of the river Jökulsá á Dal, but the view is much better from the eastern side by the Klaustursel farm, where two bridges, side by side, cross the river: the smaller one was originally made as a railway bridge in New York in 1906. Don’t use that one. On the other side, some 2km further, is a car park designated for Stuðlagil visitors, where a walking path extends another 2km to the basalt formations.

Alternatively, the vista on the western side requires almost no walking. To get there, continue past Klaustursel on the road Jökuldalsvegur and look for the Stuðlagil sign. Cars are parked above a metal platform with stairs to the cliff’s edge.

The natural repetitions of the basalt walls and the green, murky hue of the glacial river make Stuðlagil a delight for photographers; Instagram is partly to thank – or blame – for its recent popularity. Whether you are serious about taking pictures or not, arriving in soft light makes the scene particularly striking.

[image: jpg]

Stuðlagil canyon | Igor Tichonow/GETTY IMAGES ©


GREET THE REINDEERS, AVOID THE WYRM

In the early 18th century, the Icelandic government imported reindeer and set them free for the benefit of sustainable game hunting. The same thing was tried with musk ox, native to Greenland. What remains of these experiments are the 3000 reindeers living solely in the East and often visible from the road – if not crossing the lanes!

Another animal, unique beyond East Iceland, is the notorious Lagarfljót Wyrm. Residing in the calm river Lagarfljót, the folkloric figure is arguably Iceland’s most famous monster, first chronicled in a 1350 script and regularly spotted since. In the winter of 2012, a retired farmer on his afternoon walk caught the creature on camera. The internet has the proof.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND THE EASTFJORDS

Laugarfell

Cosy guesthouse and campground bordering the the highlands. Superb outdoor bath. €€

TehúsiðGuesthouse

Bunk-filled rooms, with communal kitchen. The best feature is the chilled cafe-bar, filled with character. €

Hotel 1001 Nótt

Elegant property overlooking Lake Lagarfljót in a quiet pocket outside of Egilsstaðir. €€€

Tasting the Local Harvest

ORGANIC BRUNCH & BUFFET MANSION

The organic Vallanes farm offers the best of brunch; pancakes made from locally grown barley, homemade veggie burgers and pesto made of wild sheep sorrel. The restaurant Móðir Jörð (modirjord.is) is built entirely of local wood. Apple trees are grown outside as part of a bold sub-Arctic experiment, and purple grapes hang inside a colourful greenhouse.

For a local lunch, the rural Klausturkaffi has a daily summer buffet (adult 4000kr) at the landmark Skriðuklaustur (skriduklaustur.is). The former mansion was built by Iceland’s best-selling author Gunnar Gunnarsson whose books reached millions of people worldwide, later donated to the Icelandic state. An exhibition on Gunnarsson is on the 1st floor.

On the way back to Egilsstaðir, note the Orkan petrol station – it is a de facto ice-cream store! From its lot is a pleasant 2km path to the Hallormsstaður Arboretu, a forest showcasing the surprising number of tree species able to thrive at latitude 65° north – about 80 in total. The trail continues along the cliffs of Lagarfljót river with plenty of picnic spots.

Eldhúsið in Egilsstaðir prides itself on local farm produce; a booklet on the table even introduces the local farmers and suppliers. The chef’s three-course menu of farm produce costs 11,000kr and represents good value for the high standard offered. Note: there are vegan choices, too.
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Skriðuklaustur | BKOLODZIEJ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


HENGIFOSS WALK

The 128m Hengifoss was once Iceland’s second-tallest waterfall, but lost its place when the melting Morsár glacier snapped the first spot in 2017 (Hengifoss is now in third place). But silver or bronze, it’s still much loved! It’s located at the top of a canyon, so getting here is part of the fun. The pleasant path is about a 5km round-trip and only moderately steep. Allow 1½ to two hours and keep an eye out for the magnificent basalt rocks by the smaller Litlanes waterfall midway.




Getting Around

The stunning Rte 939, known as Öxi, is a shortcut to Egilsstaðir over summer. Another panoramic mountain pass to Egilsstaðir is Rte 95 (the former Ring Road) by Breiðdalsvík. Avoid both during winter and note that both bypass the Eastfjords.





AKUREYRI
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Akureyri stands strong as Iceland’s second city despite having only 22,000 residents. Expect cool cafes, quality restaurants and something of a late-night scene on the Hafnarstræti pedestrian street – a far cry from other towns in rural Iceland.

Akureyri sits at the head of Eyjafjörður, Iceland’s longest (60km) fjord, at the base of snowcapped peaks. In the early days, Danish merchants shaped its character by promoting the planting of trees in well-tended gardens, laying the foundation for the Scandi-style public parks at Kjarnaskógur and Lystigarður. The harbour is the second-busiest port of call for cruise ships, just a stone’s throw from the Arctic Circle. Lively winter festivals and some of Iceland’s best skiing provide plenty of off-peak (and off-piste) appeal.

With its relaxed attitude and extensive accommodation choices, it’s the natural base for exploring Eyjafjörður and around.
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SIGHTS

1Skjálfandi Bay

2Vaðlaheiðar Tunnel

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

3Forest Lagoon

4GeoSea

5Hlíðarfjall Ski Centre

6Kjarnaskógur

7Sundlaug Akureyrar




TOP TIP

Admission to the Akureyri Museum includes free entry to other heritage locations, including the Akureyri Toy Museum and the wonderful Laufás farm. The modern Akureyri Art Museum (listak.is) has guided tours every Thursday at noon. In July, the art festival Listasumar (listasumar.is) has events for all ages and appetites, mostly free.



Hot Escapes

BLESSED WITH THERMAL ABUNDANCE

What could the cold northern region possibly do with all that abundant hot water? Take a bath, relax. Contemplate the answer, and life.

Some years ago, during the building of the Vaðlaheiðar Tunnel on Akureyri’s outskirts, the construction crew was struck by a stream of hot water midway into the 7km mountain dig. Fast forward five years, and the result of that discovery is the Forest Lagoon, open since 2022. The luxury bath resort (adult 6000kr) is located on the nearby green hill, with a view over Akureyri. A faint smell of burning wood from the fireplace inside fills the calm outdoor scene, with two overlapping baths of varying temperature and a cold plunge pool. The Finnish dry sauna is superb.

Travelling further northeast – via the Vaðlaheiðar Tunnel, of course – the GeoSea (adult 5500kr) is another happy accident. A geothermal drillhole got tainted with seawater, pumping up salty water of bathing temperature. GeoSea is on a cliff edge, with an incredible view over Skjálfandi Bay. Lucky visitors, on the lookout for fins, may even spot whales.

Back in Akureyri, the Sundlaug Akureyrar public pool (adult/children 1100/600kr) is a national favourite – confirmed in a 2022 survey! – designed for children and their pool guardians. The outdoor area has three water slides (for the crazy) and five hot tubes (for the lazy). No one appears to go there to swim laps, but in any case there are 10 lanes in total.


BEST AKUREYRI BARS

Græni Hatturinn

Intimate venue: best place to see live music – and one of the best in Iceland.

R5 Micro Bar

Sample seasonal ales and the best of Iceland’s craft-brew scene at Akureyri’s most ambitious bar.

Götubarinn

The locals’ favourite drinking spot, with a downstairs piano for late-night singalongs.

Ölstofa Akureyrar

Hosts the Brewer’s Lounge (brewerslounge.is) in partnership with the local Einstök brewery.



WHERE TO STAY IN AKUREYRI

Hótel Akureyri

Boutique-style hotel with well-equipped rooms (the front ones have fjord views). €€

Hamrar Campground

Family favourite, with a playground operated by the local Scout movement. €

Sæluhús

Mini village of modern studios, perfect for a few days’ R&R. €€€



AKUREYRI WALKING TOUR

[image: ]

Begin your walk at the home of the North Iceland Symphonic Orchestra. The 1 Hof Culture House also houses a tourist information desk over summer and is where cruise ships dock and buses depart for Reykjavík. Cross the only four-lane road in Akureyri, past the joyless town square 2 Ráðhústorgið to robust 3 Hafnarstræti, a shopping street only 200m long, with mostly restaurants, hotels and souvenir shops (locals favour the town’s mall). At 4 Eymundsson bookshop, cross the road and take the 96 steps up to 5 Akureyrarkirkja. The modernist church is usually open to visitors and is the work of the first Icelander to be educated in architecture, Guðjón Samúelsson, who made his mark on the country as the State Architect of Iceland in the early 20th century. About 600m onwards is the 6 Lystigarðurinn botanical garden, a delightful spot for a fragrant wander. The wealth of plant life on display is truly astonishing considering the garden’s proximity to the Arctic Circle; you’ll find examples of every species native to Iceland, as well as a host of high-latitude and high-altitude plants from around the world. Akureyri is famously sunny and, assuming that is the case, walk the tree-lined Spítalavegur downhill to the 7 Brynjuís ice cream store, a landmark in the old part of town known as Innbærinn. The wooden houses, such as those of the nearby Akureyri Museum, used to stand by the shoreline, before the time of landfills. The ice cream store tends to be busy regardless of weather, and don’t worry if the day is cold and grey – just have the liquorice flavour to match the sky’s colour.



Winter Action

WHEN SNOW FINALLY FALLS

Winter turns the region in and around Akureyri into one big playground. The skiing season may last from mid-November to as far as mid-June.

Hlíðarfjall in Akureyri is the largest resort, with seven lifts, including a four-person chairlift. The longest slope is 2.3km, with groomed pistes for alpine skiing and snowboarding. Gear is available for rent (hlidarfjall.is/ski-rental) at the base and so are day passes (adult 5500kr). The 5x5 Ski Pass (skiiceland.is) gives you five days at the five major resorts in North Iceland: Akureyri, Sauðárkrókur, Siglufjörður, Ólafsfjörður and Dalvík.

Service for cross-country skiing has improved, along with its popularity. Akureyri has slopes at Hlíðarfjall and inside the Kjarnaskógur forest. Some are lit up, but fortunately not all, as darkness brings out the northern lights. Sometimes there are tracks in Skíðadalur near Dalvík (no charge). Courses are offered in Ólafsfjörður and Siglufjörður. Rental gear is available at Skíðaþjónustan (skidathjonustan.com).

While the resorts and slopes are certainly fun they don’t merit comparison to famed ski destinations in Europe. But off-piste mountain skiing, practised at both sides of Eyjafjörð, is unique. The towns of Siglufjörður and Grenivík are the primary base camps for summit-to-sea rides, either by a snowcat or a helicopter. Tour operators Arctic Freeride (facebook .com/ arcticfreeride), Kaldbaksferðir (kaldbaksferdir.com) and Arctic Heli Skiing (arcticheliskiing.com) offer multiday packages.
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WHALE WATCHING IN AKUREYRI

Whale-watching ships dock by the city-centre harbour for tours in Eyjafjörður. Narrow and long, the fjord’s sailing conditions tend to be smoother than at most other whale-watching destinations in Iceland. And shorter – about two hours, over summer. It’s a good option for children and those prone to seasickness. Neighbouring Skjálfandi Bay, by Húsavík, offers an even richer experience: expect to see humpback and minke whales.




Getting Around

City buses in Akureyri (straeto.is) are free for everyone, but do not service the airport. Call 461 1010 for a taxi. To pay for parking in Akureyri it can save time to download either EasyPark or Parka for mobile payments. Free parking is widely available, such as by the public pool.






Beyond Akureyri


[image: ]

The northeast region is home to the world’s largest mammal, the blue whale, and Europe’s most powerful waterfall. Intrigued already?


Enter the 250km ‘Diamond Circle’ to explore the gems of northern Vatnajökull National Park. The name may sound pompous, but it actually draws from the rhombus shape of this 250km loop, extending from Mývatn to Húsavík via Jökulsárgljúfur canyon, shaped by the force of the glacial river Jökulsá á Fjöllum.

Lake Mývatn (pronounced mee-vaht) and the surrounding area are an otherworldly terrain: spluttering mud pots, weird lava formations, steaming fumaroles and volcanic craters, set around a bird-filled lake.

Along the coast, Húsavík, Iceland’s whale-watching capital, has become a traveller favourite – and with its colourful houses, unique museums and stunning snowcapped peaks across the bay, it’s easily the northeast’s prettiest fishing town.
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TOP TIP

The 33km path from Dettifoss to Ásbyrgi is the best of Vatnajökull National Park, accessible for all levels of fitness and shorter variations.





The Diamond Circle driving Tour
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Rise and shine with a three-hour hike around eastern Mývatn and take in a smorgasbord of geological anomalies at 1 Dimmuborgir, 2 Hverfjall and 3 Grjótagjá. Lunch at Fish and Chips in the tiny village of 4 Reykjahlíð. Drive to the stinky 5 Hverir hot spring area and hike to the Námafjall mountain for a view of the steaming landscape. Take a detour to the 6 Krafla power station for a look down the turquoise Víti crater. Wrap up the first day with an evening session at the Mývatn Nature Baths, the northern version of the Blue Lagoon. The next morning, head to Húsavík. A good time to go whale watching is early morning and late evening; sailing in the evening sun is lovely and the waters are much less busy. Take the paved Rte 862 along the Jökulsárgljúfur canyon. Check out the roar of thunderous 7 Dettifoss, the ‘most powerful’ waterfall in Europe. Picnic at 8 Hljóðaklettar and walk among the canyon walls of 9 Ásbyrgi. On the way to Húsavík, during the puffin season, take a short walk to the 10 Tjörnes Lighthouse west of Mánárbakki. The area is known for fossil-rich coastal cliffs (the oldest layers dating back about two million years). In 11 Húsavík swing by the Húsavík Whale Museum for a bit of background info, then hop aboard a whale-watching tour. Back on land, get dinner at the harbour restaurant Gamli Baukur. Finish the circle at the heavenly waterfall 12 Goðafoss, named after an event in history when pagan carvings of the Norse gods were tossed away to usher in the era of Christianity. With a 4WD, Aldeyjarfoss is a spectacular waterfall some 40km south of Goðafoss.



Lakeside Lava

EASTERN MÝVATN

The features along Mývatn’s eastern lakeshore are linked together with roads and paths, altogether a three-hour hike.

From Reykjahlíð village follow a well-marked track to Grjótagjá, a gaping fissure with a 45°C water-filled cave. Game of Thrones fans may recognise this as the place where Jon Snow is, ahem, deflowered by Ygritte.

Dominating the lava fields on the eastern edge of Mývatn is the classic tephra ring Hverfjall (also called Hverfell). This near-symmetrical crater appeared 2700 years ago in a cataclysmic eruption. Rising 452m from the ground and stretching 1040m across, it is a massive and awe-inspiring landmark in Mývatn.

Some 2km towards the lake from Hverfjall is the giant jagged lava field at Dimmuborgir (the ‘Dark Castles’). It is commonly belived that Dimmuborgir’s strange pillars and crags were created in an eruption 2000 years ago when the lava formed a lake over marshland. The water of the marsh started to boil, and steam jets rose through the molten lava and cooled it, creating the pillars. As the lava continued flowing towards lower ground, the hollow pillars of solidified lava remained.

Bus 56 with Strætó travels to and from Akureyri to Reykjahlíð in Mývatn (1½ hours, one way) where the path begins.


WHERE TO HIKE IN JöKULSáRGLJúFUR

The 33km Canyon Trail connects the three locations, all with excellent trails for short excursions. Maps are available at Ásbyrgi Visitor Center and online (vjp.is).

Ásbyrgi Lush horseshoe-shape canyon with a range of easy trails. Most lead to Botnstjörn, where the sound of birds echo from the canyon cliffs.

Vesturdalur A series of weaving trails leads to the cave-dotted pinnacles and rock formations of Hljóðaklettar, the Rauðhólar crater row and the ponds of Eyjan (not to be confused with the Eyjan at Ásbyrgi).

Hólmatungur Lush vegetation, tumbling waterfalls. The most popular walk here is the 4.5km loop from the parking area, along the Hólmá River to its waterfalls. Unlike Ásbyrgi and Vesturdalur, there is no camping.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND AKUREYRI

Vogafjós, Mývatn

Memorable restaurant with a glass window separating the dining area from the farm’s milking shed. €€

Naustið, Húsavík

Skewers of fish and vegetables grilled to order. Home-baked rhubarb cake for dessert. €€

Fjalladýrð, Möðrudalur

The wooden Fjalladýrð offers homemade kjötsúpa (meat soup) and kleina (twisted-doughnut). €

Remote, Remoter, Remotest

THE NORTHERN FRONTIER OF VATNAJÖKULL

The two visitor centres for the northern half of Vatnajökull National Park – at Ásbyrgi and Mývatn – showcase the contrast of the region; the former is forested with record-breaking summer temperatures, the latter is the gateway to the ‘lunar-like’ Askja region where NASA trained its astronauts before the 1969 moon landing.

Askja is a highland destination – as high as they get at 1100m – utterly remote and inspiring. The giant caldera is an active volcano, last erupting in 1961, and it appears to be getting ready for another. In 2022, scientists declared Askja had ‘awoken’ after measuring an uplift in the landscape, caused by increased pressure at the root of the volcanic system; a result of likely magma accumulation around 2km below the surface showing. In the meantime, enjoy the current view! And bring swimsuits, because adjacent to the lake-filled Askja caldera is balmy little lake Víti. Although a bit on the chilly side for a geothermal crater lake (temperatures are about 20–30°C), a dip in Víti’s milky blue pool is one of the highlands of an Askja adventure (and is sometimes done sans swimsuit). Mývatn Tours (myvatntours.is) has daily departures to Askja. To explore the area, overnight at the hut in Drekagil (ffa.is).

The more accessible part of the park is Jökulsárgljúfur canyon, carved out by the formidable Jökulsá á Fjöllum, Iceland’s second-longest river. At the top of the canyon is Dettifoss, one of Iceland’s most captivating waterfalls, with unmatched volume of water thundering over its edge every second – 400 cu metres. The falls can be seen from either side of the canyon, but road access is easier on the west side.

Bus 56 with Strætó travels to and from Akureyri to Reykjahlíð in Mývatn (1½ hours, one way). From there, tour operators travel to Askja. A rental car is ideal for Jökulsárgljúfur canyon (two hours from Akureyri, one way).
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ÞEISTAREYKIR ROAD

Driving between Húsavík and Mývatn, take the road less travelled via Þeistareykir. The mountain area has hot springs rarely visited by tourists. Part of the area houses the Þeistareykir Power Plant, the fourth-largest geothermal energy source in Iceland, creating electricity for the enormous silicon metal plant in Húsavík. As of 2022, the entire road between Húsavík and Mývatn is paved.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND AKUREYRI

Ásbyrgi Campsite

Sheltered by trees and cliffs, neat Ásbyrgi campground is operated by the Vatnajökull National Park. €

Langavatn Guesthouse

Friendly farmstay of good value, one of many rural options in the area. €€

Dimmuborgir Guesthouse

A block of simple en-suite rooms overlooking lake Mývatn, plus a smattering of timber cottages. €€

The Whale Residents of Skjálfandi Bay

CHOOSE A WHALE-WATCHING TOUR

It’s easy to spot the number one activity in Húsavík: the charming harbour is lined with schooners and wooden boats boarding passengers for the next whale-watching tour.

All whale-watching tours from Húsavík essentially do the same: sail into Skjálfandi Bay and look for whales. The season extends from March to November and the range of species varies somewhat over the months: blue whales are most common in summer while orcas are spotted during spring and autumn.

The ‘classic’ whale-watching tour lasts three hours and takes place on an old wooden ship operated by either North Sailing or Gentle Giants. Passengers stay out on the deck the entire time, but warm overalls are provided.

To take this nautical experience to another level, the schooner tours by North Sailing take passengers sailing. One of the vessels – The Opal – has an electric engine, keeping both noise and carbon emissions to a minimum. Sails are typically raised on the way back to harbour.

For speed, rubber inflatable boats (RIBs) move twice as fast as the other vessels. The RIBs are a good choice when the whales are far out, but less so in high waves, since searching for whales requires a good view over the surface. Small boats are not allowed to motor any closer to whales than others, keeping at least a 50m distance.

Land-based whale watching is the final – and free – option, sometimes possible from the cliffs of the yellow Húsavík Lighthouse.

Over summer, daily Strætó buses connect Húsavík and Akureyri. With a rental car, driving time is one hour.
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ROAD TRIP
Offbeat Northern Coast

Traffic jams; sheep crossing the road. Yellow light; a lighthouse. Driving the northern coast is the alternative to the Ring Road, from Hvammstangi to the tip of Langanes Peninsula. But there is no A to B; come and go as you please. The road fluctuates between gravel and asphalt; drive slowly and take in the ocean view. At the edge of the Arctic, time spools slowly…slowly.
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1 Hvítserkur

Legend has it that Hvítserkur was a troll caught by the sunrise while attempting to destroy the monastery at Þingeyrar. True or not, Hvítserkur is a 15m-high sea stack. From the car park, a short walk leads to a viewing platform overlooking Hvítserkur, and in the other direction a path goes down to a scenic black-sand beach with views to a large seal haul-out site.

The Drive: Skagaströnd is 20km north of the Ring Road, on Skagi Peninsula. For a shortcut to the town of Sauðárkrókur, take Rte 744 instead of going around the peninsula.
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2 Skagaströnd

The village of Skagaströnd has one restaurant (Harbour), one guesthouse (Salthús) and two psychics who happen to be neighbours (Museum of Prophecies). All of these enterprises have materialised in the last decade, which may explain why the village still feels like an unspoiled secret, in a charming state of flux: the old fish factory is now home to the art residency NES (neslist.is). Cape Spákonuhöfði is a wonderful walk.

The Drive: The road to Hofsós is paved from the west; the (dramatic) drive to Siglufjörður is partly gravel and includes a one-lane mountain tunnel.

3 Hofsós Swimming Pool

The sleepy fishing village of Hofsós (population 200) has been a trading centre since the 1500s, but is now on the map for its spectacular fjord-front swimming pool. Open since 2010, the pool is integrated into the landscape with an infinity view over the fjord.

The Drive: Mountain tunnels connect Siglufjörður on both sides of the Troll Peninsula but over winter it’s best to travel via Ólafsfjörður.

4 Herring Era Museum in Siglufjörður

Lovingly created, this award-winning museum does a stunning job of recreating Siglufjörður’s boom days between 1903 and 1968, when it was the herring-fishing capital of Iceland. Set in three buildings that were part of an old Norwegian herring station, the museum brings the work and lives of the town’s inhabitants to life.

The Drive: The 55km Rte 870 was, at the time of writing, in a suitable state for 2WDs over summer. No winter service.

5 Melrakkaslétta

On the wide and flat Melrakkaslétta (Arctic Fox Plain), the only tree species to thrive is driftwood. Walk to the lighthouse on Hraunhafnartangi to stand on the top of Iceland. The road passes by rolling fields, ponds and marshes of this birders’ paradise.

The Drive: Over summer, the bumpy road to Fontur on the narrow tip of Langanes Peninsula is accessible for 4WDs, passing stony beaches with driftwood and random ocean debris.

6 Langanes Peninsula

Shaped like a goose with a very large head, foggy Langanes Peninsula is one of the loneliest corners of Iceland. At Skoruvíkurbjarg is a rare view of a gannet colony.




LOCAL ENTERPRISES IN HúSAVíK

Húsavík Öl

Craft brewery with colourful ales inside Húsavík’s former dairy plant; taproom next to N1 petrol station.

Kaðlín

Store operated by a local hand-knitting co-op, selling just about everything made from Icelandic wool.

Jaja Ding Dong

Bar-pizzeria named after a song in Húsavík-based Netflix comedy Eurovision Song Contest: The Story of Fire Saga.




Getting Around

The Vaðlaheiðar Tunnel connects Akureyri to the northeast region. The tunnel has a toll fee of 1500kr, payable online only. Over summer, it is possible to skip the tunnel for Rd 84, adding about 15 minutes to the trip.

Húsavík Airport has daily flights to and from Reykjavík with Eagle Air (eagleair.is).

Efforts are being made to keep the Diamond Circle route open year-round but in heavy snow expect the Dettifoss part to shut down.





THE WESTFJORDS
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The people of Northwestern Iceland – known as Vestfirðingar – have over the years threatened to secede from the rest of Iceland by establishing the Democratic Republic of the Westfjords. It is, thankfully, a joke, but it’s telling: the massive northernmost peninsula, home to only 7000 people, does feel like a land of its own.

On a map of Iceland, the Westfjords region is already in juxtaposition – the coastline appears to be drawn with a shaky hand, shaped by fjord after fjord after fjord, the Nordic word for narrow inlets with deep sea and steep mountains. The difference has to do with geological age. The land is Iceland’s oldest and resembles that of neighbouring Greenland in many ways.

The natural curves make driving full of twists and turns. Consider this for scale: the region itself is merely one-fifth of Iceland’s size but its circular drive covers some 950km altogether, known as the Westfjords Way.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Dynjandi

2Hornstrandir Nature Reserve

3Museum of Everyday Life

4Rauðisandur

5Westfjords Heritage Museum

SIGHTS

6Bolafjall Platform

7Bolungarvík

(see 9)Fjord People

8Garðar BA

9Ísafjörður

10Skálavík

11Svalvogar Lighthouse

12Þingeyri

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

(see 9)Borea Adventures

13Látrabjarg Bird Cliffs

EATING

14French Café

(see 12)Simbahöllin

SHOPPING

(see 9)Ívaf

(see 9)Karitas




TOP TIP

Hólmavík offers whale watching without the crowds. Láki Tours (lakitours.is), the sole operator in the calm waters of Steingrímsfjörður, offers daily departures from June to October to see humpback whales and occasional orcas. The whales often feed close to shore, offering some of the best land-based sightings in Iceland, too.



Cosmopolitan Ísafjörður

THE WESTFJORDS’ REGIONAL CAPITAL

The hub of Westfjords adventure tours and by far the region’s largest town, Ísafjörður is set on an arcing spit that extends out into Skutulsfjörður, and is hemmed in on all sides by towering peaks and the dark waters of the fjord.

The centre of Ísafjörður is a charming grid of old timber and tin-clad buildings, built when the town was Iceland’s third-largest, on full display at the residential Tangagata densely populated with tiny old homes.

The oldest houses are further towards the harbour, at the Westfjords Heritage Museum inside a cluster of old merchant buildings. It’s crammed with fishing and nautical exhibits, tools from the whaling days and old photographs of sun-drying fish, tall ships and more fish. In contrast to the heritage preservation of old items and visual documentation, the Museum of Everyday Life explores the magic of the mundane, with crafty, poetic storytelling. Curated by two local anthropologists, the personal narratives and story fragments draw from such exhibition items as shoes, books and mini-movies.

Ísafjörður is Iceland’s third-busiest port of call for cruise ships. One pleasant result is the volume of gift shops along St Aðalstræti. Knitwear studio Ívaf has wool garments with smart colour combinations and classic textures. For more traditional woollen jumpers and mittens, Karitas is a co-op store owned by local knitters. The studio Fjord People sells hand-drawn maps, watercolours and a cookbook from Þingeyri cafe Simbahöllin.
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BEST OF THE WESTFJORDS’ SEAFOOD

Tjöruhúsið, Ísafjörður

Ambitious, rustic seafood place. Serve-yourself buffet of hot skillets and lively hosts. €€

Húsið, Ísafjörður

Sit at wooden tables inside or on the terrace for flavourful meals and local beer on tap. €€

Flak, Patreksfjörður

Unpretentious craft pub with a minimal menu: soup, fish or vegetables, lunch and dinner. €€

Vagninn, Flateyri

Plokkfiskur (fish stew) with rye bread or spicy fish soup brightens the day. €€




ACCOMMODATION HUNT

For its vast size, hotel rooms are scarce in the Westfjords, with just a few hundred rooms in total. Try home- and farmstays for more options; due to low property prices, the region has some excellent Airbnbs.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN THE WESTFJORDS

Old Bookstore

Antique furniture and wooden floors above the landmark bookshop in Flateyri. €€€

Heydalur

Quirky farmstay with a picturesque pool inside a greenhouse, and Kobbi, a talking parrot. €€

Ísafjörður Hostel

Luxury hostel with pristine four-bed dorms, on a residential street in the old part of town. €

The Westfjord View

THE BOLAFJALL PLATFORM

It is now possible to walk – safely – beyond the edge of Bolafjall mountain by standing on a massive platform made from 60 tonnes of steel. Completed in 2022, the ambitious Bolafjall Platform offers the ultimate Westfjords view at 638m and is likely to send butterflies straight to your stomach. The perspective extends over to the Hornstrandir Nature Reserve and the fjord system of Ísafjarðardjúp. Some people claim to see Greenland!

Look behind you, at the black basalt cliffs...and a giant radome. Bolafjall is a defence site, too! Hence the barbed wires and metal gates. The radar station is one of four NATO monitors in Iceland scanning the Atlantic airspace.

From June to early September, it is possible to drive all the way to the mountaintop, some 9km from the town of Bolungarvík that is paying, in part, for the two-hundred million króna construction of Bolafjall Platform. In light snow, the road remains open most of the way, with the remaining 3.5km a modest walk. But bear in mind the mountain is notoriously windy.

Further on the gravel road from Bolungarvík is the beach of Skálavík, popular for short walks and cold swims. The campground, with basic facilities, is an excellent spot for camper vans.


WHY I LOVE THE WESTFJORDS
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Egill Bjarnason, Lonely Planet author

On my first trip to the Westfjords as a reporter, I interviewed summer residents at Hornstrandir petitioning to declare the remote peninsula a ‘digital-free zone’. At the time, government officials wanted to raise a cell tower but everyone I spoke with unanimously favoured a carefree life over the safety of phones.

The spirit of the Westfjords – radical for the modern age – is to preserve a frontier for real adventures. On assignment for this book, I sailed once again to Hornstrandir. Two bars. One bar. Closing in on Veiðileysufjörður, a short inlet with a long name, mountains shrugged off the faint signal on my phone. Zero.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN THE WESTFJORDS

Tungudalur Campground

Camping in a green valley just outside Ísafjörður, with good vibes at the kitchen-dining hut. €

Melanes

Adorable hobbit-size, two-person wooden pods right by the sweeping Rauðasandur cove. Camping available. €€

Harbour Inn

Smart and modern rooms with a guest kitchen and comfortable dining room. Good breakfast. €€

Iceland’s Greatest Waterfall?

SOOTHING WATERFALL WATCHING

The Westfjord’s best-known site, the Dynjandi Waterfall is in fact a cascade of six falls. But the grand and picturesque Fjallfoss on top tends to steal the limelight from its smaller siblings below; they’re worth checking out as you walk the path up to the main vista.

Dynjandi is neither powerful nor tall by Icelandic waterfall standards – and that makes its popularity even more special. Many seasoned travellers regard it as a favourite, and one reason may be proximity. The water spreads wide without a splash, allowing visitors to get close without soaking in spray. It is immersive and overwhelming, but watching the water crawl down the cliffs is also soothing and calm.
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Bolafjall Platform | Luke Martley/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE WESTFJORDS FOR KIDS
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Haukur Sigurðsson, a photographer in Ísafjörður and father of two, shares his recommendations for family fun in the Westfjords. @haukursigurdsson

Raggagarður

This huge playground in Súðavík, 20km from Ísafjörður, was created by Vilborg Arnardottir in memory of her son Raggi. Joyously attractive, even for adults, with picnic and barbecue facilities.

Samúel Jónsson´s Art Museum

The naïve animal sculptures of Samúel Jónsson (1884–1969) capture the imagination. The 40-minute drive from Bíldudalur is stunning on a clear day and most of the museum is outdoors by a stony beach.

Holtsfjara

I have been to some great sandcastle competitions on this quiet beach in Önundarfjörður. (Marked on Google Maps as ‘Önundarfjörður Pier’.)



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN THE WESTFJORDS

Litlibær, Skötufjörður

Nineteenth-century turf-roof hut crammed with memorabilia from the owners, born and raised on the farmstead.

Simbahöllin, Þingeyri

Cool cafe in a restored 1915 general store. Outdoor seating in an old bus.

Kaffi Norðurfjörður, Strandir

The remotest of places, overlooking the harbour in Iceland’s least populated municipality.

Cycling Tours

QUIET ROADS & INCREDIBLE PATHS

Cycling is a fast-growing travel trend on the Westfjords, boosted by the launch of the Westfjords Way Challenge (cyclingwestfjords.com). The ultra-endurance stage cycling races the entire 960km coastal loop, in just five days!

To try just a sample, the village of Þingeyri is a starting point for a stunning ride along the steep cliffs of Dýrafjörður. For a pleasant four-hour trip, head to the orange lighthouse at Svalvogar; the 40km trip is strenuous, but on reasonably even ground. Experienced cyclists can loop the peninsula from Þingeyri in about six to eight hours. Bikes are available for rent at cafe Simbahöllin (simbahollin.is), starting at 12,500kr.

In Ísafjörður, tour agency Borea Adventures (boreaadventures.com) offers guided tours several times a week; for those in shape for six hours of cycling, can try the ‘fjord-hopping’ tour crosses the mountains over to Bolungarvík.

Westernmost Detour

SANDY BEACHES WITH PUFFIN CLIFFS

By some standards, the beach of Rauðisandur exists on the wrong latitude. If it was located, say, 20 degrees further south on the globe, colourful towels and sun-umbrellas would line the 10km beach of reddish sand that is uniquely tropical-looking for Iceland. The sandy colour comes from pulverised scallop shells, spoiled elsewhere by volcanic eruptions. Sunbathing is possible on a bright summer day but most visitors come wearing walking shoes; the area is excellent for long and short hikes.

The steep and narrow drive is an experience in itself. And please enjoy the view; from above, the beach may not look red at all – the sun often makes it seem yellow or even black. Once at sea level, the road reaches a junction: For a 1.5km walking path to the beach, turn right to Saurbær. For easy access from a campground car park, turn left to Melanes. Note the walking path from Saurbær can get very wet during high tide. Further down the road is a small white house hosting the French Cafe (Franska Kaffihúsið), serving waffles and coffee from June to August.

Further on Rte 612, to the tip of the peninsula, are one of Europe’s largest bird cliffs. The Látrabjarg cliffs – also the westernmost point of the European continent – are the place to watch puffins, razorbills, guillemots, cormorants and other seabirds from June to mid-August. The cliffs stretch for about 14km total, with the longest trail (about 20km) reaching Rauðisandur beach. It’s best to visit in the evening, when the birds return to their nests.

On the way back, the shipwreck Garðar BA is an Instagram favourite.
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Rauðisandur | Marti Bug Catcher/shutterstock ©


STRANDIR COAST

Sparsely populated, magnificently peaceful and all but ignored by travellers, the Westfjords’ eastern spine is one of the most dramatic places in all of Iceland. Indented by a series of bristle-like fjords and lined with towering crags, the drive north of Hólmavík, the region’s only sizeable settlement, is rough, wild and incredibly rewarding. The road ends in Norðurfjörður, where the hardy traveller reaps the reward with a hot drink at Kaffi Norðurfjörður and a swim in the incredible Krossneslaug pool.




SEA ROUTE TO SNæFELLSNES

The Baldur Car Ferry crosses Breiðafjörður to Snæfellsnes Peninsula with a five-minute stop in Flatey, an island of no cars. To spend time on the island, it is possible to send your car across for no additional charge.



WHERE TO TAKE A DIP IN THE WESTFJORDS

Hellulaug

Right on the beach, offering a view of the ocean, 500m east of Hótel Flókalundur.

Reykjafjarðarlaug

Concrete pool (32°C), but the real treat is out back – a 45°C, natural, turf-fringed pool.

Pollurinn

Cement-lined natural hot-pots (46°C); a community evening hangout. Signposted on Rte 617, 3.8km beyond Tálknafjörður.

Hike Hornstrandir

EUROPE’S LAST WILDERNESS

The northernmost tip of the Westfjords, accounting for 0.6% of Iceland’s land mass, is one of Europe’s last wildernesses. Hornstrandir Nature Reserve is breathtaking beauty of soaring mountains and precipitous cliffs. A small but steady number of travellers make the journey, moving from one fjord to the next, over anywhere from two nights to a week. Travellers are guaranteed fickle weather and a sighting of the Arctic fox in its brown summer coating. The foxes living in remote Hornstrandir seem oblivious to the fact that almost everywhere else humans hunt them: some even approach people, eating from the palm of their hand. The last full-time human resident of the rugged area moved away in 1952 – it never was an easy place to farm – but many descendants have turned family farmsteads into summer getaways.

To get to Hornstrandir, you must first head to a harbour; there are no roads. Ísafjörður has daily departures with Borea (borea.is) and Sjóferðir (westtours.is) from June to mid-August. Hornvík and Hesteyri are the two base camps, staffed by a lone ranger, and most hikes are tailored around the landmark Hornbjarg cliff. The most popular hike is four to five days, known as the Royal Horn (Hornleið), from Veiðileysufjörður to Hesteyri via the northern strip.

To see Hornbjarg without a multiday hike, book a boat departing from Strandir (strandferdir.is) on the eastern end of the Westfjords, a four-hour drive from Ísafjörður.


WAS THAT A POLAR BEAR?

Since 2008, five polar bears have travelled from northeastern Greenland to Iceland, all but one over summer, when the lack of sea ice pushes bears to leave their usual territory in search of food. Most have arrived at Hornstrandir. The government policy is to kill them, claiming they are weak and aggressive after swimming hundreds of kilometres.




HORNSTRANDIR VISITOR CENTER

The Hornstrandir Visitor Center on the main square in Ísafjörður offers practical travel information and a small exhibit on its most famous resident, the Arctic fox.




Getting Around

Expect lots of unpaved, often rugged, but universally beautiful roads; most are accessible with a 2WD. Thanks to mountain tunnels – some very narrow! – the ‘Westfjords Way’ loop is free of major mountain passes, with the exception of Dynjandisheiði: a 15km gravel road leading to Dynjandi waterfall, which is snowy for much of the year. Throughout the Westfjords, petrol stations can be few and far between.

The Baldur Car Ferry (seatours.is) connects southern Westfjords to Stykkishólmur on the Snæfellsnes Peninsula, departing from Brjánslækur terminal twice per day over summer, with a stop at Flatey island.

Bus service is poor, except around Ísafjörður, where municipal buses go to Bolungarvík, Suðureyri, Flateyri and Þingeyri. Try carpooling at samferda.net for long rides.





SNæFELLSNES PENINSULA
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Sparkling fjords, dramatic volcanic peaks, sheer sea cliffs, sweeping golden beaches and crunchy lava flows make up the diverse and fascinating landscape of the 100km-long Snæfellsnes Peninsula. The area is crowned by the glistening ice cap Snæfellsjökull, immortalised in Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth. Good roads and regular buses mean that it’s an easy trip from Reykjavík, offering a cross-section of the best Iceland has to offer in a very compact region.

Stykkishólmur, on the populated northern coast, is the region’s largest town and a logical base. Moving west along the northern coast, you’ll pass smaller townships. On the western part of the peninsula, Snæfellsjökull National Park encompasses not only its glacier but also bird sanctuaries and lava fields. The quiet southern coast has several good horse farms beneath towering crags.

[image: jpg]
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TOP SIGHTS

1Breiðafjörður

2Djúpalón Beach

3Kirkjufell

4Snæfellsjökull

5Snæfellsjökull National Park

SIGHTS

6Dritvík

7Helgafell

8Malarrif

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Go West!

10Láki Tours

TRANSPORT

11Baldur Ferry




TOP TIP

Kayaking in the calm and stony creeks of Breiðafjörður offers a different angle on the mountainous peninsula. Vestur Adventures (vesturadventures.is) offers two- to three-hour tours from Grundarfjörður in the waters surrounding Mt Kirkjufell; for an idyllic experience, try to time your paddling for sunset.
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Adventures at Sea

BREIðAFJÖRðUR BAY’S 3009 ISLETS

Fishers in Breiðafjörður, Iceland’s second-largest bay, long said there were two things in this world that cannot be counted: the stars in the night sky and the craggy islets in Breiðafjörður bay. At last, in 2016, the Icelandic Institute of Natural History tested their claim and counted 3009 islets and 1275 skerries (lonely rocky outcrops in the middle of the sea).

Far from being the largest island in the bay, Flatey is just 2km by 500m. The island is home to thousands of aggressive Arctic terns, balanced out by the laid-back mood of holidaying residents. Officially, the island’s population is six, but over summer there is space for several hundred at the campground Krákuvör, guesthouse Læknishús and boutique Hótel Flatey (hotelflatey.is). No cars, no shops – just you and nature. The restaurant at Hótel Flatey sources its menu from the bay and has a basement bar with occasional live music. Take the Baldur Ferry to get to Flatey.

Breiðafjörður has over the past years been the best spot in Iceland to spy orcas, typically around autumn when the herring arrives. In summer, puffins and seabirds make up for sporadic whale sights with Láki Tours (lakitours.is) from Grundarfjörður.


TOP TOURS FOR ADVENTURE

Löngufjörur on a horse

Ride the Icelandic horse – famous for its special gait tölt (a running walk)– down the white strip Löngufjörur (‘The Long Beaches’). Tours with Íshestar (ishestar.is) take two to seven days, on beaches inaccessible by cars. Feel the sun on your face and wind in your hair, while listening to the waves.

Vatnshellir cave

Much-loved 45-minute tours with Summit Adventure Guides (summitguides.is) down spiral stairs leading into the ancient lava tube of a cave. Guides shed light on this fascinating geological phenomenon and the region’s troll-filled lore.

Snæfellsjökull snowmobiling

Snæfellsjökull Glacier Tours (theglacier.is) ascend the glacier to 1410m on a snowcat (truck with chain wheels) and snowmobiles.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN STYKKISHÓLMUR

Freezer Hostel

Dorms/basic rooms at a former fish factory in Hellissandur; hosts concerts and culture events. €

Sjávarborg Guesthouse

Vivid corrugated walls, rustic interior at guesthouse by the harbour in Stykkishólmur. Coffee shop downstairs. €€

Hótel Egilsen

Boutique hotel in Stykkishólmur fills a lovingly restored timber house. Charming creaks when winds howl. €€€

Mountain Calling

JOURNEY TO A STORY’S CENTRE

It’s easy to see why Jules Verne selected the glacier Snæfellsjökull for the subject of his adventure novel Journey to the Centre of the Earth: the peak was torn apart when the volcano beneath it exploded and then collapsed back into its own magma chamber, forming a huge caldera. The book’s characters took roughly 400 pages to complete the journey – and came out in Italy! – but such a commitment is not necessary to enjoy the view.

At 1446m, the challenging full-day hike up steep and snowy terrain to the summit takes anywhere between six to 12 hours depending on conditions, time of year and the fitness of your group. Even the well-trained and outfitted are not allowed to ascend the glacier without a local guide. Take a tour with Summit Adventure Guides (summitguides.is), Go West! (gowest.is) or other departing parties; check options at the two visitor centers operated by the Snæfellsjökull National Park on both sides of the peninsula, at Malarrif and Hellissandur.

Moving on to another location, from a modern-world classic this time: Game of Thrones’ ‘Arrow Mountain’ is the guardian of Grundarfjörður’s northwestern vista, known as Kirkjufell (463m). The vista overlooking the twin waterfalls Kirkjufellsfoss in the mountain’s foreground is said to be the most Instagrammed spot in Iceland. But think twice about going up; the ground is unsafe in wet and icy conditions. In the winter of 2023 the Kirkjufell trail was closed off completely following a lethal accident; it may remain closed over winter.

Finally, the region has its own holy mountain – from Norse mythology. Helgafell, just south of Stykkishólmur, was once venerated by worshippers of the god Þór. Although quite small, at 73m, the mountain was so sacred in Saga times that elderly Icelanders would seek it out near the time of their death. Today, locals believe that wishes are granted to those who climb the mount. Not a bad reward, along with that view.
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BIRDERS’ FAVOURITES
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Gunna Lára Pálmadóttir, a geologist and birder in Hellissandur, recommends her favourite spots for nature exploration in Snæfellsjökull National Park.

Arnarstapi

The stony coastline offers excellent bird-watching opportunities along cliffs formed by bent basalt columns, with the Stapafell mountain and Snæfellsjökull volcano as a backdrop. The slender trail leads to Hellnar, for 2.5km.

Svalþúfa to Malarrif

An hour-long hike between Svalþúfa bird cliff and Malarrif offers a chance to explore nature, with the stunning Lóndrangar cliffs towering over the scenery like petrified trolls.

Djúpalónbeach

Surrounded by unique rock formations and with the remains of our seafaring history all around.



WHERE TO EAT IN STYKKISHóLMUR

Narfeyrarstofa

Snæfellsnes’ favourite fine-dining restaurant has harbour views and romantic lighting on the 2nd floor. €€€

Sjávarpakkhúsið

Works with fishers, farmers and brewers to source their best. Mussels and scallops are highlights. €€€

Skipper Gastropub

The ‘gastropub’ label is a stretch for burgers/fish and chips; has generous portions, swift service. €€

Dramatic Beach, Bonus Workout

TEST THE IMAGINATION & STRENGTH

The highest point in Snæfellsjökull National Park is the park’s namesake glacier, impossible to overlook. But the lowest is not to be missed either. The wild black-sand Djúpalón Beach (or Djúpalónssandur) is a dramatic place to walk, where rock formations test the span of your imagination, and belief in trolls. The beach is named after two brackish pools, located behind the rock arch Gatklettur. Some of the black sands are covered in pieces of rusted metal from the English trawler Epine, which was shipwrecked here in 1948.

Down on the beach are four lifting stones from a bygone age. The stones were used to test the strength of aspiring fishers: the smallest is Amloði (Bungler) at 23kg, followed by Hálfdrættingur (Weak) at 54kg, Hálfsterkur (Half-strong) at 100kg and the largest, Fullsterkur (Fully-Strong) at 154kg, is still used in strength competitions. Hálfdrættingur marked the frontier of wimphood, and anyone who couldn’t heft it was deemed unsuitable for life at sea.

The beach was a pre-industrial fishing station, when fishing was done on rowboats, without harbours. Walk over to the cove Dritvík to follow in the footsteps of the several hundred sailors who set out every spring, during an idle time at farms. In a crew of six to 14, they pushed their boats offshore, into the waves – hoping for the best.
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A CLIMATIC WARNING FOR SNæFELLSJöKULL

Over the last century, the ice cap on Snæfellsjökull has lost half its size and thinned to an average of 30m in depth. In the last 30 years snowfall on the glacier has dropped dramatically, and several years ago the local skiing area at its base closed down for good. In 2050, the glacier is predicted to be largely gone, according to the Icelandic Met Office. The region has already seen it happen: in 2019 climate activist Andri Magnason held a widely attended funeral for Ok, the first glacier to lose its status.




Getting Around

The best part about Snæfellsnes is the distance between sights; it is always short, never greater than 100km. Roads are good and the only long stretch of gravel is the drive between Stykkishólmur and Dalir, yet accessible by 2WD. For more of the road less travelled, complete the drive around the shoe-shaped Hvammsfjörður on the oft-forgotten peninsula between Snæfellsnes and the Westfjords – it doesn’t even have a name!

The Baldur Car Ferry (seatours.is) departs year-round from Stykkishólmur to the Westfjords. Don’t expect to save a great deal of money or time by taking the ferry; sailing time is 2½ hours, about an hour and 15 minutes less than driving. The primary benefit is Flatey island and it is possible to have the Baldur ferry send your car across for no additional charge. Meaning: you hop off in Flatey and then complete the journey across the bay when the ship passes by again that afternoon or next day.






Beyond Snæfellsnes Peninsula
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Glacial tunnels and monuments honouring the Sagas of the Icelanders go beyond the surface of the landscape and its history.


Icelanders honour the region known as Vesturland (West Iceland) for its local sagas: two of the best known, Laxdæla Saga and Egil’s Saga, took place along the region’s brooding waters, marked today by haunting cairns and an exceptional museum in lively Borgarnes. Inland is the farm of Snorri Sturluson, the medieval historian who penned today’s most precious scripts.

Further down Borgarfjörður is the sub-highland base Húsavík. The expression ‘going beyond the surface’ is redefined here: walk underground inside Iceland’s longest lava tube Víðigemlir and enter a door (yes, a door) into the second-largest glacier Langjökull, after a monster truck ride to human-made tunnels leading deep into the ice cap.
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TOP TIP

Best farm visits include Sturlureykir (horseback riding), Háafell (goat farm), Hólar Petting Farm, and Erpsstaðir (dairy farm with homemade skyr and ice cream).



Forested Lava Fields

THE HÚSAFELL BASE

At the edge of Langjökull glacier, in the innermost part of Borgarfjörður, lies the forested area of Húsafell with a hotel, campground and cottages. Discover myriad marked hiking trails, of various lengths and levels, as well as lava tubes and waterfalls.

For an easy 11km excursion (round-trip), walk to the spectacular Hraunfossar waterfalls. The name translates to ‘Lava Field Waterfalls’ because the crystalline water streams out from below the lava field all around. Nearby (on a marked trail) is Barnafoss, another churning chute. (With a car, the waterfalls are by Rte 518.)

East of Húsafell, the vast, barren lava flows of Hallmundarhraun make up a wonderful eerie landscape, dotted with gigantic lava tubes. The easiest lava tube to visit, and the largest in Iceland, is the 1100-year-old, 1.5km-long Víðigelmir cave. It sparks with ever-changing rock formations and has a stable walkway within it on which tours (adult/child from 6500kr/free) are conducted. Check the website (thecave.is) for tour times; helmet and torch included.

Another lava tube – which you can explore on your own – is Surtshellir. But only with the right equipment – helmet, hiking shoes and a torch that is not your phone. On Rte 518, look for a bright yellow sign that marks the turnoff to Arnarvatnsheiði along Rte F578. Follow the bumpy track for 7km to reach Surtshellir.

A rental car is the way to go. Driving time from Stykkishólmur, Snæfellsnes Peninsula, to Húsafell is at least two hours one way.


A DOOR TO LANGJöKULL GLACIER

The door is always open to Iceland’s second-largest glacier – literally. The glacier has a door the shape and size of a massive drill, leading some 500m into the ice cap. Completed in 2015, this human-made tunnel is operated by the company Into the Glacier and only accessible via super-Jeep. Because the natural ice caves at the foot of a glacier break down when temperatures rise in the spring, the tunnel is located on top of the ice cap for year-round accessibility. Tours depart from Húsafell.




FARMSTAY BOOKINGS

Hey Iceland (heyiceland.is) is a booking engine for guesthouses and cottages on farms or rural properties, and the local alternative to Booking.com and Airbnb.



WHERE TO STAY STYKKISHÓLMUR

Fossatún Camping Pods

Tiny hobbit houses, for up to four people. Bathrooms in a separate serviced building. €

Hótel Varmaland

Spacious country hotel, with bright rooftop breakfast and dining area. Nearby Varmaland village has a pool. €€

Hotel Húsafell

Chic and contemporary hotel, offering spacious, comfortable rooms. Its restaurant is a top choice. €€€

On the Saga Trail

MINGLING WITH MURDERERS & POETS

West Iceland is where some of the most famous explorers and Saga heroes lived. This is where their stories were told, retold and eventually penned.

The Settlement Centre in Borgarnes is dedicated to a Saga ‘hero’ who first got drunk at the age of three and committed (his first) murder at the age of seven: Egill Skallagrímsson, the beloved sociopath of Iceland’s settlement era. His story is told in Egil’s Saga – most likely written by Snorri Sturluson – unique for describing its character from birth to old age (he did not get any kinder with age).

The Sagas of the Icelanders are a genre of literature upheld as a great documentation of the medieval mindset in Europe – but why were they penned on precious vellum? At the time, other nations were occupied with religious scripture, in Latin. The museum Snorrastofa at Reykholt is dedicated to the farm’s former resident Snorri Sturluson; the man who has his byline on the Prose Edda, the fullest and most detailed source for modern knowledge of Norse mythology. Without his work, Norse mythology would have been lost and Saga writing as a prestigious activity may not have taken off.

Sturluson’s life story captures the history of his era (1179–1241); he was adopted by Iceland’s richest man, sent to the nation’s only school and became a two-time lawspeaker at Alþingi parliament (the only paid government post at the time) with unmatched power to this day. At his peak, he personally ruled roughly half of Iceland; right until he was assassinated in a basement at his own home, in a hit job orchestrated by the Norwegian king seeking to grab control over Iceland.

From Stykkishólmur, Snæfellsnes Peninsula, daily Strætó buses run to Borganes (one hour) but a rental car is the only option inland.
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CANYON BATHS & KRAUMA

Giljaböðin, also known as the ‘Canyon Baths’, are something of a secret. Operated by Hotel Húsafell, its guests are limited to 16 and must travel with a guide into the remote canyon of two hot baths. Admission is painfully steep (adult 10,000kr) but the location is certainly exclusive compared to similar baths, such as nearby Krauma (adult 5500kr). In construction and style, the baths draw inspiration from the Snorralaug, a heritage-site pool dating back to the 13th century on the farm of Snorri Sturluson.




Getting Around

Road access is good across the region and most routes are paved throughout. The Ring Road between Borgarnes and Reykjavík can get busy, and has several speed cameras. For the road less travelled to and from Reykjavík, take Rte 47 around Hvalfjörður instead of the underwater tunnel bypassing the beautiful fjord. The tunnel is designed to be the default choice for drivers, so it’s easy to miss the turn – watch out for the sign pointing to Rte 47.








Arriving


Keflavík Airport is the primary point of entry for most travellers visiting Iceland. The airport is an international hub for transatlantic flights, located 50km from Reykjavík, with buses departing every 30 minutes, day and night. Leaving the single-terminal airport is quick and easy, especially when arriving from the Schengen area. Food options for exiting passengers include a cafe and a kiosk.
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SIM Cards

Cards are sold at the Arrival Hall, from Síminn, Vodafone and Nova. But do you need one? EU residents and many Americans now enjoy the ‘roam like at home’ mobile service option.




Currency Exchange

Arion Bank has an airport branch but Icelandic króna exchange rates are more favourable at the ATMs in the Arrival Hall. Yet there is no urgent need for cash; all modes of transport take card.




Bus Services

The three (competing) airport shuttle services – Flybus, Airport Direct and Gray Line – charge extortionate prices, but the alternative Rte 55 with Strætó public transport is slow and infrequent.




Duty Free

Iceland has Europe’s highest excise tax on alcohol, but incoming travellers have a tax-free quota on imports: 1L spirits, 3L wine or 18L beer. And a carton of tobacco, per person.



Public transport from airport to city centre
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OTHER POINTS OF ENTRY

Seyðisfjörður ferry port The weekly Smyril Line car ferry, which connects Denmark with Iceland via the Faroe Islands, arrives in Seyðisfjörður in East Iceland. The crossing takes three days, with room for 1482 passengers and some 800 cars. No winter service.

Akureyri Airport The northern capital Akureyri has daily arrivals from Europe with the local carrier Niceair. The airport is currently undergoing massive expansion, due for completion in 2024, reflecting local ambition to compete with Keflavík.

Reykjavík Domestic Airport Flights from Greenland and the Faroe Islands arrive at the domestic airport in central Reykjavík.






Getting Around


The best way to explore Iceland is by car. While car rentals and fuel are expensive, distances from one region to the next are relatively short.




TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From 16,000kr/day

Petrol
Approx. 300kr/litre

EV charging
40kr/min

Bus ticket from Reykjavík to Akureyri
10,700kr/adult



Hiring a Car

Most car-rental companies are stationed at or near Keflavík International Airport. Companies typically charge rates per 24 hours, not a calendar day. Make sure your contract includes unlimited mileage and check if the insurance policy covers gravel roads. Outside summer, it is best to hire a 4WD.

Road Conditions

Iceland’s famous Ring Road is paved throughout, along with most roads connecting towns and villages. Over summer, gravel roads along the coast are fine for all vehicles. Mountain roads, known as F-roads, extend from the highland region and are limited to SUVs. River crossings are for experienced off-road drivers only.

TRAVEL SAFE

The weather in Iceland changes every five minutes and road conditions change accordingly. A dry road can quickly turn icy and slippery. Stay up-to-date on conditions and weather warnings at safetravel.is, even during spring and autumn when mountain passes along the Ring Road can be wintry.

Gravel roads and one-lane bridges have reduced speed limits for a reason. Slow down. Tourists are disproportionately more likely to get in car accidents than local residents, and to get speeding tickets.


TIP

Iceland is making the shift to electric vehicles faster than any other country except Norway. Car rentals are picking up.




Bus

Strætó (straeto.is) is the public service network across Iceland, as well as within Reykjavík. Over summer it is possible to tour the entire country by public transport. The seven-hour bus ride between Reykjavík and Akureyri is year-round, six days a week.




Ferry

There are scheduled ferry services (road.is/travel-info/ferries) from Landeyjahöfn to the Westman Islands, from Reykjavík to Viðey Island, from Stykkishólmur to the southern Westfjords, from Dalvík to Grímsey Island, from Árskógsandur to Hrísey Island and from Neskaupstaður to Mjóifjörður (in winter).




Plane

Icelandair flies from Reykjavík Domestic Airport to Akureyri at least three times a day, as well as daily to Ísafjörður and Egilsstaðir. Eagle Air goes from Reykjavík Domestic to Húsavík, Höfn and the Westman Islands. Norlandair services Bíldudalur and Grímsey Island (via Akureyri).



[image: jpg]

George Mdivanian / EyeEm/Getty Images ©


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 90km/h on paved roads; 80km/h on gravel.

.02

Blood alcohol limit for drivers is 0.02%.








Money

CURRENCY: ICELANDIC KRONA (KR)
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Card Versus Cash


In Iceland, the three groups of society still using cash are criminals, children and tourists. Credit-card payments are the default option in shops and restaurants. In Reykjavík, a small but growing number of businesses are card-only. Cash can still be useful for a hot dog or a guided walking tour.

Tipping


Iceland is not a tipping society. With the exception of some tour guides offering ‘free’ walking tours, no-one relies on tips. That said, leaving a tip is still a great way to show appreciation for service. Tipping jars at cafes and restaurants are usually treated as the workplace party fund.

Cash Exchange

Many banks in Reykjavík are ‘cash-free’ establishments; head to a large branch such as Landsbankinn at Aðalstræti for currency exchange. Every town has an ATM.

Mobile Payments

Mobile payments like Apple Pay are accepted almost everywhere. Credit cards have the advantage of not running out of battery!


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Rental car, per day
from 16,000kr

Local bus ticket
550kr

Museum admission
1500–3500kr

Tip for a ‘free’ walking tour
3000-6000kr



HOW TO… Save some Kronas

Iceland’s best-kept budget secret is the sleeping-bag option (svefnpokapláss) offered by hostels and some guesthouses and hotels. For a fraction of the normal cost, you’ll get a bed without a duvet; you supply your own sleeping bag, towel and pillow. Svefnpokapláss is not the same as sleeping in a dorm – generally you book a private room, just minus the linen. Visit ferdalag.is for a list of sleeping-bag accommodation.


TAXES & REFUNDS

Prices in Iceland always include 24% VAT, and quoting a price without the sales tax is considered dishonest. All non-Iceland residents are tax-free eligible – for goods, not service – if the purchase is over 6000kr. Ask the store for a Tax Free form, with the purchase receipt attached, then bring the goods along with receipts to the Arion bank branch at Keflavík Airport located in the Departure Hall. The bank clerk ‘validates’ the Tax Free forms and a neighbouring cashier pays out.




LOCAL TIP

Every town in Iceland has its own public pool with outdoor hot tubs and often fantastic saunas or steam baths. The approximately 1100kr admission is a good deal.








Accommodation

Hostels

Operating 29 hostels around the country, HI Iceland (hostel.is) is one way of stretching your accommodation budget further. Dorm beds are about 6000kr per night and for a private room 11,000kr to 16,000kr. A number of other options, not part of the HI network, include the Galaxy Pod Hostel in Reykjavík, Hafnarstræti Hostel in Akureyri, and Kirkjubær guesthouse in Stöðvarfjörður.

Farmstays

Farmers all around Iceland subsidise their income by welcoming visitors to cottages, guesthouses or renovated farmhouses via the network Hey Iceland (‘hey’ is Icelandic for hay). Most offer only the basic check-in and cleaning services, while others allow people to observe or partake in farming. Notable options include Heydalur in the Westfjords, Hraunsnef near Borgarnes, Vellir near Vík and Skútustaðir by Lake Mývatn.

Camper Vans

Camper vans don’t cost much more than a hire car, and Iceland is certainly a great #vanlife destination. Flexibility is considerable, but due to the popularity of vans it is now illegal to park them for the night outside designated campsites. They are heating equipped to a varying degree. Prices range by car size and season, from 20,000 to 50,000kr per day.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A campsite
1800kr

A guesthouse
15,000kr

A cottage
30,000kr
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Sumarbústaður

Icelanders love their sumarbústaður (country cottages), sprinkled around forested land, such as Grímsnes in the South, Skorradalur in the West and Kjarnaskógur in the North. Many are owned by trade unions, where Iceland has the highest membership of any noncommunist nation. Thanks to capitalism, however, travellers have plenty of short-term options. For groups, cottages are often a handy budget option.



Glamping

Icelanders do not sleep in igloos – but you are welcome to. The ‘glamorous camping’ hype caught on in Iceland with the first Bubble Hotel, an actual transparent bubble allowing you to sleep under the northern lights in a remote forest, far away from the light obstruction of the city glare. Most glamping options, however, are suited for summer.
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WHEN TO BOOK

From July to mid-September, book accommodation well in advance for better prices and to find something available: parts of Iceland frequently sell out during the booming months of late summer. The southern coast from Vík to Höfn – a remote area with many popular attractions but few residents – is typically first to be fully booked. Reykjavík and larger towns tend to enjoy the flexibility of scale and, like it or not, Airbnb. Campgrounds do not require booking in advance but some have the option for camper vans (via parka.is/camping, usually).






Food & Drink


When to Eat

Morgunmatur (breakfast, 8am to 10am): is generally a simple affair, with coffee and toast served with butter and Gouda cheese.

Hádegismatur (lunch, noon to 2pm): is soup, salad or burgers; more simple than dinner at most places.

Kvöldmatur (dinner, 6pm to 9pm): the main meal of the day, features more elaborate (and pricier) dishes, such as lamb and cod loin.



Happy Beer Day

On 1 March 1989, a sobering dry spell in Iceland’s history came to an end: beer was made legal. The drink was outlawed in Iceland for 74 years, while all other booze was completely legal. Every year on the first day of March the country celebrates the anniversary with — what else? — a nationwide Beer Day. Celebrations take off around noon at craft bars and taprooms across the country. In Reykjavík, try Bjórgarðurinn (bjorgardurinn.is) and Ægisgarður (aegisgardur.is) for events.
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MENU DECODER

Uppáhelt kaffi Regular, drip coffee.

Kjötsúpa Lamb meat soup, full of veggies.

Fiskur dagsins Fish of the day. Often the common ling, less expensive than cod or haddock.

Skyr A yoghurt-like dessert, but technically akin to cheese.

Bláber Wild bilberries, referred to by Icelanders as blueberries. One of only a handful of berries that grow wild in Iceland.



Kleina Greasy doughnuts, traditionally fried in animal fat. Served with coffee. Sometimes contains raisins and then called ástarpungar.

Rúgbrauð Rye bread (or cake!) with lots of brown sugar. Eaten with butter, traditionally baked in hot springs.

Lakkrís Liquorice. On its own or added to chocolate desserts.

Pönnukökur Thin pancakes, served with rhubarb jam and whipped cream on a Sunday afternoon.



HOW TO… Eat Responsibly

There’s the ‘novelty value’ of sampling the likes of whale, puffin and even hákarl (fermented shark), but please do consider your actions. A major proportion of minke whale meat sold in Iceland is served to tourists curious to try it, not locals. The hunting of puffins has stopped in most regions due to a decline in nesting. Try these delicious local flavours instead.

Harðfiskur Brittle pieces of wind-dried haddock, eaten with butter.

Hangikjöt Literally ‘hung meat’, usually smoked lamb, served in thin slices.

Pylsur Icelandic hot dogs, made with a combination of lamb, beef and pork, and topped with raw and deep-fried onion, ketchup, mustard and tangy remoulade (ask for ‘eina með öllu’ – one with everything).

Grjónagrautur Rice pudding with raisins. Icelanders consider rice pudding to be dinner, not breakfast or dessert.

Plokkfiskur Fish stew. Haddock, potatoes, milk, flour, onion all mashed together with some salt and finally, a dash of curry.



HOW MUCH FOR A…

Kleina at a bakery
300kr

Kjötsúpa (meat soup)
2200kr

Latte
700kr

Kilo of harðfiskur
10,000kr

Lunch at a food hall
3000kr

Dinner for two at a Michelin-star restaurant
25,000kr

Beer
1400kr

Glass of wine
1600kr



HOW TO… Identify Potentially Challenging Food

In the past nothing was wasted, and some traditional Icelandic foods look more like horror-film props than food. You won’t be faced with these dishes on many menus, though – they’re generally only eaten at þorramatur buffets during the Þorrablót midwinter feast (mid-January to mid-February).

Svið Singed sheep’s head (complete with eyes) sawn in two, boiled and eaten fresh.

Sviðasulta Made from bits of svið pressed into gelatinous loaves and pickled in whey. Available at supermarkets year-round.

Slátur Comes in two forms: lifrapylsa is liver sausage, made from a mishmash of sheep intestines, liver and lard tied up in a sheep’s stomach and cooked (kind of like Scottish haggis). Blóðmör has added sheep’s blood (and equates to blood pudding).

Hrútspungar Rams’ testicles pickled in whey and pressed into a cake. Eaten cold.

Hákarl The fermented shark. Celebrity chef Anthony Bourdain claimed that it was ‘the single worst, most disgusting and terrible tasting thing’ that he had ever tasted. Gordon Ramsay famously spat it out, and Ainsley Harriott claimed it was ‘like chewing a urine-infested mattress’. Fair enough – but it does taste better than it smells. Note that population numbers of Greenland shark are uncertain.

Kæst skata Fermented skate, more intense than the fermented shark! A traditional Christmas Eve dish and the subject of feuds in apartment buildings due to its rancid ammonia smell.
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Reach for the Brennivín

Brennivín, the caraway-flavoured schnapps similar to aquavit, is the expected accompaniment of þorramatur. One shot for each bite of hákarl. Bottles have a black label – previously medicine-green – dating back to government efforts to remove positive associations.




SHOPPING FOR FRESH FOOD

Ask a Nordic person which of the eight countries in the region makes the best food and they’ll claim their own country’s fare. Next question: how about other Nordic food? ‘Disgusting!’

Iceland is known for rotten food but the contrary is usually the case. Local ingredients – gathered from the sea, greenhouses or farming – are notably fresh. In fact, Iceland’s biggest export is food – seafood, including (increasingly farmed) salmon.

In old Iceland, milk was the only fresh produce over winter and Iceland is still very much a dairy nation. Farm subsidies make the price of cheese, skyr and butter a good deal when shopping for groceries in some of the world’s most expensive supermarkets. Locally grown vegetables can cost more than the imports but are of premium quality, especially greenhouse products like tomatoes, bell peppers and salads. More selection is coming: the success of Nordic Wasabi, a food start-up growing wasabi for top restaurants around the world, shows how Iceland’s cheap electricity and abundant water supply can make almost everything possible inside greenhouses.

Baked bread and pastries are hit or miss. Restaurants and shops increasingly import frozen dough, served heated as ‘newly baked’, while increased competition among bakeries in Reykjavík has led to greater craft and quality.

The key to a happy meal in Iceland is asking yourself (and maybe the server) where the food comes from.








Responsible Travel

Roaming Sheep

Iceland famously has more sheep than people, and for much of the year the animals roam free. Be careful when driving through farmland and always close gates behind you, usually in place to keep horses from escaping.

Beach Cleaning

Cleaning rubbish along Iceland’s vast and remote coastline helps rid plastic from the sea and any abandoned fishing gear that is harmful to animals. To join organised efforts, contact Blái herinn or Ocean Missions.

No Off-road Driving

Icelandic soil forms slowly but erodes quickly; driving off road has a serious long-term effect on the landscape and is strictly forbidden. Violators face hefty fines.
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The Icelandic Pledge (pledge.visiticeland.com) is an online agreement that tourists can sign and promise to respect nature while travelling in Iceland.




Camper vans, caravans and tent trailers have to overnight at designated campgrounds, according to the Environment Agency of Iceland (ust.is).



Iceland has not hunted minke whales since 2019. Yet, the meat continues to be served to tourists as a local delicacy – imported from Norway. In a survey from 2016, when whale steaks were widely available at supermarkets, about 1.5% of Icelanders considered whale meat part of their diet.


 

Hand-knitted ‘lopi’ sweaters adored by tourists and worn with pride by locals are individually produced; one adult-size sweater takes between 14 and 25 hours to knit, depending on the numbers of colours used and extra features like zippers and buttons. But local knitters are upset at seeing their profit margins diminished by the appearance of sweaters actually made in China, albeit from authentic Icelandic wool. Containers full of local yarn are shipped from the North Atlantic island nation, made into sweaters, then shipped back again, labelled as ‘hand-knitted from Icelandic wool’ at major souvenir shops.

Plant Trees

If you are staying a while – or looking for a reason – efforts to regrow Iceland’s forest cover are led by volunteers, local and foreign. Both Worldwide friends (wf.is) and SEEDS (volunteer.is) partner with local agencies.

Green Activities

Sailing, kayaking, horseback riding, hiking and cycling have significantly less carbon footprint than helicopter excursions and super-Jeep tours. In Húsavík, North Sailing offers whale-watching tours on electric boats.
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Donations

Landvernd (landvernd.is) is Iceland’s leading environmental NGO, funded with individual donations. The Icelandic Association for Search and Rescue (ICE-SAR; icesar.com) is a nonprofit, noncommercial volunteer-based organisation helping travellers in need.


Local news stories of tourists using nature as a bathroom in outrageous locations are a regular occurrence over summer, leading to the campaign slogan: ‘When nature calls, I will not answer the call on nature’.




TAP WATER

Iceland has some of the cleanest water in the world and tap water is completely safe to drink. Locals find it incredibly wasteful to see travellers buying bottled water when the same quality of water is available from the tap.




RESOURCES

Vjp.is Guidelines for Vatnajökull National Park.
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Safetravel.is The official source for safe adventure in Iceland.
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Pledge.visiticeland.com Brief 10-step list published to encourage and inspire responsible behaviour.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers


Iceland is considered to be one of the most LGBTIQ+ friendly countries in the world; the Spartacus Gay Travel Index ranked the country number 10 worldwide in 2021. The country has had an openly gay prime minister and been among the first to legalise gay marriage and adoption rights.
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Gay Pride & the Bear Festival

The annual Reykjavík Pride (hinsegindagar.is) festival and parade is one of Iceland’s most-attended events, with some 100,000 people (the equivalent of more than 25% of the country’s population) joining the celebrations. The parade is held on the second Saturday in August and takes off from Hallgrímskirkja Church down the (rainbow coloured) Skólavörðustígur. It is impossible to miss. The annual RVKBear Festival (reykjavikbear.is) in early September is organised by the local nonprofit Bangsafélagið for ‘bears of all shapes and sizes’. The four-day festival consists of parties and day tours from Reykjavík.


IN REYKJAVÍK

Outside of August, when the Reykjavík Pride takes place, the gay scene is low-key, even in Reykjavík. The National LGBT+ Association (samtokin78.is), based at Suðurgata 3 right by Reykjavík City Hall, has an open house on Thursdays. Most events are in Icelandic. For tips and news follow gayice.is and gayiceland.is.




BEYOND REYKJAVÍK

Exclusively gay places are scarce in small-town Iceland – ie everywhere beyond Reykjavík. In Akureyri the organisation HIN Hinsegin Norðurland hosts weekly meetings on Thursday evenings at Rósenborg, Skólastíg 2, where everyone is welcome. That said, attitudes are equally accepting across Iceland, surveys suggest.



Bars & Cafes

Kiki (kiki.is) is the sole gay bar of Reykjavík, with a packed dance floor every weekend. Gay-owned cafes include the cozy Babalú (babalu.is) and the coffee shop Iða Zimsen (facebook.com/IdaZimsen) inside an independent bookstore of the same name. Namm! is a vegan catering service, specialising in sweets and desserts, for sale at the adorable Cat Café (kattakaffihusid.is).
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PINK ICELAND

Pink Iceland (pinkiceland.is) specialises in event management and spectacular destination weddings for gay couples. Travel packages are tailored to private groups, but independent travellers can book self-drive itineraries for the Ring Road, Westfjords and South Iceland.


Little Gay Reykjavík

In his book Little Gay Reykjavík (Sæmundur, 2019) Guðjón Ragnar Jónsson chronicles the birth of the gay rights movement, with often amusing anecdotes focused on 1980s nightlife.








Accessible Travel


Iceland has its challenges, but efforts are being made to promote access, often with support from the government-funded Tourist Site Protection Fund. Sights in southern Iceland have the greatest infrastructure (to accommodate large crowds) and thus the greatest number of paved paths for wheelchair access.



Icelandic Tourist Board Labels

If a tourism business meets the criteria for the ‘Gott aðgengi’ program, it is stamped with three types of green labels: accessibility for wheelchairs, accessibility for the blind and visually impaired, and accessibility for deaf and hard of hearing.


Airports

Iceland’s five major airports offer a ‘MyWay’ assistance service for passengers with reduced mobility: Keflavík Airport, Reykjavík Domestic Airport, Ísafjörður Airport, Egilsstaðir Airport and Akureyri Airport. Request the service from your airline 48 hours before departure.




Accommodation

New buildings, made after the 2012 disability code, guarantee elevators and accessible bathrooms. Most campgrounds and some hostels have accessible facilities. Public pools strive for equal access, with special lockers and pool lifts; old pools still have challenges.



TRAVABLE APP

Free and available for all types of phone, the TravAble (travable.is) app is a great tool to search for accessible businesses in Iceland.
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Seasonal Challenges

From November to March, sidewalks can be layered with ice and snow, despite best efforts to plough and salt. Some urban areas, however, have geothermally heated paths, keeping winter at bay.

Public Transport

Public buses in Reykjavík are wheelchair accessible, but users have to enter and exit the bus on their own. Buses outside Reykjavík are not as accessible.

SUNFLOWER LANYARDS

Sunflower lanyards are increasingly available, and recognised, at major service buildings, such as Keflavík Airport and Perlan. The lanyards indicate that the wearer has hidden disabilities and may need additional support, help or a little more time.


RESOURCES

Wheel Map (wheelmap.org) is an online map to find wheelchair-accessible places. Updates based on user feedback.

National Confederation of Physically Disabled People (sjalfsbjorg.is) publishes an online guide (in Icelandic) with a list of recommended hotels and restaurants. Search for ‘Ferðalög og samgöngur’. Also runs a short-term assistive device rental.

Iceland Unlimited (icelandunlimited.is) is a tour operator specialising in trips, long and short, for disabled travellers.




RAMP UP ICELAND

Almost every business on Laugavegur, the main shopping street in Reykjavík, is wheelchair-accessible, a result of the ongoing ‘Ramp up Iceland’ campaign. Businesses receive funding and some help in return. The goal is to complete 1500 ramps by March 2026.








Health & Safe Travel

Insurance

Most travellers who can enter Iceland without applying for a visa are already medically covered with a bilateral agreement. Doctors’ appointments for nonresidents are still costly and many nationals have to pay for medical assistance in full and then seek reimbursement afterwards. The European Health Insurance Card ensures a speedy process.
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Earthquakes

Iceland sits on the Eurasian and North American tectonic plates. Earthquakes occur regularly along the U-shaped plate boundaries cutting from the Reykjanes Peninsula, the southern lowlands to Vatnajökull, through the highlands via Askja, to the Húsavík region. Houses are built to withstand even the strongest of earthquakes, with no casualties in recent times. The last major earthquake was in 2008 near Selfoss.

Avalanches

Snow avalanches are the most lethal natural hazard in Iceland. Hikers, even those embarking on a modest winter trek, should first assess safety by visiting the Icelandic Met Office website (en.vedur.is) regarding recent avalanches and alerts. Avoid going after storms. Most avalanches start where the slope rolls from flat to steep, on the area’s windward side. Carry avalanche safety gear.


EMERGENCIES

Iceland’s emergency number is 112. For walk-in hours at medical centres in Reykjavík visit heilsugaeslan.is. Download the SafeTravel app.



COLOUR-CODED WEATHER ALERTS

[image: jpg]

Green
Keep calm and carry on.
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Yellow Potentially hazardous if precautions are not taken.
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Orange Bad storm. Don’t drive.
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Red
Extreme weather with hurricane-like wind; a rare event.

Volcanic & Geothermal Risks

Iceland has about 130 active volcanoes. Immediate threat from lava and volcanic gases is limited due to remoteness; the danger often lies in people attempting to see them. The same goes for the hot spring areas: stepping off designated paths for a closer look is very risky, with hollow ground and hot quicksands.


RULE ONE: FOLLOW THE FORECAST

The weather forecast is your guide to safety in Iceland. First-time visitors often underestimate how quickly good conditions can turn bad. When hiking, leave a travel plan (safetravel.is/travel-plan) or rent a PLB (Person Locator Beacon). Do not leave the car if you get stuck in snow, and stay up-to-date on road conditions at safetravel.is.








Dangerous Spots


Rule one: respect nature. That means following the weather forecast and travel warnings – not the next idiot jumping a fence. If access is limited to a natural attraction, it is to protect vulnerable land or the safety of travellers.



Reynisfjara Beach

Contrary to common perception, Reynisfjara beach is one of the most dangerous destinations in Iceland. The black-sand beach on the southern tip near Vik has claimed lives in recent years due to a phenomena known as sneaker waves or rogue waves; huge coastal waves that can suddenly appear in a train of smaller waves, much larger than those in between and reaching way further.

Reynisfjara beach has a colour-code system assessing the magnitude of sneaker waves, based on the national wave forecast operated by the Road and Coastal Administration (waves.is). Follow instructions and don’t go near the swash; a giant wave can grab anyone, and the deep ocean floor below the sandbanks creates very strong currents.


Fagradalsfjall Lava

The lava from the 2021–22 Fagradalsfjall eruption is an accessible site and safe for everyone following designated paths; walking on the lava field itself is dangerous, as the surface can break without warning.
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F-ROADS

F-roads should not be confused with regular gravel roads; the F stands for fjall or ‘mountain’ and signals bad conditions and fording of unbridged rivers. F-roads, such as Kjölur, are safe to drive with a regular Jeep; others require massive tyres for ford crossings. Regardless of vehicle size, car insurance often does not apply on F-roads, and inexperienced drivers should never attempt to ford rivers. If stuck in deep water, turn off the engine immediately and seek shelter on the car’s roof rather than wading through strong currents.



KIRKJUFELL MOUNTAIN

Kirkjufell (463m), guardian of Grundarfjörður’s northwestern vista, is said to be one of the most photographed spots in Iceland, appearing in Game of Thrones and on everyone’s Instagram. With its fame, traffic to the summit has increased, along with serious accidents caused by an unstable ground and strong winds. Avoid when wet, icy and windy. Seek advice at the tourist information Saga Center in Grundarfjörður and consider going with a guide. In the winter of 2023 the mountain path was closed off completely following a lethal accident; it may remain closed over winter.






Family Travel


Water and snow, sticks and stones, beaches and baths – Iceland is one big playground for the little people. Families favour the warmest weeks, from mid-June to mid-August, when spending a full day outside is typically possible for all ages, even after dinner in the midnight sun. When it rains, it’s time to locate the nearest ice-cream store.



Sights

Generally speaking, school-age children pay 50% of the adult rate for tours, museum admissions, public pools, meals and domestic flights. Kids under the age of six are often free. In Reykjavík, children under the age of 12 ride the city buses for free. Hotels and guesthouses often have budget ‘family rooms’ with a fold-out sleeping couch.

Facilities

• Nappy-changing facilities are easy to find; restaurants and petrol stations have them.

• Most hotels (but rarely budget places) have cots, although most only have a handful, so reserve one when booking. Expect to pay extra.

• Over-the-counter drugs are only available in pharmacies, often closed on Sundays.

• Baby gear is hard to rent, but try the Facebook group ‘Barnavörur Til sölu/Óska eftir’. Car rentals provide child and baby seats.


Getting Around

In Reykjavík and Akureyri, city buses are free for children under the age of 12. Electric scooters are widely available for rent – but helmets are harder to find and, legally, young riders need to wear one.




When to Go

Summer has perfect weather for outdoor swimming and boat trips, and the Icelandic calendar is packed full of activities for kids. Winters can be hard for children too young to properly play in the snow or stay outside in strong wind.




CHILD-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS

Reykjavík Family Park & Zoo

Petting zoo with a fantastic playground and summer funfairs.

Árbæjarlaug

Reykjavík suburb public pool, neatly designed for children of all ages.

Wonders of Iceland

Interactive and immersive exhibition on the elements of Iceland’s nature.

Lava Show (in Vík & Reykjavík)

Rocks baked to 1100°C to melt real lava, to mimic a volcanic eruption.

Whale-watching

Akureyri’s narrow fjord has calmer seas and shorter tours than elsewhere.
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OUTDOOR FAMILY FUN

What do Icelanders do with their kids? The answer: dress them in swimsuits, regardless of the weather. Public pools are places where children play and parents try their best to relax. Pools are structured like playgrounds, with slides of various heights, shallow leisure pools, and balls to play with.

Children like nature to be fun, not just pretty. The Skógafoss waterfall is less likely to impress than nearby Seljalandsfoss, with a wet path leading behind the falling water. Rugged beaches – Langanes Peninsula and Strandir, for instance – are replete with ‘treasures’ like whalebones and driftwood from Siberia.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours vary throughout the year. We provide high-season opening hours; hours will generally decrease in the shoulder and low season.

Banks 9am–4pm Monday to Friday

Bars Until 1–4am on weekends

Cafes 10am–6pm

Restaurants 11.30am–2.30pm and 6–9pm, or 10pm

Shops 10am–6pm Monday to Friday, 10am–4pm Saturday; some Sunday openings in Reykjavík

ALCOHOL

That beer you bought at the supermarket is nonalcoholic: the government-owned Vínbúðin chain has a monopoly on alcohol, light and strong, although as of 2022 microbrewers are allowed to sell bottled products directly to visitors.


WEIGHTS & MEASURES

Iceland uses the metric system. Decimals are indicated by commas, thousands by full points.

CREDIT-CARD PIN

A four-digit PIN is required for credit- and debit-card purchases. Ensure you have a PIN-enabled card before leaving home.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT

Country Code
+354

Emergency Number
112

Population
380,000



Electricity 230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

There are 16 public holidays in Iceland, with varying effects on opening hours. Expect restaurants outside Reykjavík to be closed around Christmas, New Year and Easter. Traffic is heavy on Commerce Day, following the largest travel weekend.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Easter March or April; Maundy Thursday and Good Friday to Easter Monday

First Day of Summer First Thursday after 18 April

Labour Day 1 May

Ascension Day May or June (changes annually)

Whit Sunday and Whit Monday May or June (changes annually)

National Day 17 June

Commerce Day First Monday in August

Christmas 24 to 26 December

New Year’s Eve 31 December






Language


Icelandic belongs to the Germanic language family, which includes German, English, Dutch and all the Scandinavian languages except Finnish. It’s related to Old Norse, and retains the letters ‘eth’ (ð) and ‘thorn’ (þ), which also existed in Old English.



Basics

Hello. Halló. ha·loh

Goodbye. Bless. bles

Yes. Já. yow

No. Nei. nay

Thank you. Takk./Takk fyrir. tak/tak fi·rir

Excuse me. Afsakið. af·sa·kidh

Sorry. Fyrirgefðu. fi·rir·gev·dhu

What’s your name? Hvað heitir þú? kvadh hay·tir thoo

My name is … Ég heiti … yekh hay·ti …

Do you speak English? Talarðu ensku? ta·lar dhoo ens·ku

I don’t understand. Ég skil ekki. yekh skil e·ki

Directions

Where’s the (hotel)? Hvar er (hótelið)? kvar er (hoh·te·lidh)

What is the address? Hvað er heimilisfangið? kvahth ehrr hay-mil-is-fown-gith?

Can you show me (on the map)?

Geturðu sýnt mér (á kortinu)? ge·tur·dhu seent myer (ow kor·ti·nu)

Signs

Inngangur Entrance

Útgangur Exit

Opið Open

Lokað Closed

Bannað Prohibited

Snyrting/Salerni Toilets

Time

What time is it? Hvað er klukkan? kvahth ehrr klök-ahn?

It’s ... am/pm. Hún er ... fyrir hádegi/eftir hádegi. hoon ehrr ... firr-irr how-day-i/ehf-dirr how-day-i.

in the morning að morgni. ahth mo-dni

afternoon eftir hádegi. ehf-dirr how-day-i

in the evening að kvöldi ahth kverl-di

yesterday í gær. ee gyairr

today í dag ee dahkh

tomorrow á morgun. ow morr-gön

Emergencies

Help! Hjálp! hyowlp

Go away! Farðu! far·dhu

I’m lost. Ég er villtur/villt. (m/f) ekh er vil·tur/vilt

Where are the toilets? Hvar er snyrtingin? kvar er snir·tin·gin

Call ...! Hringdu á …! hring·du ow …

a doctor lækni. laik·ni

the police lögregluna. leukh·rekh·lu·na

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Hverju mælir þú með? kver·yu mai·lir thoo medh

Cheers! Skál! skowl

Do you have vegetarian food? Eruð þið með grænmetisrétti? er·udh thidh medh grain·me·tis·rye·ti


NUMBERS

1

einn aydn

2

tveir tvayr

3

þrír threer

4

fjórir fyoh·rir

5

fimm fim

6

sex seks

7

sjö syeu

8

átta ow·ta

9

níu nee·u

10

tíu tee·u





DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Many in common with Old Norse but also geyser and berserk.



PRONUNCIATION

Stress is generally placed on the first syllable.

Changing Places

Be aware, especially when you’re trying to read bus timetables or road signs, that place names can be spelled in several different ways due to Icelandic grammar rules.

Greetings

In the old Icelandic rural culture, greetings involved a lot of kisses. Nowadays most people only shake hands or put a little kiss on one cheek only.


Reading Icelandic



	Letter

	Explanation




	Á á

	ow (as in ‘how’)




	Đ ð

	dh (as the ‘th’ in ‘that’)




	É é

	ye (as in ‘yet’)




	Í í

	ee (as in ‘see’)




	Ó ó

	oh (as the ‘o’ in ‘note’)




	Ú ú

	oo (as in ‘too’)




	Ý ý

	ee (as in ‘see’)




	Þ þ

	th (as in ‘think’)




	Æ æ

	ai (as in ‘aisle’)




	Ö ö

	eu (as the ‘u’ in ‘nurse’)







Sons and Dóttirs

Icelanders are a rather informal people. A person is very rarely addressed by title and/or surname. Icelanders use the ancient patronymic system, where son, ‘son’ or dóttir, ‘daughter’ is attached to the genitive form of the father’s or, less commonly, the mother’s, first name.

WHO SPEAKS ICELANDIC?

Iceland was settled primarily by Norwegians in the 9th and 10th centuries. By the 14th century Icelandic (Old Norse) and Norwegian had grown apart considerably. This was due to changes in Norwegian, while Icelandic changed remarkably little through the centuries. In fact, it has an unbroken literary tradition, dating from about 1100. The treasures of the Sagas and the poetic Edda, written about 700 years ago, can be enjoyed by a modern-day speaker of Icelandic.
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NORWAY
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ARRESTING LANDSCAPES, ARTS & VIKING HISTORY

With its quietly confident cities, pristine wilderness and astonishing natural phenomena, Norway will steal your breath many times over.
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Kayaking, Flåm | Dario Duno/shutterstock©

Dramatic fjords violently gouged by glaciers; barren mountain ranges bejewelled by pure, glistening lakes; vast swaths of evergreen forest and pristine, snow-laden wilderness: Norway’s incomparable landscapes have been millions of years in the making. Its raw, unyielding beauty is simply staggering and the possibilities to experience it up close are endless, whether hiking, cycling, rafting or kayaking in summer, or snowshoeing, skiing and chasing the ephemeral northern lights in winter.

The country’s urban landscapes, too, will jostle for your attention. Capital Oslo is no longer under the radar and is evolving at pace, with trailblazing architects erecting stunning structures befitting the nationally important cultural offerings within. Seemingly not even the quaintest island village is without a visionary attraction now, from cutting-edge contemporary art venues to minimalistic, luxury mountain lodges.

Norway’s travel industry used 2020’s forced hiatus wisely and emerged with a commitment to align with ever-pressing climate targets, halve its emissions by 2030 (compared to 2019 levels) and champion sustainability to preserve its most precious resources.

Yet the more things change, the more they stay the same. The pull of this country – whether to delve into its Viking roots, experience the unparalleled freedom of the outdoors or simply soak up the vibe of a neighbourhood cafe – remains as potent as ever. A once-in-a-lifetime destination it may be, but few visitors will leave Norway without longing to return.
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THE MAIN AREAS

OSLO

The culture capital.

RJUKAN

Adrenaline-fuelled outdoor activities.

STAVANGER

Affluent cuisine scene.

BERGEN

Hanseatic history.

SOGNEFJORDEN

A spectacular 203km-long adventure.

ÅLESUND

Art nouveau–styled fjord gateway.

TRONDHEIM

Norway’s royal history.

LOFOTEN

Captivating fishing villages.

TROMSØ

Northern lights and whale-watching.

KARASJOK

Norway’s Sámi capital.



Find Your Way

Norway’s highlights span the length of its convoluted coastline and the excitement extends deep into its heart. Getting from place to place can take some time, but you’ll be rewarded with dramatic scenery on your journey.
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Plan Your Days

Even on a short break in Norway you can combine outdoor adventures with stylish city life. With a little more time you can reach the remote landscapes that make this country so enthralling.
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Pressed for Time

• Start in Oslo and spend the morning absorbing some of the city’s artistic and architectural masterworks, including the new Nasjonalmuseet, opened in 2022. Stroll along the waterfront and onto the roof of the snow-white Oslo Opera House for views out to the Oslofjord, before heading to Grünerløkka to crawl the offbeat bars.

• Take the famed Oslo–Bergen railway and glide over the hauntingly beautiful Hardangervidda Plateau to reach Bergen, where you can wander the historic wooden alleyways of Bryggen. Feast on seafood at Fisketorget, then ride the Fløibanen funicular to watch the sun set over the city from Mt Fløyen.




A Week-long Stay

• With a little longer, you can break up the journey from Oslo at Myrdal, then hop on the vintage-style Flåmsbana railway to Flåm, from where you can float down the Nærøyfjord before heading to Bergen via Gudvangen and Voss.

• After exploring Bergen (see left), head down to Stavanger for its charming old town, tumbling with whitewashed wooden houses, before exciting your palate with a meal at one of the city’s acclaimed restaurants. And with Lysefjord so tantalisingly close, you won’t want to miss the chance to take the thrilling hike to Preikestolen before heading home.




Longer to Explore

• Meander the museums of Oslo, then take the train from the present-day capital to Trondheim, Norway’s historic first city. Climb the tower at Gothic Nidaros Cathedral – built on the burial site of revered St Olav – then stroll across Gamle Bybro to explore the cobbled streets, shops and cafe-bars of Bakklandet.

• Then it’s on to Bodø to experience the maelstrom Saltstraumen by RIB boat, before hopping over to Lofoten to linger in fishing villages in the shadow of jagged mountain peaks. Finally, travel up to the Arctic capital Tromsø, to party hard under the midnight sun.


Seasonal Highlights

Winter reveals the aurora’s light show, flickering in the polar night over snow-capped mountains, while mild summers draw out the crowds for hiking, biking and picnicking.

JANUARY

Arctic adventures by snowmobile, sled dog and reindeer abound, while Tromsø’s Northern Lights Festival brings music to lift the darkness.
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FEBRUARY

Røros is transformed with stalls, traditional music, dancing and storytelling as centuries-old Rørosmartnan festival comes to town.
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MARCH

Sunfest marks the return of the sun over Longyearbyen, while Sámi Easter celebrations bring reindeer racing and weddings.

[image: jpg]

GINGER_POLINA_BUBLIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

MAY

Syttende Mai (17 May) heralds Constitution Day, as flag-waving families and friends gather in national dress for parades and games.
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JUNE

The world’s biggest extreme-sports festival, Ekstremsportveko, is held in Voss, with music and events from kayaking to longboarding and BASE jumping.
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AUGUST

It’s a golden month for music festivals of all genres. Oslo’s rock and indie Øya Festival is one of Europe’s greenest.
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NOVEMBER

Whale-watching tours are at their peak as humpbacks and orcas gather to feast on herring in the waters close to Tromsø.
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LILLEHAMMER
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Long a popular Norwegian ski resort, Lillehammer was elevated to the world stage when it hosted the Winter Olympics in 1994. Its sporting legacy continues to inspire both athletes and visitors, with a slew of world-class winter-sports facilities and Olympic-inspired attractions in and around town.

But pleasure-seekers have visited this town since the mid-18th century, drawn by its idyllic location on the northern shores of Norway’s largest lake, Mjøsa. Contemporaries of Norwegian artist Frederik Collett (1839–1914) were inspired by his depictions of winter landscapes around Lillehammer and followed; many of their works are on display in the town’s impressive art museum. Meanwhile, Unesco designated Lillehammer a City of Literature in 2017, and the stories of two Nobel laureates in Literature (Sigrid Undset and Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson) can be uncovered at their former homes.
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TOP TIP

Download the Bolt or ShareBike apps to pick up an on-demand electric scooter or e-bike for an easier climb up to Olympiaparken.



Olympic Legend

JUMP INTO LILLEHAMMER’S OLYMPIC LEGACY

Lillehammer is rightly proud of its place in sporting history and its Olympic attractions aren’t just for ardent sports fans – they incorporate history, architecture and stellar views too.

In the same complex as Maihaugen, the Norges Olympiske Museum (Norwegian Olympic Museum) is an exhilarating introduction to the origins of the Games and Norway’s role as the host of two Winter Olympics: Oslo 1952 and Lillehammer 1994. Exhibits (many celebrating the achievements of Norwegian athletes) surround a northern-lights-themed replica ski jump. There’s stirring Olympic footage aplenty and a biathlon simulator too (harder than it looks).

After you’ve learned the backstory, walk the 1.5km along Maihaugvegen and Sigrid Undsets veg to wander Olympiaparken and feel a bit of the 1994 Olympic spirit yourself. The two main arenas here are Håkons Hall – which was dug out to maintain a low profile on the landscape – and Eidsiva Arena. The facilities built for the 1994 Games are still in use for training, sports events and concerts. Drop in to work out or simply have a look inside and peer down into the vast arena.

A trail behind Håkons Hall takes you up a long, slow climb to the vertiginous Lysgårdsbakkene Ski Jump. The opening ceremony for the Games was held here and the tower for the Olympic flame still stands at the foot of the jump. Take the cable car right to the top or, if you have a head for heights and enough puff, walk up the 936 narrow steps for a panoramic, ski-jumper’s-eye view over Lillehammer and Lake Mjøsa.
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OLYMPIC VENUES AROUND LILLEHAMMER

Hafjell Alpine Centre

Venue for alpine skiing events in 1994, Hafjell is now Norway’s third-largest ski resort, with 50km of marked slopes. It’s 15km north of Lillehammer.

Lillehammer Olympic Bobsleigh & Toboggan Run

Experience the thrill of a 120km/h Olympic run down Scandinavia’s only bobsled track at Hunderfossen, a 10-minute train journey from Lillehammer.

Kvitfjell Alpine Facility

Closer to Ringebu than to Lillehammer, Kvitfjell hosted cross-country skiers at the Lillehammer Games, but there are several runs for downhill enthusiasts too.



WHERE TO STAY IN LILLEHAMMER

Stasjonen

More hostel than hotel, friendly Stasjonen has basic yet comfortable rooms and dorms right above the train station. €€

Clarion Collection Hotel Hammer

Old-style wooden frontage on Storgata leads to modern rooms; bonus afternoon fika. €€€

Scandic Lillehammer Hotel

Sports-themed wallpaper, and gym, swimming pool, sculpture park and spa, in a residential spot near Olympiaparken. €€€

Snapshots in Time

CULTURAL HISTORY, ART & LITERATURE

The town’s place in the historical record extends further than the 1994 Olympics, and a clutch of museums gives you a taste of Lillehammer life in centuries past.

In an elevated spot around 1.5km from Olympiaparken, Maihaugen folk museum first opened in 1904 and was originally the pet project of travelling dentist Anders Sandvig, whose teeth-pulling work around Gudbrandsdalen inspired him to collect culturally significant artefacts and buildings for posterity. You can easily spend several hours wandering the rural, town and residential zones in the scenic 36-hectare grounds, imagining life in centuries past and hearing stories told by costumed actors. The spire of the showpiece 13th-century Garmo Stave Church still presides over summertime services. Don’t miss the main indoor exhibition, Impulses, which artfully collates more than 1000 items including textiles, weaponry and folk art.

Just opposite Olympiaparken, Sigrid Undsets Bjerkebæk is the former home of Nobel Prize–winning author Sigrid Undset and, in summer, you can step inside to learn how she came to write the historical novels for which she became so famous.

Stroll back to the centre of town to take in the striking, Snøhetta-designed Lillehammer Kunstmuseum. It houses over 1500 works by Norwegian artists from the 19th century to the present day, many showing scenes of Lillehammer life, including pieces by Edvard Munch.


LILLEHAMMER’S BEST FOOD & DRINK

Lillehammer Bakeri

Savour bakery-fresh sandwiches and pastries beside a floor-to-ceiling fireplace. €

Heim

A warm welcome is the appetiser for classics including burgers at this knick-knack-filled pub on Storgata. €€

LYNG

Choose from a seasonal menu with select dishes such as duck with apricot purée. €€€

Nikkers

A riverside terrace and mountain-cabin feel make pub-bistro Nikkers a lively hangout for drinks all year round.

Lillehammer Mikrobryggeri

Taste a drop and fill up on bar snacks at this cavern-like altar to ale.




Getting Around

Lillehammer is about 2½ hours from Oslo and 4½ to 5½ hours from Trondheim by train and by bus. You’ll arrive at Lillehammer Skysstasjon, at the foot of Jernbanegata. This is also the best place to pick up a taxi.

Most of the main sights are at the top of town, uphill from the station. Distances aren’t especially large, but the hill means it’s quite a hike. Olympiaparken is on the B3 and B6 bus routes (stop Stampesletta Håkons Hall), while the B7 is best for Maihaugen. Download the Innlandstrafikk app to buy paperless bus tickets.

Though Hunderfossen and Hafjell are geographically close, they’re separated by water. If you’re not driving, getting to Hafjell is easier by bus (141 or 142), while Hunderfossen is easier by train.






Beyond Lillehammer


[image: ]

The hills immediately around Lillehammer are a year-round sporting playground, but venture further for the most spectacular peaks in Norway.


Around 2½ hours’ drive from Lillehammer, Jotunheimen National Park is one of Norway’s most exciting wilderness destinations. Hiking routes snake through ravine-like valleys to the tops of all the peaks in Norway over 2300m. Fittingly, the park’s name means ‘Home of the Giants’.

With an atmospheric stave church, a tumbling waterfall and dark-wood houses climbing the steep surrounding hills, National Park Village Lom makes a scenic base. Amenities include hotels, a tourist office, a supermarket and an outstanding bakery. The scenic Sognefjellet Rd leads out of town and winds through the park, over the country’s highest mountain pass and towards Norway’s famous fjords.
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TOP TIP

Both the tourist office and the Norsk Fjellsenter in Lom offer information and can answer questions about hiking and activities throughout the park.



Reach New Heights on Sognefjellet Road

NORTHERN EUROPE’S HIGHEST MOUNTAIN PASS

Snaking through Jotunheimen National Park, the 108km-long Sognefjellet Rd (Rv55; pictured) is one of Norway’s 18 National Scenic Routes. It connects Lom with Gaupne, off Lustrafjorden. It is the highest mountain road in northern Europe, rising to 1434m. Access from the southwest is via multiple hairpin bends climbing beyond the tree line to Turtagrø, with a stirring view of the Skagastølstindane mountains on the right. If you’re coming from Lom, the ascent is more gradual, following beautiful Bøverdalen, the valley of the Bøvra River.

This road is legendary among cyclists, but it’s a serious undertaking that requires high levels of fitness and perfect brakes.

The snow sometimes doesn’t melt until early July, although the road is usually open from May to November.

[image: jpg]

Sognefjellet Rd | AGUSTAVOP/GETTY IMAGES ©


LOM’S BEST EATING

Bakeriet i Lom

Expect exquisitely baked bread and buns at Lom’s stylish bakery. There’s also Neapolitan-style pizza Thursday to Saturday. €

BrimiBue

A daily-changing menu using local ingredients in the airy canteen-style restaurant, and a floor of minimalist, modern rooms above. €€€
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WHERE TO STAY IN LOM

Lom Camping

Sitting alongside the River Bøvra, this no-frills campsite is at the start of Sognefjellet Rd. €

Fossheim Hotel

Family-run since 1897, this hotel offers wood-panelled rooms, cosy cabins and a hearty breakfast buffet. €€€

BrimiBue

For the design conscious, these minimalist, modern rooms are secreted above the restaurant of the same name. €€€

Hike the ‘Home of the Giants’

EXPLORING JOTUNHEIMEN NATIONAL PARK

Deciding which of the 50 marked trails to hike through Jotunheimen can be tough. Whichever you choose, be it a flat, novice route or a multiday combination with stays in DNT-run lodges, you’ll be rewarded with unforgettable views of this wild and beguiling landscape.

The most famous hike is Besseggen, so popular that well over 30,000 hikers walk it in the three months a year that it’s passable. Taking six to eight hours, the route between Memurubu and Gjendesheim climbs to a high point of 1743m and is doable by anyone with a good level of fitness. Park at Gjendesheim, then hop on the ferry across the lake (book your ticket in advance). The hike winds up steep hills, across flat plateaus and past glacial lakes, and requires a vertiginous scramble up the Besseggen Ridge, before it reaches the summit of Veslefjell Mountain, the ‘roof of Besseggen’.
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CLIMATE CHANGE AND GLACIAL ARCHAEOLOGY

Rising global temperatures have led to glaciers melting at an alarming rate. And as the ice retreats, secrets of past human habitation on the mountains are being revealed. Though it’s a relatively new subspecialty, glacial archeologists have catalogued and preserved over 2000 artefacts from 50 sites across Central Norway’s national parks alone (including Jotunheimen), amounting to more than half the world’s glacial discoveries to date.

Among the finds are a tunic frozen for 1700 years and a 3300-year-old shoe, both of which are on display alongside other astonishing items at the excellent Norsk Fjellsenter in Lom; part museum, part visitor centre for the surrounding national parks.




Getting Around

Buses connect Lom to the nearest train station in Otta, for rail links to Lillehammer, Oslo and Trondheim. There are also direct bus routes to Oslo, Bergen and Trondheim.

A skeleton local bus service connects Lom to various trailheads in the park during the peak hiking season (mid-June to mid-August), but outside this period you’ll need a car (or a bike, in combination with a high level of fitness) to make the most of all the park has to offer.





TRONDHEIM
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Trondheim is, without a doubt, one of Norway’s most photogenic cities. Colourfully painted wooden wharves line the Nidelva River as it meanders out to the Trondheimsfjord and the spire of its Gothic cathedral still stands in contrast to the city’s pleasingly low profile. Trondheim is now the country’s third-largest city, but the grandeur of some of its buildings hints at its affluent past – a story told across its museums and galleries.

Today this ancient city maintains a youthful visage courtesy of stylish cafes and bars, cutting-edge cuisine and forward-thinking arts venues. The huge student presence helps, too: almost a fifth of the city’s population attends its highly regarded universities.

Above all, Trondheim is simply a pleasure to wander or cycle around, whether through cobblestone streets or alongside the river on a sunny summer’s day.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Gamle Bybro

2Nidarosdomen

SIGHTS

3Erkebispegården

4Kristiansten Festning

5Stiftsgården

6Trampe

EATING

7Baklandet Skydsstasjon

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Antikvariatet

9Britannia Bar

10Habitat

11NB6

12ØX Tap Room

13Trondhjem Mikrobryggeri




TOP TIP

Midtbyen is where you’ll find Trondheim S (the main train and bus station), most sights, restaurants and bars, plus the pedestrianised shopping streets Thomas Angells gate and Nordre gate. South of the river is cobbled Bakklandet, to the west is the Bymarka hiking area and to the east is stylish Solsiden.
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Archbishops, Saints & Royalty

TRONDHEIM TELLS THE STORY OF NORWAY

The historical significance of the city once known as Nidaros is etched into its ancient ecclesiastical buildings, and when you visit them, you’ll discover the story of Norway itself.

In 1035 a humble wooden chapel was built on the burial site of St Olav, the king martyred-- at Stiklestad who led Norway into Christendom. Almost 1000 years and several extensions later, Nidarosdomen (Nidaros Cathedral) is the world’s most northerly Gothic church. Its towering west front features 76 sculptures of historical figures and a 10,000-piece stained-glass rose window. No longer the ‘dark cathedral’, Nidarosdomen’s Gothic interior is now accented by an award-winning lighting system. Climb the tower’s 176 narrow steps in summer to see Trondheim from a unique vantage point.

In the adjacent 12th-century Erkebispegården (Archbishop’s Palace), you’ll find the Archbishop’s Palace Museum, which houses finds discovered during excavations in the 1990s, including original sculptures from Nidarosdomen, eroded by time, weather and fire. Don’t miss the fascinating film celebrating the master craftspeople involved in the cathedral’s restoration. The Riksregaliene (Crown Regalia), created in 1818 after Norway separated from Denmark, is displayed in an atmospherically lit, vaulted cellar space in the palace’s west wing. The collection includes several priceless items, including gold crowns burdened by the weight of myriad precious gems, and an astonishing red-velvet, ermine-lined embroidered robe.

The King’s official residence in Trondheim, Stiftsgården is an 18th-century house on Munkegata. More than 100 rooms are spread over 4000 sq metres at this grand abode, the largest wooden palace in Scandinavia. Visit on an hourly 45-minute guided tour in summer, and access the garden from Dronningens gate.


BEST CASUAL BITES

Bror

Lively bar-restaurant serving tasty burgers, flavourful tacos and substantial sides. €

Koie Ramen

Perch on a high stool around a communal table for hearty ramen bowls and gyoza. €

Mat fra Hagen

Vegan paradise: fresh salad buffet plus plant-based burgers and wraps. €

Cafe Løkka

Burgers, salads, sandwiches and cocktails; between Bakklandet and Solsiden. €€

Grano

Outstanding Italian pizza at a busy corner spot close to the train station. €€



WHERE TO STAY IN TRONDHEIM

Nidaros Pilegrimsgård

Simple guesthouse with a contemplative air. Between Nidarosdomen and the Nidelva. Open to non-pilgrims too. €€

Scandic Bakklandet

The most central Trondheim Scandic has smart rooms with quirky art, plus a satisfying breakfast buffet. €€€

Britannia Hotel

Experience understated opulence from the marbled foyer to the fresh flowers in individually designed suites. €€€

Bakklandet & the Top of Trondheim

COBBLESTONE STREETS & FJORD VIEWS

Strolling alongside the pastel-hued wooden buildings on Bakkandet’s car-free cobbled streets is a true Trondheim pleasure.

From Nidarosdomen, it’s a short walk towards the river and Gamle Bybro, the Old Town Bridge redesigned by Carl Adolf Dahl in 1861. Walk through the red-painted, wrought-iron archways towards Bakklandet and snap that essential photo of the brightly painted wharves on either side of the Nidelva. Once you’re over the bridge, simply while away some time in the cafes, boutiques and restaurants of this uniquely pretty neighbourhood. Highlights include homely Baklandet Skydsstasjon and live-music cafe-bar Antikvariatet – there’s a viewpoint framing the wharves a bit further along from this bar on the left.

At the foot of Brubakken, just up from the Radio Otto sculpture dedicated to Trondheim composer Otto Nielsen, watch steely-nerved locals ascend the hill on Trampe, the world’s only bicycle lift. Feeling brave? There’s a Trondheim Bysykkel station right next to it to try for yourself.

For unrivalled views over Trondheim, head up Brubakken and follow the road around to the right until you reach Kristiansten Festning. The white, 17th-century fortress has a summer-only museum, but you can take in the expansive views all year round.
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The Story of Trøndelag

FOLK HISTORY AT SVERRESBORG

Set around the ruins of King Sverres’ 12th-century hilltop castle, Sverresborg Trøndelag Folkemuseum is, for our money, the best museum of its kind in Norway.

The vast ‘Images of Life’ exhibition tells the story of life in the region via displays of toys, clothes and vintage vehicles. Outside, peek into buildings transported from across Trøndelag, from Sámi homes to the windowless Haltdalen Stave Church, dating to 1170. The lively town section has time capsules including shops and a toothache-inducing dentist’s office. Ramble up towards the castle ruins for Trondheim-wide views.

Take bus 11 (direction: Stavset) from Kongens gate and get out at the stop Trøndelag Folkemuseum.


BEST CAFES IN TRONDHEIM

Jacobsen og Svart

You’ll be hard-pressed to find a better cup of coffee in Trondheim, expertly crafted by true aficionados in stylish but unpretentious premises.

Onkel Svanhild

Mismatching vintage teacups add to the quirky ambience at this cafe-bakery-confectioner. The tea menu of Palais des Thés complements the sweet treats on offer.

Streif

Inside Nidaros Pilegrimsgård, pick up a warm drink and a pastry, then settle in by the bookshelves, or enjoy a peaceful Nidelva view from the terrace.



WHERE TO EAT IN TRONDHEIM

Baklandet Skydsstasjon

This cosy cafe in an 18th-century wooden house serves comforting classics such as fish soup with an aquavit chaser. €€

To Rom og Kjøkken

Outstanding service, impeccable presentation and locally sourced ingredients over three, five or seven courses. €€€

Fagn

Stellar Norwegian-inspired dishes in both the Michelin-starred restaurant and the Bib Gourmand–rated bistro. €€€

Nidaros Nightlife

NIGHTS OUT IN TRONDHEIM

Trondheim buzzes after dark, wherever you are. Midtbyen has the greatest variety of pubs, bars and nightclubs, while over the river in Bakklandet there’s a clutch of quirky drinking dens. Solsiden (‘the sunny side’) has harbourside bars in converted shipyard buildings.

For beer, foliage-festooned Habitat pulls craft beer from Trondheim’s own Monkey Brew and others. Meanwhile, subterranean ØX Tap Room bustles with an eclectic mix of patrons keen to taste the vast selection brewed on-site. Studenty beer hall Trondhjem Mikrobryggeri has up to eight of its own tipples on tap. If wine is your drink of choice, try NB6, a wine bar with mid-century modern stylings. For cocktails, brush up and reserve a table at Britannia Bar to sip expertly mixed signature creations. Pull up a chair for casual live music in the book-lined gig room at Antikvariatet, or check the listings at Havet, a multipurpose venue with floating saunas to the east of the city centre (stop Strandveikai on bus 20 gets you closest).

If you prefer to socialise alcohol-free, you’ll be welcomed with excellent no-booze beverages at almost every bar in town.
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BEST FOR ART IN TRONDHEIM

TKM Bispegata

Close to Nidarosdomen, Trondheims Kunstmuseum’s main gallery houses a permanent collection spanning 150 years plus changing exhibitions.

TKM Gråmølna

TKM’s Solsiden outpost hosts temporary exhibitions and works by influential Norwegian artist Håkon Bleken. Outside, Lars Ø Ramberg’s Kapitalistischer Realismus comprises six sections of the Berlin Wall.

K-U-K (Kjøpmannsgata Ung Kunst)

Young artists fill the ever-changing roster at this independent gallery. The excellent shop sells original pieces from postcards to framed paintings if your wallet (and luggage) can stretch.




Getting Around

Trondheim S is the main station for intercity buses and trains. Trondheim Værnes Airport is a 35-minute train journey from the city centre.

All city bus routes stop at or near the corner of Munkegata and Dronningens gate. Trondheim’s tram line, the Gråkallbanen, runs west from St Olavsgata to Lian. Download the AtB app to plan your journey and buy tickets before boarding. If you’re planning to make more than two individual journeys in a day, you’re better off with the 24-hour ticket.

Trondheim has a good network of bike lanes and you can pick up and drop off a city bike from one of the 38 city-bike stations around the city. Download the Trondheim Bysykkel app to unlock available bikes.

If you can avoid driving in Trondheim you’ll save yourself the mandatory tolls when you enter and leave the city centre; you’ll also avoid the steep parking charges. If you can’t avoid it, visit trondheimparkering.no for full details on electric-vehicle charging points and parking spaces. Be sure not to stray into the bus lanes.






Beyond Trondheim
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Of the many historically important places within easy reach of Trondheim, Røros stands out for its unashamed charm and uniquely unusual monuments.


Set against bleak, partially forested fells around 150km southeast of Trondheim, Unesco World Heritage Site Røros is an enchanting place. For over three centuries this was the epicentre for copper mining in Norway and the riches afforded to the mine owners were ploughed into the town in the form of attractive wood-clad homes and an incongruously large church. As you wander past the immaculate 18th-century houses secreting cafes, galleries and artists’ workshops, you’d be forgiven for thinking this was an open-air museum. Its pretty buildings stand in sharp relief against the protected slag heap of the former copperworks, now a fascinating museum telling the story of the back-breaking graft on which the town’s fortunes were built.
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TOP TIP

Be sure to wear sturdy shoes – in common with Røros’ industrial origins, some of its streets are fairly rugged.



Mine the Past

UNEARTH RØROS’ COPPER-MINING HERITAGE

You won’t have to stroll far before you begin to understand Røros’ appeal. Start at the top of Mørkstugata, where you’ll see Hyttklokka (the shift clock), the bell that once pealed to signal the start and end of the work day at the smeltery. Head over the road and across the open area known as Malmplassen (Ore Place) to Smelthytta, a cavernous museum and itself a former copper-smelting works that brings to life the 333-year-long history of copper mining in the town. Animated scale models and live demonstrations illustrate the arduous mining and smelting processes in detail.

Behind the museum, cross a wooden bridge to reach the protected Slegghaugan (slag heap). The hulking, charcoal-grey dunes of smelting waste make for a bizarre heritage monument, but it’s well worth climbing to the top for the views over the town.

The track running between the river and the slag heap will lead you to Sleggveien (Slag Rd), a short lane of turf-roofed miners’ cottages that makes for an intriguing wander even on days when the houses aren’t open to visitors.

Back towards the village centre, the monochrome tower of 1600-seat Røros Kirke stands tall as a symbol of the town’s fortunes when it was completed in 1784. To the left of the church is the family vault of Peder Hiort, a wealthy managing director of Røros Copper Works in the 18th century and a major donor towards the church’s construction.
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BEST SLEEPING & EATING IN RøROS

Erzscheidergården

Exceptional service and a breakfast feast of local produce are standard at this tastefully rustic 17th-century hotel. €€

Vertshuset Røros

Individually styled period rooms and an elegant restaurant serving dishes made using fresh regional ingredients. €€

Trygstad Bakeri

Satisfy your sweet tooth with a wedge of cake or fill up from the selection of pizzas. €

Kaffestugu

Tasty, no-nonsense staples such as smørbrød. The functional counter area belies the charming muralled dining rooms beyond. €€




Getting Around

It’s possible to fly from Oslo in under an hour, but Røros is a scenic 2½-hour train journey from Trondheim (a little longer but similarly picturesque by bus), which makes it entirely feasible to visit on a day trip. The drive from Trondheim is around two hours.

The main sights are concentrated over only a few streets (Kjerkgata and Mørkstugata are the two main ones) and they’re very easy to walk between. Be aware, though, that there’s quite an incline to get up to Smelthytta from the train and buses, which arrive at the foot of the hill.





BODø
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Bodø is the furthest north you can reach on Norway’s rail network, and the journey on Nordlandsbanen from Trondheim – by day or overnight – is a stunning glide alongside forest and fjord. It’s also the northernmost point of the Kystriksveien Coastal Route, one of the most scenic drives in the country.

Until relatively recently, the post-WWII city centre didn’t hold much architectural appeal. However, an award-winning concert house and library may well have contributed to a culture shift, quite literally: Bodø won its bid to be European Capital of Culture 2024 and building works around the centre indicate more changes are coming at pace.

Even so, Bodø’s location is the real star, teased by distant rugged peaks and vast skies alive with white-tailed sea eagles. Meanwhile, the city’s proximity to the legendary Saltstraumen incites adrenaline-lovers to face the maelstrom’s force.
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TOP TIP

It can be fiendishly windy in and around Bodø, especially between October and March. If you’re visiting Saltstraumen under your own steam, it’s worth keeping an eye on the wind forecast, as well as checking the tides, as both the bridge and the trail down to the waterside are very exposed.



Fish & Flights of Fancy

NORDLAND’S HISTORY OF TRANSPORT AND TRADE

Close to Bodø’s airport, you’ll find two impressive museums that tell in-depth stories of trade, exploration and travel in northern Norway and beyond.

The newest Norwegian Jekt Trade Museum, Jektefartsmuseet, stands on the craggy shores of Saltfjorden at Bodøsjøen. Its dark wooden building shields the Anne Karoline, the last of the trade jekts (wide wooden cargo vessels) in Nordland. You can uncover its story here, as well as the trading history of one of Norway’s most important exports. For four centuries, these jekts carried stockfish from the north to Bergen – cargo that was, at the time, worth more to the economy than oil is today. This precious commodity brought immense riches, but the trade was fraught with peril, and you’ll discover how merchants, fishers and sailors could lose everything to the whims of the seas.

A kilometre closer to the centre and covering a more modern mode of transport, the Norsk Luftfartsmuseum (Norwegian Aviation Museum) is a vast propeller-shaped building that celebrates the history of civil and military flight in Norway. The 10,000-sq-metre ode to aviation is strung with aircraft including the iconic Spitfire, and exhibits cover pioneering flights such as those undertaken by Hans Dons, Norway’s first pilot, and Roald Amundsen’s 1926 airship exploration of the North Pole. You can get to grips with the physics of flying, sit in a Cessna, and climb a disused control tower to look for planes coming in to land at the airport. This museum is massive so allow yourself plenty of time to explore.

[image: jpg]

Norsk Luftfartsmuseum | Sergi Reboredo/Alamy Stock Photo ©


EUROPEAN CAPITAL OF CULTURE 2024

Bolstered by the world-class culture house and library combo Stormen, plus an already packed annual programme of cultural offerings including rock and classical-music festivals, Bodø will become the first European Capital of Culture north of the Arctic Circle in 2024. The year-long programme, ARCTICulation, encompasses over 600 events, from Sámi theatre and art to local foodie experiences and a festival of light in winter.

You’ll see pop-up art and culture in the city itself, while Nordland’s unique scenery will form the backdrop for many other events. Organisers are keen to keep up the cultural offerings long after the curtain falls on Bodø 2024. Check bodo2024.no for updates.



WHERE TO STAY IN BODØ

Smarthotel

Basic and compact rooms with chic, pared-back stylings in a new-in-2022 budget hotel opposite the train station. €€

Thon Hotel Nordlys

Harbourside hotel with comfortable rooms, some with northern-lights-themed decor and a Nespresso machine. €€

Scandic Havet

It’s the standard Scandic offering in this white tower, but the rooftop bar-restaurant is perfect for sea-gazing. €€€

Feel the Maelstrom’s Force

POWERFUL TIDAL CURRENT

Every six hours or so, at the turn of the tide, 400 million cubic metres of water rush through the narrow strait between Saltenfjorden and Skjerstadfjorden, around 30km from the centre of Bodø. The force of water pushing through a channel just 150m wide creates fierce whirlpools that surge and twist. Welcome to the Saltstraumen Maelstrom, often touted as the world’s most powerful.

Stella Polaris and Explore Salten run RIB tours to the strait from the city, zipping past looming mountains and, if you’re lucky, beneath a soaring sea eagle or two en route. These vessels’ powerful motors enable the skipper to deftly dart around the churning water for the most adrenaline-pumping way to experience the phenomenon.

You can also witness the maelstrom from above. It’s a straightforward drive on the Fv17 road – park just before you reach Saltstraumbrua (the arched bridge crossing the strait) and walk on the bridge’s footpath until you’re right above the action. There’s a path down to the shore from which you’ll get a good vantage point. Public buses 200 and 300 will take you to Saltstraumen in about 40 minutes, but it can be tricky to time these with the tides. Pick up a tide timetable from the tourist office or check online to make sure you arrive when the swirling is at its strongest.
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BODø’S BEST EATING & DRINKING

Craig Alibone

Pâtisserie by day and champagne bar by night, this chic cafe has decadent artisan cakes, truffles and macarons to tempt your taste buds. €

Hundholmen Brygghus

There’s a huge menu of beers at this inviting, dimly lit gastro-brewpub serving classic pub meals at the bar and Norwegian dishes in the dining room. €€

LystPå

Stop by for a casual burger-based bite at lunch or savour local produce such as Saltfjellet reindeer for dinner. The terrace is perfect for summertime dining. €€€




Getting Around

The train station, ferry quay and Hurtigruten terminal are clustered towards the eastern end of the harbour, while Svolvær-bound express boats leave from Sentrumsterminalen, close to the Scandic Havet hotel.

Local buses serve Bodø’s airport, about 3.5km from the city centre, as well as the area’s main attractions; download the Billett Nordland app to buy bus tickets. Having a car is a real bonus for avoiding sporadic schedules.





LOFOTEN
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The Lofoten Islands possess the kind of beauty that can turn on a dime: soaring, jagged peaks rising from the restless waters are achingly handsome when bathed in summer sunlight, yet stunningly intimidating on a stormy November afternoon. No matter the season, these islands are simply captivating.

Humans have felt the pull of Lofoten for millennia, and you’ll see Viking-era finds on show at one of Norway’s finest museums. Artists, too, are called by the inspiring landscapes, and their works are displayed in galleries up and down the archipelago.

But Lofoten isn’t just a place for creative contemplation. Hop in the car or on your bike and meander your way down the islands from top to bottom – and be sure to pick up a freshly baked bun for the road.
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TOP TIP

From north to south, Lofoten’s main islands are Austvågøy (home to Svolvær, the Islands’ biggest town), Vestvågøy (home to Lofotr Viking Museum), Flakstadøy and Moskenesøy. They’re all connected by bridge or tunnel along the main artery, the E10.
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Village Vistas

CLASSIC LOFOTEN VIEWS

The scenes of rorbuer (fishers’ cabins) clustered around rocky shorelines with boats bobbing on the water are the quintessential picture of the Lofoten Islands. Travelling the winding roads and bridges of the archipelago, taking every detour to find your favourite village view, is the simplest joy of any visit.

Just 6km southwest of Svolvær, historic Kabelvåg has a tiny harbour with a walkable breakwater – look back towards the village to capture the brooding mountains in the background.

Happening Henningsvær isn’t just a pretty face, though it’s certainly that too. Arranged more or less in a ‘U’ around its long, narrow harbour, the village tumbles with stylish boutiques and coffee shops, and has plenty of spots to stop for a photo op. Beyond the harbour, though, lies what could be the most picturesque soccer ground in the world. Henningsvær Stadium lies at the end of Hellandsøya, its floodlit pitch completely open to the elements, with rocky islets providing an otherworldly view beyond the sidelines.

Meanwhile, a particular vista of Reine from the E10, with perfectly photogenic peaks beyond, is so arresting that there’s a car park to enable safe stopping. And at the southernmost tip of Mosekesøy, Å (sometimes written as Å i Lofoten) is the kind of place that postcards were made for, with bleak, soaring rock faces looming over picturesque turf-topped cabins.


STOCKFISH 101

Spend any length of time on Lofoten and you’ll soon spot row upon row of huge wooden racks that are used to dry cod and create tørrfisk (stockfish). Once the lifeblood of the Norwegian economy, this staple is still produced using centuries-old methods.

The cod is cut and hung out on the racks in February, where it’s left exposed to Lofoten’s Goldilocks climate (not too hot, not too cold) for almost four months until May. It’s then taken indoors to mature for a further two or three months before being sorted, according to quality, for various markets.



Meet the Vikings of Lofoten

VIKING MUSEUM

Sitting just off the E10 14km from Leknes on Vesvågøy, the Lofotr Viking Museum will transport you back a whole millennium to the height of the Viking age. The museum is the result of the astonishing discovery of an 83m-long chieftain’s longhouse in 1981 at nearby Borg, the largest of its kind ever to be discovered in Scandinavia.

Wander through the exhibition in the main museum building to learn about the unexpected discovery and to see some of the astonishing treasures and artefacts discovered along with the building, including gold-foil amulets, jewellery and ceramics. Then step inside the replica longhouse, where costumed interpreters recreate Viking life, demonstrating traditional techniques in weaving and knitting. There’s a 1.5km trail on-site, leading past farm animals and down to the water’s edge, where there’s a replica Viking ship.

Email the museum in advance to book into a Viking-themed feast, an evening of food and storytelling inside the longhouse. Or time your visit for the museum’s Viking festival in early August, with a market, concerts, games and more.

WHERE TO EAT IN LOFOTEN

Bacalao

A casual bar-restaurant right on Svolvær’s bustling harbour with sandwiches, burgers and a filling fish soup. €€

Børsen

The speciality is Lofoten stockfish at Svolvær’s top table, served in a historic wooden house on Svinøya. €€€

Lysstøperiet Kafé

This airy spot in central Henningsvær serves great coffee, light bites and delicious cakes (try the vanilla buns). €€

Fiskekrogen

An elegant Henningsvær restaurant with a hearty seafood soup and stew along with more delicate options. €€€

Havet Restaurant & Bar

Book in advance for this smart Sørvågen restaurant, which has a varied seafood-focused menu inside The Tide hotel. €€€

Bakeri

An unmissable stop on any visit to Å, the village bakery sells fresh-baked bread and divine kanelsnurr (cinnamon rolls). €

Artistic Lofoten

ART GALLERIES & WORKSHOPS

Lofoten has drawn so many artists to its craggy islands that there are independent galleries and artists’ workshops the length and breadth of the archipelago. Most are open for drop-ins and have art for sale, including Lofoten Glass in Kabelvåg, where you can sign up for a workshop to learn the art of glassblowing yourself, or simply browse the gallery and boutique for souvenirs.

There’s also a clutch of established art galleries and museums highlighting Norwegian and international artists alike. Right on Torget (the main square) in Svolvær, Nordnorsk Kunstsenteret showcases the work of the region’s best contemporary artists, and runs the biennial Lofoten International Art Festival (LIAF). In Storvågen, Gallery Espolin celebrates the life and works of one of Norway’s greatest artists, Karre Espolin-Johnson, whose haunting etchings of everyday people are displayed alongside a documentary about his life and a library room filled with books featuring his illustrations.

Henningsvær is home to a handful of galleries and workshops, and the most outstanding is KaviarFactory. The 1950s building was indeed a factory for caviar paste production until the late 1990s, but it now serves as a contemporary exhibition space for acclaimed international creators. Recent exhibitions have featured Ai Weiwei and Olafur Eliasson. Its perch right next to the water makes the Lofoten scenes framed by the picture windows inside all the more dramatic.
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KING ØYSTEIN’S CABINS?

You’re never far from a red-painted wooden cabin on Lofoten – rorbuer are symbolic of the archipelago. As legend tells it, they were first introduced in the 12th century by King Øystein Magnusson (r 1103–1123) to house fishers who had been sleeping under their upturned boats. It paid to keep the workforce happy: the monarch’s primary revenue was from the export of dried fish. You can see a monument to the king in Storvågen – reach it via a track up from Kongsstein.

Today, many traditional rorbuer have been converted into holiday lets with modern interiors, though most retain a pleasingly rustic character for that quintessential Lofoten experience.



Scale Svolværgeita

A DARING CLIMB IN SVOLVÆR

Svolværgeita – ‘The Goat’, so named because its dual peaks resemble a goat’s horns – can be seen from all over Svolvær. In summer, adrenaline-seekers make the hike-then-climb to the top and leap between the granite spines for the ultimate Insta-thrill. The experienced, Kabelvåg-based Northern Alpine Guides can lead you on the half-day vertiginous adventure.
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LOFOTEN’S BEST SLEEPS

Fast Hotel Svolvær

Rooms are spartan, but you can’t quibble with the quayside location for this self-check-in budget option. €

Svinøya Rorbuer

This collection of contemporary and traditional rorbuer across Svinøyabrua in Svolvær are some of Lofoten’s best. €€€

Henningsvær Bryggehotell

A top-notch heritage hotel overlooking the harbour offering cosy rooms with classy, soft-grey decor. €€€

The Tide

Well-furnished rorbuer with contemporary interiors and a small, ultra-stylish hotel in Sørvågen, about 3km from Moskenes ferry quay. €€€




Getting Around

Svolvær is the main transport hub for the islands, with links to Bodø on the mainland via ferries and express boats plus flights from its small airport.

Having a car will open up possibilities to see more of the island’s prettiest spots away from the main drag, the E10.

Bus routes connect Svolvær to Kabelvåg, Henningsvær and points along the islands right down to Å, but services are sporadic, especially in winter. Download the Billett Nordland app to buy tickets.

Buses don’t always coincide with ferries arriving at Moskenes from Bodø; if you’re arriving at the quay on foot, be aware there’s no taxi rank, so you’ll need to have onward transport arranged in advance.





TROMSø
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Self-styled as the ‘Gateway to the Arctic’, Tromsø is a small city with a big personality: unashamedly fun and alive with possibilities for Arctic-themed enjoyment.

It’s located 400km north of the Arctic Circle and lies on the east of Tromsøya, which is linked to Tromsdalen on the mainland by an arched bridge, Tromsøbrua.

By day there are landmark sights to explore, from an imposing modern church to fascinating museums telling tales of polar endeavour. By night, the city centre buzzes as locals and visitors alike make the most of lively music venues, historic pubs and excellent restaurants.

Inky fjords and mountains topped with year-round snow set the stage for outdoor activities, and you can do them all here. Long summer days promise long summer hikes, while winter tempts with chances to glimpse the aurora.
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TOP TIP

There’s an airport shuttle bus to and from the city centre, but local buses 40 and 42 also head that way for less than half the price (though space can get tight if you have lots of luggage). Cross the road outside the arrivals terminal for the city-bound stop.



Tromsdalen’s Heavenly Heights

ARCTIC CATHEDRAL & FJELLHEISEN CABLE CAR

Walk over 1km-long Tromsøbrua to reach Ishavskatedralen (the Arctic Cathedral), a symbol of the city since it was consecrated in 1965. The 35m-high triangular face of Tromsdalen Church (as it’s officially known) reaches skywards, while the 11 ice-white, aluminium-coated concrete segments suggest glacial crevices, in contrast to Tromsdalen’s mountainous backdrop. The tranquil interior is perfect for a quiet moment of reflection, or simply to admire the minimalist architecture.

Afterwards, head to Fjellheisen (just under 1km from the church via Turistvegen and Anton Jakobsens veg) for panoramic views of Tromsø and the mountaintops beyond. The gondola ride takes just four minutes. Busy Fjellstua Restaurant is inside the top station, which is also the starting point for a number of hikes, including to the summit of Tromsdalstinden (1238m). To return, bypass the gondola and descend via the Sherpatrappa (the Sherpa Steps) instead. Named for the team of Nepalese Sherpa who laid them, the 1200 stone steps wind down through the forest and pop out on Fløyvegen, a residential street a few roads up from the lower cable-car station.

You can catch bus 26 back to the centre from just outside the lower station.
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TROMSø’S TOP EVENTS

Northern Lights Festival (January)

A nine-day jazz and classical-music extravaganza across multiple venues. Northern lights not guaranteed.

Sámi Week (February)

Coinciding with Sámi National Day (6 February), this cultural celebration includes an Arctic market and Reindeer Racing Championships.

Bukta (July)

‘Rock, beer and seafood’ is the motto of this music festival at Telegrafbukta (Telegraph Bay) on the southwest of Tromsøya.

Arctic Pride (November)

Join a Pride March like no other at 68°N and champion queer culture above the Arctic Circle with a week of events.



WHERE TO EAT IN TROMSø

Risø Mat og Kaffebar

The original cafe on Strandgata has artisan coffee and kanelsnurr, plus a tasty menu featuring soup and smørbrød. €

Bardus Bistro

This subtly retro nook has brilliant service and a regularly refreshed menu using local produce such as reindeer. €€€

Fiskekompaniet

A contemporary seafood restaurant, woven with imaginative flavours. Enter via Killengreens gate. €€€

A Taste of Brewing History

MICROBREWERY TOUR

Mack has been synonymous with beer in northern Norway since Ludwig Markus Mack founded its Tromsø brewery in 1877. The company has survived fires, financial woes and even prohibition, and production moved to a huge, purpose-built facility at Balsfjord in 2012. Join a tour inside the original Macks Ølbryggeri – now home to a microbrewery – to learn about the company’s fortunes and foibles before tasting the goods and seeing small-batch brewing in action. Quirks include equipment painted with rock-and-roll icons and a unique soundtrack played for every batch. Tours leave from Kjeller 5, next door to Ølhallen, which is Tromsø’s oldest pub. It’s well worth a pit stop after the tour – it may have opened almost 100 years ago, but the changing roster of inventive Mack beers on tap is anything but staid.

Aurora Experiences

HUNTING THE NORTHERN LIGHTS

Witnessing these shapeshifting columns of milky white, green and red lights undulating and flickering high overhead is a never-to-be-forgotten experience.

Tromsø sits right under the aurora belt, making it an ideal place to begin your hunt for the lights. You might have some city-based luck up Fjellheisen, but you’ll maximise your chances by getting away from the light pollution. If you want a unique excursion in the wilderness, maybe you’d prefer to combine a northern-lights chase with a dog-sledding trip. Remember there’s always an element of chance – and it’s all the more thrilling for that.


TOP TROMSø MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

Polar Museum

This low-tech museum whisks you through the history of Arctic life via antique exhibits and taxidermy, from the graphic realities of trapping to polar expeditions led by Roald Amundsen.

Polaria

This aquarium houses Arctic sea creatures and playful seals, plus there are nature-themed panoramic movies and exhibits about how humans impact the Arctic landscape.

Perspektivet

Rotating Arctic-themed art and photography exhibitions; upstairs, learn the story of writer and visual artist Cora Sandel aka Sara Fabricus, whose former home now houses the museum.




Getting Around

Right in the middle of the harbour, Prostneset is the main hub for buses, ferries and express boats. It also houses the tourist office upstairs.

Tromsø’s airport is 5km from the city centre and is the main flight hub for Norway’s north, with routes between Oslo and Svalbard as well as Alta and beyond.

Buses 20, 24 and 26 travel over Tromsøbrua towards the Arctic Cathedral; the 26 continues to Fjellheisen.

Download the Troms Billett app for mobile tickets; the Troms Reise app only works as a journey planner.



See a Cetacean Migration

WHALE-WATCHING BOAT TRIPS

Winter brings humpback whales and orcas to feed on the rich pickings of herring in the waters near Tromsø. From November to January, you’ll have a good chance of spotting the cetaceans on a boat tour from the city harbour, whether by RIB boat, yacht or ‘silent’ catamaran, such as those run by Brim Explorer (brimexplorer.com), where the engines are cut for minimum disturbance to the whales as you watch from a respectful distance.

Trips can be up to eight hours long, but most of that time you’ll spend travelling to and from the area and searching for the whales, so bring warm clothes.



ALTA
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Alta’s position, sprawled out along the exposed, rocky coastline of the Altafjord, is almost otherworldly, and on a frigid winter’s day, the sky glows pink over the fjord’s snow-topped peaks far beyond the shore. The town centre is less inspiring, with some hulking, boxy buildings harbouring shopping malls and offices, but the stirring Northern Lights Cathedral is a notable exception that merits a closer look.

The town is famed for its Unesco-protected collection of Stone Age rock carvings, some of which are dated to 5000 BCE and offer a fascinating window on the lives of Arctic hunter-gatherers. Meanwhile, the countryside beyond invites exploration and adventure, with the chance to go aurora-hunting, dog-sledding, fishing and skiing. Europe’s longest sled-dog race starts and ends here every March, too – a feat of endurance deserving of the festival-like atmosphere that captivates the whole region.
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TOP TIP

Alta has two main areas: Sentrum has a traffic-free central square and it’s where you’ll find the bus station, shops, restaurants and the Northern Lights Cathedral, while hilly, mostly residential Bossekop is 2km to the west. Hjemmeluft (for Alta Museum) is a further 3km westwards.



Marks of Human Habitation

UNESCO-PROTECTED PETROGLYPHS & SáMI STRUGGLES

Humans have found their way to the remote, wild and often inhospitable reaches of this Arctic region for millennia, and you can see the astonishing marks they’ve made on the landscape – literally – at Alta Museum in Hjemmeluft, around 5km from the town centre.

The Rock Art of Alta Unesco World Heritage Site is a truly remarkable collection of petroglyphs discovered in the 1960s and 1970s. They span five sites, but the greatest number – around 3000 – is at Hjemmeluft. These are also the only ones that have been made accessible to visitors. On two trails from the museum (a 1.2km circuit leading east and a 3km loop to the west) you can witness rock carvings and paintings made by hunter-gatherers over a period of 5000 years, with the oldest around 7000 years old. Etched into the bedrock and depicting scenes of Stone Age life, these astonishing motifs include animals such as elk, bears, cormorants and fish, as well as human figures and boats. That they have survived the harsh Arctic climate – and, more recently, vandalism – is almost incomprehensible. Some of the earliest carvings to be discovered were painted red in the 1970s to make them stand out, a practice that can scarcely be countenanced today.

Inside the stylish museum, thoughtful exhibits provide context and invite you to consider your own theories about the carvings. You can also take a deep dive into Sámi culture and the hydroelectric project that threatened to displace Sámi people in the region. The protests it sparked in the ʼ70s and ʼ80s (the Alta Conflict) became the catalyst for change in the struggle for Sámi rights and eventually led to the formation of the Sámi Parliament in Norway.


BEST BITES

Puskas Musikk & Platebar

There are only a few hot drinks, beers and snacks to be had here, but we love its vibey record-shop location. €

Erica

Tapas are the focus of this very popular, airy restaurant, but the menu includes pizza and pasta dishes too. On Markedsgata. €€

Stakeriet

Attentive staff and generous Nordic-infused sharing plates in smart surrounds. €€€



WHERE TO STAY IN ALTA

Canyon SMART Hotell

Check yourself in with an SMS code. Well-proportioned rooms. Breakfast is at Alattio, about 50m from the hotel. €€

Altafjord Gjestegaard

Outstanding guesthouse with spacious rooms and cosy communal areas. Between the town centre and Alta Museum. €€€

Scandic Hotel Alta

A popular choice for reliable comfort and excellent service. Ask for a room overlooking the Northern Lights Cathedral. €€€

Uplifting Architecture at Nordlyskatedralen

A 21ST-CENTURY PLACE OF WORSHIP

You won’t miss Nordlyskatedralen (the Northern Lights Cathedral) as you’re walking down pedestrianised Markedsgata. Standing at the end of the street opposite the Scandic Alta, its bell tower twists heavenwards as it rises from the gently curving triangular form of the titanium-plated church, completed in 2013.

Stavanger-based architects Link worked closely with Danish artist Peter Brandes on the interior; the main focal point is his thoroughly modern sculpture of Christ, framed by the doors to the ‘tower room’ as you walk inside. With arms outstretched, the 4.3m-high, gold-plated bronze figure suggests the crucifixion, though he gazes upwards triumphantly. Lit by warm lights reminiscent of the aurora, the church room is an inviting place to sit in peace for a few moments.

The exterior is even more striking when it’s illuminated at night, with the northern lights dancing high overhead.


FINNMARKSLøPET

From its haphazard inception in 1981 with just three competitors and few rules, Finnmarksløpet has grown to become the longest dog-sled race in Europe. Taking place each March and starting and ending in Alta, the 1200km-long test of endurance snakes across northern Norway’s Arctic wilderness and challenges the skill and stamina of mushers and dogs alike. Conditions can be unforgiving, but even when the weather makes it difficult to follow the route, the canine athletes use their sense of smell to keep on track. Thousands of spectators turn out at the start point for the send-off, and travelling festival Finnmarksløpet Siida pops up at checkpoints along the way, with stops including Kautokeino, Karasjok and Kirkenes.



Get Active in Alta

OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

Once you’ve experienced the two main reasons to linger in town, make the most of the seemingly boundless outdoors on Alta’s doorstep. Not for nothing was Alta the location for early aurora research in the 19th century: it’s a great place to spot the lights. Head away from the glow of the town and along the coast to increase your chances.

Home of dog-sled race Finnmarksløpet, Alta is also a major centre for adventures with huskies, both on sleds in winter and on buggies in summer. Holmen Husky offers a range of experiences, from half-day taster trips to multiday expeditions over the Finnmark plateau.


Getting Around

Alta’s small airport is a 10-minute drive outside the city and has flights to Oslo (two hours) and Tromsø (40 minutes).

There are bus connections to other towns and cities in the far north, but services are limited, especially in the winter months. Local and regional buses leave from the bus terminal, adjacent to the Sentrum Syd shopping centre. It’s cheaper to buy mobile tickets via the Snelandia Mobillett app than from the bus driver.

The city centre is small and very walkable (the main thoroughfare is Markedsgata), but if you’re planning to make the most of the surrounding area, you’re going to want to have access to a car.





KARASJOK
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Sharing the same name in Sámi as the river it’s clustered around, Karasjok (Kárášjohka) is without question the capital of Sámi culture in Norway. This little village surrounded by forest and fells is the setting for Sámediggi (Sámi Parliament of Norway; Sametinget), De Samiske Samlinger (Sámi Museum), and a handful of other attractions dedicated to sharing and preserving the culture and heritage of the Sámi people.

Traditionally nomadic reindeer herders, the indigenous Sámi have for thousands of years inhabited the territory that now comprises the northernmost reaches of Norway, Sweden, Finland and northwestern Russia. Though few Sámi are truly nomadic today, some are still involved in reindeer herding. Karasjok is one of the best places in Norway to discover the Sámi way of life and learn about the Sámi people’s struggle to be officially recognised as one of two peoples in Norway.
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Sámediggi, Karasjok | INTREEGUE Photography/shutterstock ©

[image: ]


TOP TIP

There’s no tourist office per se, but the reception at Karasjok Camping serves as the local information point for visitors. The friendly, knowledgeable staff can help you plan your time and organise activities in and around the village. Staff at Sápmi Park can answer general questions too.



Sámediggi: Parliamentary Business

THE SáMI PARLIAMENT IN NORWAY

In a scenic spot sheltered by pine trees about 1km from the centre of Karasjok stands Sámediggi, the Sámi Parliament in Norway. The larch-panelled semicircular building surrounds a dramatic central tower that’s reminiscent of a lavvu (Sámi tent dwelling). The building rests easily into the surrounding landscape, as though it has always been here.

Yet the opening of the new parliament building in 2000 was a reminder of the struggles Sámi people endured before their rights were recognised in Norway. A campaign to convert Sámi people to Christianity in the 18th and 19th centuries led to increasingly oppressive restrictions on Sámi traditions, such as banning the yoik (a traditional type of song) for being ‘sinful’, and restrictions on speaking Sámi languages in schools.

After WWII Norwegian government policy changed, and the situation slowly began to improve for the Sámi people. However, it wasn’t until the Alta Conflict (a controversy surrounding the construction of a hydroelectric power plant that would dam the Alta–Kautokeino waterway and flood the Sámi village of Máze) in the late 1970s and early 1980s that real progress was made. Protests against the dam led to the establishment of the Sámi Parliament in 1989.

Today, 39 representatives, democratically elected by the Sámi people themselves, meet four times a year to discuss issues of importance to Sámi communities, including matters of education and culture.

The building’s interior is adorned with works by Sámi artists, such as Luottat (Traces) by Hilde Skancke Pedersen, a huge blue painting that hangs in the plenary hall. There’s also a library containing 40,000 books in Sámi languages, including some priceless centuries-old tomes.

You can simply walk past to appreciate the environmentally sympathetic architecture of the building from the outside, or you can join a drop-in tour on Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday at 1pm (when plenary meetings aren’t taking place).


BEST ARTS & CRAFTS

Sámi Dáiddaguovddáš (SDG)

The Sámi Centre for Contemporary Art hosts changing exhibitions bridging Sámi duodji (crafts) and modern art, as well as a programme of public lectures in a lofty gallery space.

Boble Glasshytte

Stop by Finnmark’s only glassblowing studio to watch master artisan Tonje Tunold in action. View her colourful glasses, bowls and vases, and buy a souvenir to take home. In Sápmi Park.



WHERE TO EAT & SLEEP IN KARASJOK

Kjell’s Kafé

A no-frills diner in the village centre that’s busy with locals chatting over omelettes, burgers and chicken wings. €

Karasjok Camping

Past Sámediggi, this hillside campsite has year-round cabins, pitches for tents and motorhomes, and a guest hot tub. €

Scandic Karasjok

Part of Sápmi Park; rooms are reindeer-themed with pops of colour. Has a summer-only Sámi restaurant, Storgammen. €€€

Karasjok Culture

SáMI CULTURAL HERITAGE

Beyond the Sámi Parliament, a couple of attractions in Karasjok offer the chance to delve deeper into Sámi life and culture. With over 5000 culturally significant objects, De Samiske Samlinger (the Sámi Museum in Karasjok) is the largest museum of its kind in Norway. Inside there are exhibits including traditional Sámi clothes, tools and duodji, while outside there’s a small open-air museum comprising Sámi buildings and a short trail explaining ancient Sámi reindeer-hunting techniques. To reach the museum, continue past the Scandic Hotel heading away from the village, then turn next left and continue until the end of the road; you’ll pass the national broadcaster’s NRK Sápmi radio and TV centre along the way. Look out for the glass lavvu marking the opening of this building in 2000.

At Sápmi Park you can learn more about the Sámi way of life from Sámi people themselves. Outside there are winter and summer camps and other dwellings to explore. You can wander among the dwellings all year round, but in the summer months (June to August) there are demonstrations about traditional techniques such as silversmithing inside the lavvus, and sometimes reindeer will be roaming around too. Inside the main building there’s a ‘Magic Theatre’ showing a multimedia presentation about the Sámi people.


EASTER FESTIVAL IN KARASJOK

For the Sámi people in the Arctic north, Easter heralds a season of sunnier days, when family and friends reunite to socialise under the brighter skies of spring. It’s an optimistic time to hold baptisms and weddings, marked by enthusiastic celebrations, before the reindeer migration begins.

Karasjok marks Easter with a 10-day festival of Sámi music, markets, exhibitions and sports events, including reindeer racing, scooter-cross and church services.

There are even bigger Easter celebrations in Kautokeino, which also feature the Sámi Grand Prix, an elite contest between performers of Sámi songs and yoiks, haunting vocalisations capturing the essence of a place, person or animal.




Getting Around

You can only get to Karasjok by road. Buses connect to destinations including Kautokeino, Alta, and Ivalo in Finland, but services, though reliable, are infrequent. Fortunately, driving through the pine-clad scenery is a pleasure.

Karasjok isn’t huge by population, but the village is quite spread out. The Sámi Museum and Sámediggi are both about 1km from the central shopping precinct, but in opposite directions.





SVALBARD
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Svalbard’s raw, bleak beauty entices travellers seeking a taste of polar endeavour, to walk where pioneering explorers, resilient miners and polar bears have laid footprints before them.

The islands’ biggest settlement, Longyearbyen, overlooks Isfjorden and rests haphazardly near the glacial tongues of Longyearbreen and Larsbreen. It’s closer to the North Pole than to Oslo, yet the town’s international population lends it the feel of any European ski resort. The industrial waterfront and Arctic-hardy architecture are not attractive, but a decent selection of restaurants and bars plus a few museums make it an excellent base for activities in the surrounding mountains and valleys.

Though cruise ships and budget air links mean Svalbard is no longer the tantalisingly remote destination it once was, its spirit remains: a majestically desolate place that calls the intrepid to venture further than they’ve been before.
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TOP TIP

Leave your shoes at the door. Harking back to a time when miners wanted to avoid dragging coal dust into their barracks, this Svalbard tradition is still upheld by every hotel (and some other places too). The rule applies to everyone, so it’s unlikely your boots will go walking.



Soviet-era Barentsburg & Pyramiden

REMOTE RUSSIAN MINING SETTLEMENTS

Though officially a Norwegian territory, the 1920 Spitsbergen Treaty means that all signatories have a right to Svalbard’s natural resources. Russian mining settlements emerged from this privilege, and visiting them is a real highlight.

Like stumbling upon a forgotten outpost of the Soviet Union somewhere close to the ends of the earth, Barentsburg (60km southwest of Longyearbyen) still supports an active coal mine with reserves from its ever-dwindling seam. Cyrillic signage, murals of workers in heroic pose and the wonderfully retro Barentsburg Hotel make for a mind-bending time warp.

The mine at Pyramiden (named for the pyramid-shaped mountain nearby) was closed in 1998 when it ceased turning a profit. Save for a few hardy souls maintaining amenities for tourists, it’s now effectively a ghost town; abandoned Soviet-era buildings and a monument to Lenin are a jarring juxtaposition of the pristine and the post-apocalyptic.

At the time of research, no tours were running to these settlements, and excursions run by Russian-owned tour companies were not being promoted by Visit Svalbard due to the ongoing war in Ukraine. Contact Visit Svalbard before you travel to check the current situation if you plan to visit the Russian settlements.
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Polar bears, Svalbard | Alexey Seafarer/shutterstock ©


POLAR BEARS

From warning signs declaring ‘Gjelder hele Svalbard’ (applies to all of Svalbard) to postcards on souvenir stands, the polar bear is never far from people’s minds on Svalbard. And for good reason: around 3000 of these powerful predators live on the archipelago, preying on seals from the sea ice. But they’re vulnerable to a changing climate: as the ice sheet shrinks, so too does their territory and opportunity to hunt successfully. It’s illegal to hunt, chase or disturb polar bears.

Your chances of encountering a live bear are slim. You’ll see several historically stuffed ones in hotels around Longyearbyen, a reminder of how much attitudes have changed towards protecting this elusive marine mammal.



WHERE TO STAY IN LONGYEARBYEN

Gjestehuset 102

Monochrome rooms and dorms with spotless shared kitchen and bathroom in Nybyen, 2.5km from the centre. €

Mary-Ann’s Polarrigg

Former miners’ barracks with cosy rooms (a few en suite) and polar-themed decor. €€

Svalbard Hotell & Lodge

Stylish boutique hotel over two sites. Modern self-catering apartments, too, but nearby Svalbar can be noisy. €€€

Boundless Adventure

HIKES, HUSKIES & SNOWMOBILES

Svalbard is, at its core, a destination for the adventurer, and activity providers (mostly based in Longyearbyen) work together to offer experiences close to town and deep into the archipelago’s frozen reaches. Many trips can be booked through the tourist office.

Explore the surrounding valleys and peaks on guided hikes just a few hours long, taking in former mines strewn with long-abandoned industrial artefacts that now constitute protected monuments. Though you can’t go inside, some routes take you close to the Global Seed Vault, a library of seeds serving as an insurance policy against agricultural Armageddon. Dog-sledding trips here can be surprisingly physical, but harnessing your own team of huskies at one of the dog yards is a hilariously joyful experience.

Meanwhile, multiday expeditions on foot or by ski, snowmobile, dog-sled or kayak reach deeper into Svalbard’s silent heart and scratch a stronger itch for adventure.


BEST FOOD & DRINK IN LONGYEARBYEN

Stationen

A casual, airy restaurant serving Norwegian and international classics inside Lompensenteret. €

Vinterhagen

The conservatory at Mary-Ann’s Polarrigg is festooned with greenery and serves local dishes such as reindeer and seal steak. €€€

Svalbard Bryggeri

Book in for a two-hour session on Fridays to drink at the bar of the world’s most northerly brewery. (Tours available.)

Svalbar

The pumping music will draw you in, but the cocktails and friendly staff will keep you there until the wee hours.



Longyearbyen’s Museums

UNDERSTANDING THE SVALBARD ARCHIPELAGO

Few people travel to Svalbard to linger in Longyearbyen alone, but its museums offer the chance to understand the history and nature of human habitation and industry here, before you head out to experience the wilderness for yourself.

Start at Svalbard Museum for an introduction to the archipelago from every angle: the people who live here, wildlife, hunting and trapping, whaling, mining, geography, geology and the impact of climate change are all covered. It’s lo-fi but packed with detail and housed in the same building as the University Centre in Svalbard. Behind it, towards the waterfront, the independent North Pole Expedition Museum takes you on a deep dive through the history of polar exploration via original footage, newspapers, and historical artefacts.


Getting Around

Unless you’re travelling on a cruise, you’ll be arriving at Longyearbyen on a flight from Oslo (around three hours) or Tromsø (1½ hours). Airport buses await incoming flights.

The town is mostly flat, though it’s spread out and the stroll to a few hotels (particularly Gjestehuset 102) can be deceptively long, particularly in sub-zero conditions. If you need a ride, Svalbard Buss og Taxi and Longyearbyen Taxi are the two options in town.

You can walk freely around Longyearbyen (it’s rare for polar bears to venture into the centre), but we don’t advise going beyond the town boundary, clearly marked by polar-bear signs, unless you’re accompanied by a guide with a firearm. The risk of being attacked is tiny, but the outcome could be a hefty fine at best and death – for you and the bear – at worst.

There are no roads between Longyearbyen and Barentsburg or Pyramiden. In summer you can travel by boat and in winter by snowmobile (conditions permitting).





OSLO
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Watch this space: Oslo is the next focal point of Scandi cool. Long derided as lacking the effortless designer cachet of Stockholm, Copenhagen or Helsinki, Oslo has gone quietly about its business, building architectural showpieces and creating a dazzling portfolio of museums that’s already the region’s best. It’s only now that the rest of the world is starting to take notice, and Oslo is increasingly seen as a leading candidate for the title of Scandinavia’s capital of the arts.

As Norway’s capital city, Oslo does more than serve as the nation’s cultural showpiece. It also serves as a touchstone for the new Norway, one that is hip and multicultural and takes a slightly alternative slant on life. Nowhere is that more evident than in Grünerløkka, a once down-at-heel neighbourhood that has become one of northern Europe’s most happening city experiences.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Munchmuseet

2Nasjonalmuseet



SIGHTS

3Astrup Fearnley Museet

4Grünerløkka

5Nobels Fredssenter

6Oslo Opera House

7Vigelandsparken




TOP TIP

With so many museums to visit in the city, the Oslo Pass (visitoslo .com/ en/ activities -and -attractions/ oslo -pass) is a wise investment. It covers most of the city’s museums and public transport, and also entitles you to restaurant and tour discounts. Buy online or at one of the city’s tourist offices.



Art & Architecture

CITY OF THE ARTS

They take the arts seriously in Oslo and there’s a a lot happening in the city’s artistic space.

It began with the Oslo Opera House. Opened in 2008, the building marked a fundamental shift in the city’s orientation, bringing the former docks into play and opening up the city centre to the water in a transformative way. All of a sudden, the city had a new focal point, one that drew visitors and locals alike to the water’s edge. It also worked wonders for the confidence of locals, for too long made to think their city was the architectural poor sibling to Copenhagen, Stockholm and Helsinki.

The opera house evokes a glacier or an iceberg floating in the inner reaches of Oslofjord. Climb to the roof for fine views, step back and contemplate its daring simplicity from across the water, and step inside to enjoy the curvaceous interior swathed in pine. For the full experience, join a guided tour and book tickets for an opera.

Behind the Opera House to the southeast, the superb Munchmuseet rises from the docks of Bjørvika in a stacked tower of steel and glass. Opened in October 2021, it’s home to signature masterpieces by Norway’s favourite master painter, Edvard Munch. These include a couple of versions of The Scream, as well as Madonna, The Seine at Saint-Cloud and more. Simply put, it’s one of Scandinavia’s best art museums.

Even newer than the Munchmuseet and arguably even more significant, the new Nasjonalmuseet building opened in June 2022 and is a stunning combination of old-world elegance and minimalist contemporary glass. This extraordinarily rich collection has works by Edvard Munch (including The Scream), Gauguin, Picasso, El Greco, Manet, Degas, Renoir, Matisse, Cézanne and Monet. The museum is right alongside the Nobels Fredssenter, a state-of-the-art museum that celebrates the winners of the Nobel Peace Prize.

South along the docks from the National Museum, the Astrup Fearnley Museet is a suitably avant-garde home for a fine collection of contemporary art. Expect American work from the ‘80s (such as Jeff Koons’ Michael Jackson and Bubbles) and large, challenging works by Damien Hirst.

And there’s no more refreshing art experience than wandering through pretty Vigelandsparken, the centrepiece of Frognerparken, with its 212 granite and bronze pieces by Norway’s best-loved sculptor, Gustav Vigeland.
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ESCAPE THE CITY

The Norwegian term friluftsliv is central to how Norwegians see themselves. It literally means ‘free-air life’, but for Norwegians the word conjures up a broad, quasi-spiritual sense of rightness and enchantment with the outdoors. Oslo’s inhabitants are no different. North of the the city, accessible in half an hour on the urban T-bane, lie the forests of Nordmarka, which could just be the wildest backyard of any European city. More than 1200km of trails mean you can step off the train and immediately enter a wilderness. Go hiking and fishing in summer, berry-foraging in spring, and skiing in winter. There’s also the compelling drama of ski-jumping competitions at Holmenkollen.



WHERE TO EAT IN OSLO

Oslo Street Food

Nothing screams the new Oslo quite like this does, with dozens of food trucks from around the world and nightly DJs. €€

Sentralen Restaurant

New Nordic fusion cooking in casual surrounds and with surprisingly reasonable prices. €€

Mathallen Oslo

Market delis meet cool cafes at this market-turned-culinary venue that celebrates Norway’s small-scale producers. €€

Grünerløkka

OFFBEAT OSLO

Grünerløkka is where Oslo gathers a little depth, diversity and contradiction, not to mention street cred. It’s bohemian, multicultural and casual all at the same time.

Known affectionately to locals as ‘Løkka’, this former working-class district has vintage-clothing stores, downbeat but achingly hip cafes and bars, edgy art spaces and Sunday markets. It’s separated from the city centre by the rapids, falls and forested banks of the Akerselva.

On weekends by day, wander along the parallel Markveien and Thorvald Meyers gate. By night, Torgatta or Fredensborgveien is bar central, while those in search of live music, dancing or just a late, late night should head to Vulkan and the venues just up the hill in Møllergata. The whole area around Hausmannsgate also goes off most nights.


BYGDØY MUSEUMS

Vikingskipshuset

Two beautifully restored longships dating back 1100 years.

Kon-Tiki Museum

Dedicated to the 1947 Kon-Tiki raft , in which Thor Heyerdahl sailed from Peru to Polynesia.

The Fram Museum

The 19th-century schooner Fram is the focus for epic stories on Arctic exploration.

Maritime Museum

The definitive museum for Norway’s relationship with the sea.

Norsk Folkemuseum

Norway’s largest open-air museum, with more than 140 buildings.




Getting Around

Oslo Gardermoen International Airport is Norway’s international gateway. It’s 35km northeast of the city but well connected to the centre (Oslo S central station) by express and cheaper suburban trains.

When you can’t get around on foot, the best transport option is the T-bane, the metro rail

network that passes through Nationaltheatret, Stortinget and Jernbanetorget stations.

For Bygdøy and its museums, ferries sail from Rådhusbrygge Quay. For elsewhere around Oslofjord, it’s Vippetangen Quay.





RJUKAN
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Hidden away from the outside world in a long valley beneath impossibly steep-sided walls, Rjukan is filled with possibilities. Apart from a few museums, there’s not much to do in the town itself, other than admire the views, which you should do at every available opportunity. But the drama-filled backdrop issues an irresistible call to get out and explore: Rjukan is southern Norway’s activities and adventure capital.

Above the valley rim to the north lies the vast and soulful Hardangervidda. Watching over Rjukan from the south is what many consider to be Norway’s most beautiful peak, Gaustatoppen (1883m). These two giants of the natural world are the setting of some of Norway’s best trails, not to mention the most spectacular (and unusual) cable-car and funicular ride anywhere in the country. Skiing, ice-climbing and bungee-jumping are also essential elements in the exhilarating Rjukan experience.
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TOP TIP

Narrow Rjukan stretches along the valley, straddling the Måna River for around 6km. Near the town’s eastern end, tight switchbacks climb out of the valley to the south; 10km up this road lies Gaustatoppen, the main accommodation area for the ski fields and gateway for visiting Gausta.



Get High

SOUTHERN NORWAY’S BEST VIEWS

High above the valley’s western end, 9.5km from town, park near the eastern end of the tunnel and take the 200m-long, unsignposted gravel track to a point overlooking 104m-high Rjukanfossen. It’s not immediately obvious where to go, but there’s usually a car or two parked by the side of the road, just outside the tunnel entrance, and it’s the only such gravel track visible on the south side of the road.

Rjukan’s valley is so deep that the sun doesn’t reach the bottom from October to March (although there are now sun mirrors 450m above Rjukan’s town square; opened in 2013, nearly 100 years after the idea was first touted, the mirrors cover more than 50 sq metres). In the 1920s, the local hydroelectric authority was so concerned for the sun-deprived mental health of its employees that it built them the Krossobanen cable car so they could climb out of the valley and see the sun. The cable car, which is signposted above the western end of town, takes you up and away from Rjukan’s deep, dark recesses to Gvepseborg (886m). Hiking and biking trails fan out from the cable-car station across Hardangervidda. For some of the best views, climb to the roof platform of the top cable-car station, and take one of the trails heading up the hill from here.

If you liked Krossobanen, you’ll love Gaustatoppen and the summer-only Gaustabanen Cable Railway. It was built by NATO in the 1950s at the height of the Cold War so its troops could reach the radio tower near Gausta’s summit no matter the weather. From the base station, 10km southeast of Rjukan, Gaustabanen runs 860m into the inner core of Gausta. Then you change to a different train that climbs an incredible 1040m, alongside 3500 steps at a 40-degree angle, to 1800m, where you’ll emerge into the light.

From here you can scramble along the ridge to the summit. The views are superb: it’s said that on a clear day, you can see one-sixth of Norway from up here. You could walk or ski back down.


BEST OFFBEAT EXPERIENCES

Sleigh rides

Dash through winter forests on a horse-drawn-sleigh or across Hardangervidda on a husky-pulled sleigh.

Moose safari

In summer, go looking for moose in Rauland, southwest of Rjukan.

Lakeside sauna

Ward off the winter chill in a sauna with a view, next to Gaustablikk Fjellresort.

Sabotørruta (Saboteur’s Route)

This 8km hiking trail follows the path taken by the members of the Norwegian Resistance during WWII.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN RJUKAN

Gaustablikk Fjellresort

Beautifully refurbished in 2022, this lodge has incredible views (ask for a Gausta-facing room) and a top restaurant. €€€

Rjukan Hytteby & Kro

Right by the riverbank with excellent, warmly decorated cabins and hearty meals. €€

Rjukan Admini

Enjoy a historic country-house setting with four-poster beds, pastel tones and lush gardens. €€€

Get Active

GO THRILL-SEEKING ABOVE RJUKAN

Rjukan’s surrounds seem custom-made for an adrenaline rush. In addition to the hiking, biking and skiing opportunities offered by Krossobanen and Gaustabanen, the weekday-only tourist office can help get you out to enjoy the following activities.

In the town itself, at the western end of the valley, it’s possible to bungee jump from the bridge leading to the Norwegian Industrial Workers’ Museum. The 84m drop into the canyon is Norway’s highest land-based bungee jump, and is quite the thrill.

Rjukan is also famous as a premier place to go ice-climbing, which basically means hauling yourself up a giant vertical icicle. If that sounds like your idea of fun, there are more than 150 routes in the immediate area of the town. Again, ask the tourist office for directions.

After such hair-raising pursuits, skiing will feel positively serene. Overlooked by Gaustatoppen, the highest mountain in southern Norway, Gaustablikk Ski Centre has excellent runs across a range of levels. One option is to climb to the summit on Gaustabanen and ski back down.


SABOTEURS ON SKIS

During WWII the occupying Germans began building a heavy-water production plant at Vemork, near Rjukan. ‘Heavy water’ is used in the production of nuclear weapons.

In response, British and Norwegian insurgents mounted several sabotage missions. In February 1943 saboteurs air-dropped onto Hardangervidda, wire-clipped the plant’s perimeter fence and planted explosives that destroyed the facility. They then retreated on skis to Hardangervidda and avoided capture.

In 1965 this story was made into the dramatic (albeit historically inaccurate) film The Heroes of Telemark, starring Kirk Douglas.

The plant is now the Norwegian Industrial Workers Museum (nia.no), host to an interesting exhibition about the race to make an atom bomb, plus a fabulous miniature power station.




Getting Around

Although Rjukan is easy to reach by bus, having a car here really helps. In the valley itself, the local Bybuss runs from the Norwegian Industrial Workers’ Museum, 6.5km west of Rjukan, to the eastern end of the valley. You could also rent bicycles from Rjukan Gjestegård.

There are summer buses between Rjukan and Gaustastoppen (facebook.com/fjellbussen/).






Beyond Rjukan
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The mythic past is all around you in southern Norway’s secluded valleys, towns and byways.


Hidden away from the outside world by high mountains, dense forests and forbidding winters, southern Norway’s interior is a little-known region that feels very much like a place of the imagination. Alongside little-travelled byways and inhabiting deep, deep valleys, the region’s attractions seem to spring from a minor medieval epic.

Nothing captures this spirit quite like Heddal Stave Church, which has the aura of a more legendary past. Built in the late Viking era, the church has intricately carved designs and dragon-headed gables: the structure rises from a meadow alongside an otherwise unremarkable provincial roadside like the prow of a classic Viking ship. Of the 500 to 600 stave churches that were originally built, only about 20 of the 28 that remain (some of the oldest surviving wooden buildings on earth) retain many of their original components. None compares to Heddal, which may be Norway’s single most eye-catching building.
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TOP TIP

If you’re here in summer, visit Heddal early in the morning to avoid the tour buses that crowd the site from mid-morning to dusk.





ROAD TRIP
Southern Norway
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Beloved by Norwegians but little known by international travellers, Norway’s south coast is a stunning drive. This route begins in a venerably old town, slows down to enjoy a succession of white-washed coastal villages, then leaves the main road for some glorious coastal scenery. The combination of natural beauty and postcard-perfect coastal villages makes for a surprising and delightful road trip.


1 Tønsberg

Your journey begins in Norway’s oldest town. Built by Viking Harald Fair-Hair in the 9th century and later the capital of the country, Tønsberg has a crumbling medieval fortress and Viking-era ruins.

The Drive: Take the E18 and track southwest, passing Sandefjord, Larvik, Skien and Kragerø. The Rv416 turnoff to Risør is easy to miss; it leaves the E18 just after Akland.

2 Risør

White-as-white Risør wraps around a U-shaped harbour and is one of the prettiest coastal hamlets in southern Norway. Colourful fishing boats bob on gentle waters, watched by 17th-century houses.

The Drive: Return to the E18, then take the Arendal exit. Parking can be a nightmare: park after the tunnel and walk.

3 Arendal

Arendal is southern Norway’s sophisticate. It has a lively main harbour (known as Pollen) and an excellent contemporary-art gallery, Bomuldsfabriken Kunsthall. The town swings to a world-class jazz festival in July. Charming Tyholmen district has 17th- to 19th-century timber buildings.

The Drive: Return to the E18. Some 16km southwest of the Arendal turnoff, follow signs to Grimstad’s Sentrum.

4 Grimstad

Grimstad’s cobblestone streets and whitewashed wooden buildings rise from a pretty harbour. Playwright Henrik Ibsen lived here in the 1840s and worked in the town’s pharmacy, now the Ibsenhuset Museum.

The Drive: Follow the E18 past Lillesand, Kristiansand and Mandal, then take the turnoff for Lindesnes. The road traverses a wind-scoured landscape strewn with boulders.

5 Lindesnes

Perched atop Norway’s southernmost point, Lindesnes Fyr (lighthouse) is an evocative spot. When the wind blows (which is often), there’s a wonderfully wild cast to the ocean.

The Drive: Drive back to the E18, then detour and descend into Flekkefjord.

6 Flekkefjord & Jøssingfjord

Explore Flekkefjord’s pretty historic centre on foot, then take the Rv44 through barren, bouldered hills and steeply down to Jøssingfjord, punctuated by a waterfall and two 17th-century houses crouched beneath an overhanging cliff (known as Helleren).

The Drive: Follow the Rv44 northwest. Sogndalstrand is so small it’s unmarked on many maps – it’s 2.5km south of Hauge i Dalane.

7 Sogndalstrand

Sogndalstrand’s picturesque 16th- and 17th-century timber homes and warehouses adorn many tourism posters.

The Drive: It’s just 30 pretty kilometres northwest along the Rv44 to Egersund.
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8 Egersund

Lovely Egersund more than holds its own when it comes to appealing white-wood villages along the coast. It’s a suitably tranquil place to rest at journey’s end.



Heddal Stave Church

ENJOY A FAIRYTALE TOLD IN WOOD

As you drive along the E134 west of Notodden, the rusting factories, residential homes and fenced farmland offer no hint of what lies up ahead. And then, 67km by road southeast of Rjukan, Heddal Stave Church comes into view. The best – and really the only – way to get here without an inconvenient change of buses in Notodden is in your own vehicle.

On a rainy winter’s day it emerges from the gloom like a silhouetted spectre. On a bright summer’s day, the sun glinting on its sharp angles and curlicue flourishes gives it the quality of an apparition.

Heddal is the largest and most beautiful of Norway’s remaining stave churches. Twelve large and six shorter Norwegian pine support pillars, each crowned by a truly terrifying carved face, support the structure. The church also has four carved entrance portals.

In keeping with the church’s almost mystical medieval aesthetic, it took on its current form in 1242. As Elon Musk might say, let that sink in: nearly 800 years ago. The exterior bell tower was added in 1850.

Pay your entrance fee at the adjacent reception centre, then head inside the church to enjoy the superb 1668 ‘rose’ paintings on the walls, a runic inscription in the outer passageway, and the 17th-century ‘Bishop’s chair’. Its ornate carvings relate the pagan tale of the Viking Sigurd the Dragon-slayer, which has been reworked into a Christian parable involving Jesus Christ and the devil. The altarpiece dates from 1667 (it was restored in 1908).
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WHERE TO STAY & EAT BEYOND RJUKAN

Seljord Hotel

Dating to 1858, this period hotel has individually styled rooms with fascinating historical touches and stories. €€

Dalen Hotel

Another historic stunner, this 1894 belle looks as though it wants to be a stave church; it has stunning period decor and even a haunted room (No. 17). €€€

Seljord Hotell Restaurant

Seljord’s best kitchen, the hotel restaurant is known for its fish and game dishes, all perfectly prepared. €€€




Getting Around

Local bus services link the larger towns in the area (Rjukan, Kongsberg, Notodden, Seljord, Dalen etc). They’re fine if you’re not in a hurry, and don’t mind changing buses a few times along the way. You’ll find it much easier to get around if you have your own vehicle.





STAVANGER


[image: ]

In the contest for western Norway’s coolest city, Stavanger flies a little under the radar – especially when compared with Bergen. But Stavanger has no reason to envy its neighbour to the north.

This is a city with attitude, a confident place that combines its role as Norway’s oil city with a pretty harbourside setting, an impressive portfolio of museums and a delightful old quarter. The compact town centre is best explored on foot. Fuelled by oil money, Stavanger has an embarrassment of riches when it comes to restaurants. Yes, it can be expensive, even by Norwegian standards. But it’s also the archetype for a prosperous Scandinavian city that really knows how to have a good time.

More than that, Stavanger is the gateway to the many spectacular experiences of Lysefjord, all of which are possible on a day trip from the city.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Stavanger Domkirke

SIGHTS

2Breidablikk

3Ledaal

4Norsk Oljemuseum

EATING

5RE-NAA

6Restaurant SÖL

7Sirkus Renaa Sølvberget

8Tango

9Torget Fish Market




TOP TIP

If you’re driving to Stavanger, try to find a hotel with private parking: the city’s parking stations cost at least 240kr per day. Unless you’re on a day excursion to Lysefjord, you’re unlikely to need your car while you’re in town.



Old Stavanger

COBBLESTONE STREETS & WHITE-WOOD HOUSES

There’s something charming, even magical about Gamle (Old) Stavanger, Stavanger’s intimate historic quarter, which runs above and behind the modern buildings along the western shore of the harbour. Dating from the late 18th century, the whitewashed wooden houses, all immaculately kept and adorned with cheerful, well-tended flower boxes, crowd the cobblestone laneways. Most are residential buildings, but you’ll also find silversmiths and potters, even the occasional cafe with a photogenic cat. There are some stunning photo opportunities between the buildings and through the trees at the old quarter’s northern end. It’s all a contemplative counterpoint to the sometime brashness of Stavanger the prosperous modern oil city.

On a hill above the innermost (southern) point of the harbour, stone-built Stavanger Domkirke is Norway’s oldest medieval cathedral still in its original form. First built in 1125 and restored after a fire in 1272, the cathedral is a fascinating blend of Gothic, baroque, Romanesque and Anglo-Norman influences.

A little further afield, Breidablikk (an opulent, late-19th-century manor) and Ledaal (built between 1799 and 1803 and now the local royal residence and summer home) are both worth exploring.
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BEST STAVANGER MUSEUMS

Canning Museum

Stavanger’s best small museum is all about the humble sardine.

Archaeology Museum

Learn everything there is to know about the Vikings (and perhaps even meet a few).

Stavanger Kunstmuseum

Norwegian art from the 18th century to the present, with a fine little sculpture garden.

Stavanger Maritime Museum

Two centuries of maritime history with some harrowing shipwreck tales.

Norwegian Children’s Museum

Childhood through the ages, with antique train sets, giant dolls and Meccano kits.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN STAVANGER

Thompsons B&B

Homey B&B occupying a 1910 villa, with an intimate, welcoming atmosphere and fine breakfasts. €

Darby’s Inn

Opulent vintage interiors in a historic home with antique furnishings, Persian rugs and even its own baby grand. €€

Clarion Collection Hotel Skagen Brygge

Quietly luxurious and right on the harbour, with a free evening meal thrown in. €€€

Oil City

NORWAY’S BEST MUSEUM

Stavanger is the home port of Equinor (formerly Statoil), Norway’s largest oil company. It’s also where, when each shift ends, an ever-rotating cast of oil workers returns to the mainland every few weeks for some R&R and to spend their earnings.

Norway’s oil story is told in fascinating detail at the Norsk Oljemuseum, arguably Norway’s best museum. Highlights include the world’s largest drill bit, simulated rigs, a vast hall of oil-platform models, and coverage of the Alexander L Kielland drilling-rig tragedy in 1980, when 123 oil workers were killed.

Norway is the world’s 11th-largest oil producer, and the museum doesn’t shrink from the implications of that. There are exhibits devoted to climate change, and the understated, thoughtful 14-minute film Oljeunge (Oil Kid) provides a human face to Norway’s struggle to reconcile the contradictions between the prosperity the oil industry has brought to Norway and towns like Stavanger, and growing awareness of the industry’s negative environmental impact. Count on spending at least a couple of hours in the museum.


BEST BARS IN STAVANGER

Broremann Bar

This waterfront Stavanger stalwart does great cocktails for a discerning over-30s crowd.

Bøker og Børst

Craft beers on tap, books on the shelves, retro furnishings and a covered courtyard: what more could you need?

Cafe Sting

Up the hill from the harbour, with live jazz, art exhibitions and a fab roof terrace.



Culinary Stavanger

FRUITS OF THE SEA

Stavanger is one of the best places to eat in Norway.

Begin at Torget Fish Market. It has a deli section where you can pick up ready-to-eat shrimps or smoked salmon, as well as an upmarket dine-in restaurant next door.

Stavanger’s most exciting 2022 dining experience was Restaurant SÖL, with its commitment to sustainability, natural wines, and local, seasonal produce and expert cooking. Tango, above the southern end of the harbour, is another brilliant choice in a similar vein.

RE-NAA, the flagship restaurant of Michelin-lauded chef Sven Erik Renaa, has just a handful of tables. Renaa takes his cue from both place and season: fish, seafood, meat and game are combined with microherbs, foraged ingredients and edible flowers. You can also enjoy Renaa’s food at a lower price point at cafe-style Sirkus Renaa Sølvberget.

Stavanger’s role as one of Norway’s foremost culinary spaces is confirmed every June and into July, when it hosts Gladmat, one of Scandinavia’s biggest food festivals. Expect cooking demonstrations and lots of special menus in restaurants.


Getting Around

Direct flights from the UK and continental Europe have put Stavanger on the summer-weekend-escape map. Buses and trains connect to Oslo, and it’s a lovely boat ride north to Bergen (usually via Haugesund).

Stavanger is about 210km south of Bergen via the E39 and the trip can take 4½ hours once you factor in ferries and twisting fjord-side roads. When finished in 2026 or 2027, the 27km-long sub-sea Rogfast tunnel will become the world’s longest road tunnel and cut travel time between the two cities to just under four hours.






Beyond Stavanger
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Balance above the precipice at either end of Lysefjord or take a boat cruise along the fjord’s length. Better still, do it all.


Almost outshining Stavanger, Lysefjord is by far the most picturesque fjord in the southern reaches of western Norway’s fjord country. Hidden in the interior northwest of Stavanger, Lysefjord offers three of Norway’s best-loved fjord experiences.

The pick of these is the hike to Preikestolen (Pulpit Rock), a fine trail and the precursor to an utterly unforgettable view. Then there’s the prospect from down below, from the deck of a boat dwarfed by vertiginous rock walls as you cruise along the fjord. And if you’re brave, foolhardy or both, there’s the hike to the chock-stone of Kjeragbolten for an iconic Norway snap of yourself standing atop the rock (possibly the least scary part of the experience).
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TOP TIP

At Preikestolen, climb the rocky hillside above the main platform for the best views of Pulpit Rock and beyond.



Magical Preikestolen

SAVOUR LYSEFJORD ON A HIKE OR CRUISE

Of the many ways to explore Lysefjord, make the hike to the rock formation of Preikestolen the priority. Easy to reach by car (40 minutes) or bus (one hour), the Preikestolen trailhead lies well within Stavanger’s orbit. The hike, along a two-hour, 3.8km (one-way) trail is challenging, but possible for anyone of reasonable fitness. The 2019 addition of stone steps along the steepest sections of the trail (which are near the start and around the midpoint) have made the climb a little easier. There are few clues to the drama up ahead until right near the end: a few hundred metres before Preikestolen, a sheer 604m drop suddenly opens up on your left. Even on a cloudy day, the light can have an ethereal quality unique to this fjord.

A three-hour Lysefjord boat cruise out of Stavanger is the perfect counterpoint to the Preikestolen climb. You’ll draw near to Vagabonds’ Cave and the Hengjane waterfall, and you’ll see death-defying tourists hanging out over the edge of Preikestolen 600m above your head.
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WHERE TO SLEEP

Preikestolen Fjellstue

Hostel, lodge and cottage rooms by the lake at the start of the Preikestolen hike; ideal for beating the crowds. €

Preikestolen Camping

Set 5km from the Preikestolen trailhead, with a shop-restaurant and a lovely forest setting. €

Lysefjorden Lodge

Simple DNT hut-style accommodation by the fjord in Lysebotn; convenient base for Kjeragbolten. €




Another Preikestolen

There are other rocky ledges known as Preikestolen (Pulpit Rock) around Norway. There’s one above Geiranger, and there’s the one near Trolltunga (Troll’s Tongue;) that looks out over Lake Ringedalsvatnet near the southern reaches of Hardangerfjord.




Getting Around

With the opening of the Stavanger–Tau tunnels, including the world’s-longest subsea tunnel, Ryfast (14.3km, or 8.9 miles) in 2019, getting to Preikestolen became much easier. You can now drive the Rv13 from downtown Stavanger to Tau and on to the trailhead at Preikestolhytta in a little under an hour. If you don’t have a car, Pulpit Rock Tours runs at least four daily buses (50 minutes) from Stavanger’s main bus terminal to the trailhead from March to November.

Rødne Fjord Cruises runs year-round 31/2-hour boat cruises to Lysefjord and back to Stavanger.

From mid-June to the end of September, Go Fjords offers day-long bus return trips from Stavanger to Kjeragbolten, with time allowed for the five-hour-return hike.





BERGEN
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Bergen ranks among Scandinavia’s most beautiful cities. Surrounded by seven hills and seven fjords, the city has gorgeous wooden architecture that radiates from its compact historic centre. With medieval Bryggen as its centrepiece, the area around Bergen’s inner harbour hums with people, energy and a feel-good atmosphere that draws return visitors from across Europe and further afield. The city is known for its excellent culinary scene, it has its own musical soundtrack, and the hills that surround it are criss-crossed with cable cars and hiking trails.

You could easily spend a week in Bergen getting to know its charms and hidden corners. In this sense, Bergen is very much a worthy destination in its own right. At the same time, the city is Norway’s premier gateway to the country’s fjords. Yes, Bergen really does have it all.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Bryggen

SIGHTS

2Mt Fløyen

3Mt Ulriken

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Fløibanen Funicular

5Ulriken643

EATING

6Bryggen Tracteursted

7Colonialen Matbar

8Fisketorget Mathallen

9Lysverket

10Pingvinen

11Råvarene

12Torget Fish Market

ENTERTAINMENT

13Grieghallen

14Hulen

15Madam Felle

16Østre

17USF Vertfet




TOP TIP

If you’ll be in Bergen for a few days and want to cram in as much as possible, the Bergen Card (visitbergen.com) can be a good option. It entitles you to free or discounted entry to museums, public transport, tours, the Fløibanen funicular, and concerts.



Bryggen & Harbour Life

A MEDIEVAL PORT

History lives and breathes in Bryggen. Running along the eastern shore of Vågen Harbour (bryggen translates as ‘wharf’), Unesco World Heritage–listed Bryggen is a superb collection of colourfully painted wooden, rough-plank buildings leaning at precarious angles. Behind the facades, shoulder-width openings lead invitingly into dark corridors lined with artisan workshops and small boutiques, where the floorboards and leaning wooden walls creak as they would on an old sailing ship.

During the 12th and 13th centuries, Bergen was Norway’s capital and a leading member of the Hanseatic League, whose member cities controlled northern European trade. Bryggen was the city’s economic engine. In the 14th century, several stuer (trading firms) shared each of the wooden buildings that rose two or three stories above the wharf. The buildings combined business premises with living quarters and warehouses. Each building had a crane for loading and unloading ships, as well as a schøtstue (large assembly room) where merchants met and ate. These days, Bryggen’s 58 buildings (some say 61) cover 13,000 sq metres (just 25% of the original). Most date from after the great fire of 1702.


PARADISE NEARLY LOST

Bryggen very nearly didn’t survive into the 21st century. In 1944, a Dutch munitions ship exploded in the harbour, blowing off roofs and shifting pilings, causing the tilt you see today. Fire has destroyed Bryggen at least seven times, most recently in 1955, when one-third of Bryggen was burnt down. After that fire, there were calls to tear down what many called ‘the rats’ nest’ and a fire hazard. There were plans to redevelop the site with modern, eight-storey buildings, a bus station, a shopping centre and a car park. Thankfully, Bryggen was saved by the archaeological excavations that followed the fire. Over one million artefacts were discovered, revealing the site’s historical importance.



WHERE TO STAY IN BERGEN

Det Hanseatiske Hotel

Housed in original timber buildings; combines period architecture with luxe contemporary fittings. €€€

Grand Hotel Terminus

Fine old hotel dating from 1928. Opposite the train station, it harks back to the heyday of rail travel. €€€

Hotel Park

Two 19th-century houses packed with curios and antiques compose this family-run treasure. €€€

The View From Above

BERGEN’S BEST VIEWS

One of the best things you can do in Bergen is climb one of the mountains that surround it: Bergen is magnificent from above. Before setting out, pick up the free Walking Map of Mount Fløyen at the tourist office.

The most popular option is Fløibanen, a 26-degree funicular that ambles from the city centre, up a pretty, forested hillside dotted with whitewashed wooden homes, all the way to the summit of Mt Fløyen (320m). From the viewing platform, Bergen unfurls into the fjords, and from up here, Bryggen looks like a toy town. Walking tracks fan out from the top. The most popular route is to take track four clockwise, then connect with track six, which switchbacks down to the harbour.

A little further from the harbour but still easily accessible from downtown, Mt Ulriken (643m) is twice the height of Fløyen and every bit as beautiful. The Ulriken643 cable car speeds in just seven minutes to the top, which offers a superb panorama over city, fjords and mountains. There’s also a zip line. Of the many hiking trails from here, the best is the four- to six-hour path running north across the ridges to the top of the Fløibanen funicular.

Culinary Bergen

NORWAY’S FOODIE CAPITAL

Bergen has everything, from atmospheric dining halls in Bryggen that date to Hanseatic times, to cutting-edge temples to New Nordic cuisine, to bastions of home cooking. Ask the tourist office about food-themed tours.

At Pingvinen, locals come for the meals their parents and grandparents used to cook. These might include kjøttkaker (meatballs with mushy peas and lingonberries), plukkfisk (cod with mashed potatoes, bacon and flatbread) or lapskaus (salted-lamb stew).

Torget Fish Market has casual red tents on the harbourfront, where it serves ready-to-eat salmon, calamari, fish and chips, prawn baguettes and seafood salads. Far slicker, Fisketorget Mathallen offers permanent stands, each with its own menu, from sit-down meals to traditional, creamy bowls of fish soup, oysters and caviar.

One of Norway’s best eat streets, Marken runs from the train station to just in from the harbour and is filled with multicultural options and fun cafes. Try the uber-cool Råvarene, Bergen’s first zero-waste cafe, with sandwiches (open and otherwise), salads and snacks made using locally sourced and sustainable ingredients.

Historic Bryggen dining rooms don’t come any more authentic than Bryggen Tracteursted. It inhabits a 1708 building that ranges across the former stables, kitchen (note the stone floor, – it was the only Bryggen building permitted to have a fire) and Bergen’s only extant schøtstuene (dining hall). The restaurant serves traditional Norwegian dishes that change regularly.

For artfully conceived and expertly executed New Nordic cooking (or New Fjordic as it’s occasionally called…), plan a meal at Colonialen Matbar or Lysverket.
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WHY I LOVE BERGEN
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Anthony Ham, Lonely Planet writer

Bergen is where I first fell in love with Norway. Bryggen and the fish market by the harbour are throwbacks to the elegant simplicity of Norway’s pre-oil past, when life revolved around the fishing fleet. Not far away, I love to lose myself in the byways and cobblestone lanes of Sandviken. Just as much, I love anticipating the journeys – to the fjords, aboard a Hurtigruten ferry – that are possible from here. There’s the unmistakeable buzz that courses through the pretty streets of this modern, sophisticated city. And almost more than anything else, I love sitting down for a home-cooked meal in Pingvinen.



WHERE TO DRINK IN BERGEN

Terminus Bar

A superb whisky bar, this wood-panelled den in the Grand Hotel Terminus has more than 500 peaty tastes.

Cafe Opera

A long-standing mainstay of the Bergen night, Cafe Opera does cocktails, craft beers and a folk-music soundtrack.

Bryggeriet

Downtown microbrewery overlooking the harbour with creative beers, mostly brewed in the Germanic tradition.

Musical Bergen

LIVE-MUSIC CITY

Like no other city in Norway, Bergen has music in its soul and most of it’s aimed at a local audience. The ‘Bergen Wave’ was largely responsible for putting Norway on the world electronica circuit in the first years of the 21st century. Østre is now the city’s home for cutting-edge Norwegian electronica.

Hulen is an almost mythic venue among European heavy-metal and indie-rock fans. Around since 1968, it’s suitably dark and occupies a converted bomb shelter.

Fab little Café Sanaa thrums to a mix of live and DJ-spun jazz, blues and West African beats. Madam Felle in Bryggen is another fine little genre-busting venue, and there’s no lovelier place for live music on a summer’s evening than the waterfront USF Vertfet. And classical-music lovers have plenty to cheer whenever the Bergen Philharmonic Orchestra takes to the stage at Grieghallen from August to June.
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BEST OLD BERGEN STREETS
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Jørgen Jørgensen is a retired teacher. His family has lived in Sandviken, Bergen, for nearly 250 years.

Start at the lower Fløybanenstation and follow Øvregaten north. This is Bergen’s (and probably Norway’s) oldest street. Over the years it has been a centre for crafts as well as prostitution.

Turn right up the steep Nicolaikirkeallmenningen and continue up the Steinkjellergaten. Undisturbed by cars, you can walk the cobblestones and enjoy small local shops.

From here turn right up Øvre Blekeveien and walk to historical Skansen fire station, offering a good view of the city. One more hill and you can stroll through Fjellveien, walking north towards Sandviken, the loveliest part of Bergen.




Getting Around

Bergen is easy to get around. Most attractions can be covered on foot, with boat, funicular and cable car covering the rest. From the airport, the Bybane light rail is best. (Tip: when buying a ticket from the machines at the airport on the light-rail platform, the instructions aren’t very clear, but you just need a Zone 1 ticket.)

If you have a car, you’ll need a parking strategy. Few hotels have their own car parks, and the public car parks in the centre routinely charge 300kr+ per 24 hours. Drop off your luggage, then drive to the 24-hour Bygarasjen by the bus terminal for Bergen’s cheapest parking (200kr). It’s a pleasant 10- to 15-minute walk from Bryggen.






Beyond Bergen
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East of Bergen, Hardangerfjord is a world of staggering natural beauty, where human outposts seem heroic and inconsequential by comparison.


Among Norway’s largest fjord systems, Hardangerfjord is the heart and soul of Norwegian fjord country. Villages cling improbably to narrow footholds between the water’s edge and steep, steep hillsides, while cliffs soar high into snow and cloud.

Hardangerfjord’s natural beauty is reason enough to visit, not least for its iconic lookouts and splendid waterfalls. But it’s the very Norwegian interplay between human beings and their near-impossible surrounds that gives Hardangerfjord its gravitas, from apple orchards to Viking echoes, from historically inaccessible Kjeåsen Farm (still a challenge to reach today) to glacier hikes across one of the largest ice sheets in northern Europe. It’s a remarkable place, and worth as much time as you can give it.
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TOP TIP

Tourist offices throughout Hardangerfjord (hardangerfjord.com) have excellent resources, including hiking maps. Hardanger Hiking Highlights (30kr) is outstanding.



Kjeåsen Farm

VISIT NORWAY’S MOST REMOTE FARM

Nothing says Norway quite like Kjeåsen Farm. In a country where carving out a space to live and farm is very often a back-breaking task, Kjeåsen takes things to a whole new level.

First things first: Kjeåsen lies 166km east of Bergen, and 13km north-northwest from Eidfjord. You could reach Eidfjord by bus, but you’d still need a vehicle to reach Kjeåsen. That being the case, it’s best to make the entire journey in your own vehicle.

On a steep, cleared slope, between forest and precipitous drop 600m above Eidfjord, are two farms that look out over spectacular views. Occupied since at least the mid-19th century, the farms were accessible only via a steep hiking path until a road was built in 1975. Until then, all building materials had to be carried on the backs of people. (It’s said that one of the structures took 30 years to build.) The last permanent resident, Bjørg Wiik, who lived here alone for four decades, left in 2019, although she still returns in summer.

Getting up here is half the fun. Unless you’re walking, to reach Kjeåsen, drive 8km north of Eidfjord along the Rv7. From the signposted turnoff to the farm, the road leads steeply up for 2.5km, then a further 2.5km through a steep tunnel. Because the road is so narrow, traffic is only allowed to travel in each direction once an hour: going up on the hour, and coming down on the half-hour. The road is usually closed for much of winter.


BEST HIKES

Vøringsfossen (4km, two hours)

Get close to the falls by hiking through the canyon, starting from Storegjel.

Kjeåsen Farm (4km return, four hours)

Climb to Kjeåsen from Simadal (near Eidfjord). It’s a steep path involving at least one rope ladder.

Mt Vikanuten (8km, five hours)

Hike high above Hardangerfjord from Jondal, with brilliant fjord views.

Queen Sonja’s Panoramic Trail (16km, eight to nine hours)

From Røte to Lofthus, this glorious hike involves a final, steep descent down the ‘Monk’s Steps’.




HARDANGERVIDDA

Hardangervidda National Park is Norway’s largest protected area and a world unto itself, with wild reindeer and fabulous hiking.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND BERGEN

Eidfjord Gjestegiveri

A classic Norwegian guesthouse with whitewashed wood, period furnishings and its very own pancake cafe. €€

Energihotellet

This boutique hotel occupies a repurposed 1960s-era power station in Nesflaten, 29km south of Røldal. €€

Hardanger Gjestegård

This late-19th-century wooden guesthouse has antique furnishings and is like sleeping inside a folktale. €€

Sandven Hotel

By the fjord in Norheimsund, charming Sandven is nearly 170 years old; the future king of Norway once slept here. €€

Utne Hotel

Sleep in Norway’s oldest hotel (1722), which rises by the fjord like an elegant museum with contemporary interiors. €€€

Hardanger Panorama Lodge

High above Ulvik, this beauty feels like a luxury treehouse, all swathed in glass and pine and with fine views. €€€

Glacier Hiking in Folgenfonna

HIKE THE HIGH ICE

Mainland Norway’s third-largest icefield, Folgefonna National Park covers 168 sq km. There are numerous access points to the icefield, from Jondal in the west to Odda in the east. These access points lie within 120km and 190km from Bergen, and are best reached by car (with the Tørvikbygd–Jondal ferry thrown in).

In some parts, the ice at Folgefonna is 400m thick. This is a dramatic, beautiful place, with glaciers snaking down into nearby valleys. From a distance, the ice cap glistens in the sun and turns charcoal grey whenever clouds swirl around it. Up close, an otherworldly swatch of ice colours – glacier blue to the purest white – and deep crevasses characterise this richly textured landscape.

Hiking in such a place is no ordinary undertaking. At one level, this means you’ll enjoy the privilege of an up-close encounter with a glacier, a signature landscape of Europe’s far north. But it also means that, aside from a few walks around the glacier fringes, you should set out on a true glacier hike only in the company of a professional guide. One option is the timeless Folgefonna traverse, a multiday expedition from Sundal to Odda, but there are much shorter day hikes as well; the six-hour ‘Blue Ice’ trip to Juklavassbreen is especially good. Most hikes are suitable for anyone in good physical condition who has warm clothing and sturdy footwear.

Folgefonni Glacier Team (folgefonni.no), based in Jondal, and Best Adventures (bestadventures.no) in Øvre Eidfjord are two excellent operators.
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BEST HARDANGERFJORD VIEWS
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Heidi Kvamsdal, Eidfjord native, tourism official and local photographer, shares her pick of the best views around Hardangerfjord.

My favourite viewpoint in Hardangerfjord is the spectacular Vøringfoss waterfall, only a 20-minute drive from Eidfjord. Another amazing view is from Kjeåsen mountain farm.

Some of my other favourite Hardangerfjord views are along the Four Waterfalls hike near Kinsarvik, and the views from Dronningstien (HM Queen Sonja’s Panorama Hiking Trail). They’re both demanding but rewarding hikes. The Steinsdalfossen waterfall in Norheimsund offers a great view, and it’s right next to the main road. Lake Bondhusvatnet, a blue-green glacier lake, offers beautiful views with less effort.



Nature’s Power

EXPLORE HARDANGERFJORD’S RAW NATURAL BEAUTY

Eidfjord, 153km by road east of Bergen, makes an ideal gateway to the Hardangervidda plateau, the largest mountain plateau in northern Europe. As with Kjeåsen, it’s possible to reach Eidfjord by bus, but a vehicle really opens up possibilities once you’re here. From Eidfjord, the Rv7 twists upwards through Måbødalen before climbing onto the plateau. Along the way are some stirring attractions.

In Øvre Eidfjord, 7km from Eidfjord, stop in the fabulous Norway Natursenter (norsknatursenter.no). Interactive exhibits explore the region’s flora and fauna, staff have info on activities, and there’s an outstanding film to inspire you. Continuing further up the valley through a series of remarkable corkscrewing tunnels brings you to the stunning 182m-high Vøringfoss, where waters plunge over the plateau’s rim and down into the canyon, some with a vertiginous drop of 145m; they can be viewed via a series of lookouts along the road, or from next to the summer-only Fossli Hotel (parking 50kr).

Another option is to head for Skytjefossen, which lies 12km north of Eidfjord in the Simadalen valley. Cascading almost 300m off the Hardangervidda plateau to the valley floor below, these falls are among Norway’s highest. Drive as far as Tveit and park just after the last house. The hike to the falls is about 3km and takes 1½ hours there and back.
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VIKINGS OF HARDANGERFJORD

The fjords were very much part of the Viking realm. From the 8th to the 11th centuries, Kinsarvik was one of the region’s largest Viking settlements. The small U-shaped patch of greenery opposite the Kinsarvik tourist office was the former Viking port. Kinsarvik Church also marks a clear break with the Viking past: built around 1180 by Scottish invaders, it serves as a reminder of how quickly Viking dominance waned once the glory days were over.

Just 30km up the road in Eidfjord, 350 Viking burial mounds, dating from 400 to 1000 CE, mark the largest Iron Age site in western Norway. The tourist office has a map with a marked 90-minute walking trail.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND BERGEN

Anchalee’s Thaimat

This authentic Thai food truck opens year-round in Eidfjord with expertly cooked, well-priced Thai food. €

Tunet På Haugen

There’s more to this cafe in the heart of Eidfjord than soup and sandwiches: it also runs summer cooking classes. €

Gløyp Spiseri

Fine dining in Kinsarvik with an emphasis on local ingredients and high-class local cooking. €€€



HARDANGERFJORD DRIVING TOUR
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This journey begins in quiet little 1 Norheimsund, a useful gateway to the region if you’re coming from Bergen. It was once a popular weekend escape for Bergenites and it’s a pretty little fjord-side town. Just 6km by road around a few fjord corners to the northeast, 2 Øystese has been transformed from a nondescript Hardanger town to one of Norway’s leading contemporary-art centres: its Kunsthuset Kabuso draws international artists that have included Damien Hirst and Matthew Barney.

Tracking northeast along the Fv7 for 34km takes you to 3 Kvanndal, from where regular ferries leave for 4 Utne. Fruit orchards surround this charming hamlet, which is known for its wonderfully preserved traditional streets, and for the excellent Hardanger Folk Museum. From Utne, the 36km Rv550 road to 5 Jondal is a quietly beautiful route, especially in late spring or early summer. The road hugs the fjord the whole way, passing through orchards and by fishers’ shacks and tiny beaches. In Hereiane, smooth rock rises straight up from the fjord to the peaks above, while the boat-shed kiosk in Jondal serves waffles.

Continuing in a rough, southerly direction from Jonda, you’ll reach 6 Rosendal after 54km. Although it’s separated from the rest of Hardangerfjord by high mountains and the ice cap of Folgefonna National Park, Rosendal gets more visitors than you might imagine, thanks to its regular ferry connections with Stavanger and Bergen. Rosendal has a good national-park centre. Baroniet Rosendal (1665), Norway’s only baronial mansion, has a stunning rose garden.



Trolltunga

GO TO THE EDGE OF THE PRECIPICE

Norway has its fair share of Instagrammable lookouts with amazing views from seemingly death-defying vantage points. A premium example of the genre is Trolltunga (literally, ‘Troll’s Tongue’), a slender spur of rock projecting into the void above Lake Ringedalsvatnet.

Trolltunga is 159km (or 3½ hours by car) from Bergen, and one thing that keeps visitor numbers down a little is that the vantage point is a strenuous 23km, 10-hour-return hike from the trailhead at Skjeggedal, 13km northeast of Odda. The ascent is brutal in places, covering a total climb of about 1000m. En route, watch out for the Tyssestrengene waterfall (646m). And if you still have any energy left over, continue on to Preikestolen (Pulpit Rock), a smaller version of the much more famous perch of the same name overlooking Lysefjord, near Stavanger.

Once you reach the top, the challenging nature of the hike fades away: the views are extraordinary and worth every aching muscle. Walking out to the tip of the tongue takes considerable nerve.

The hike is usually doable from late May to early September, depending on snowfall. And if you’d like a guide, try Trolltunga Active (trolltunga-active.com), which can also organise sunrise or sunset versions of the hike, as well as bungee-jumping or zip-lining.
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HARDANGER APPLES

Hardangerfjord is Norway’s orchard, with apples its speciality and roads dotted with signs offering ‘Bær salg’ (fruit for sale) from little roadside boxes. For more information, check out siderlandet.no/en/.

Lofthus Ekspedisjon

Has its own cider brewery and fjord-side restaurant, and can organise tastings.

Hardanger Saft og Suderfabrikk

A traditional fruit farm with apple and plum orchards, and juice- and cider-production facilities.

Ulvik Frukt & Cidreri

Sample homemade apple juices and ciders, plus fresh apples and cherries.




more lookouts

Overlooking Lysefjord west of Stavanger, Preikestolen is the granddaddy of Norway’s death-defying lookouts. It’s reached by a glorious hike in Norway’s southwestern fjord country.




Getting Around

Buses connect most of Hardangerfjord’s towns, but it can be pretty slow going as you’ll have to change buses often. Having a car is ideal for exploring the region. Utne is the only village that is most easily reached by car ferry, with regular services to/from Kinsarvik and Kvanndal.





SOGNEFJORDEN
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If you only have time to visit one Norwegian fjord, make it Sognefjorden, at 203km the world’s second-longest fjord (after 350km-long Scoresby Sund in Greenland). The views here are simply extraordinary, an elemental combination of vertiginous rock, winter snow and ice, and waters that take on every shade of blue. Add some achingly pretty fjordside villages and the iconic, near-vertical Flåmsbana Railway, and it’s little wonder that the Sognefjorden arms of Nærøyfjord and Aurlandsfjorden are very popular with visitors.

Opportunities to escape the crowds and find your own little corner of this paradise are many, whether by cycling up and over the mountains or kayaking with the seals. And for every pretty-but-busy village and traveller hub like Flåm or Aurland, there’s an Undredal or Otternes that feels like a fjord-side village unchanged by time, and that many travellers miss altogether because they’re so busy admiring the view.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Nærøyfjord Cruise

2Otternes



SIGHTS

3Aurlandsfjellet

4Kjelsfossen

5Stegastein

6Undredal Church

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Flåm to Aurland Path

8Flåmsbana Railway

9Njord




TOP TIP

The year-round Norway in a Nutshell tour is a fabulous option. These itineraries (taken in whole or in part) combine the Bergen or Oslo train to Myrdal, the Flåmsbana line to Flåm, a cruise along Nærøyfjord to Gudvangen, a bus to Voss, and a final leg to Bergen or Oslo by train.



High Above Aurlandsfjord

LOOK DOWN IN WONDER

Deep, narrow Aurlandsfjord runs for 29 glorious kilometres, branching away from the main Sognefjorden in a water-filled chasm barely 2km wide in places. Climbing up above Aurlandsfjord yields some of the Norway’s best vantage points, and some brilliant journeys to reach them.

The 45km, summer-only Aurlandsfjellet – or Snøvegen (the Snow Road), as it’s known locally – is among the most dramatic mountain roads in a country of many. This sinuous, narrow route climbs from sea level to the desolate, boulder-strewn high plateau that separates Aurland and Lærdalsøyri (Lærdal) and then back down again. Along the way, you can stop at Stegastein, an observation point that juts out above the abyss 630m above Aurlandsfjord. Clad in pine and balancing on worryingly slender steel legs, it’s a sleek, daringly designed platform that offers nothing but a glass rail between you and a long, long drop. Even if you don’t travel the full Aurlandsfjellet road, you can still reach Stegastein along a winding 8km road from Aurland.

Anything Aurland can do, Flåm, in the deep, inner reaches of Aurlandsfjord, can do, too. The Flåmsbana Railway is a 20km-long engineering wonder that hauls itself up 866m of altitude gain through 20 tunnels. At a gradient of 1:18, it’s one of the world’s steepest railway lines. The vintage-style train takes 45 minutes to climb to Myrdal, atop the bleak, treeless Hardangervidda plateau, passing deep ravines and thundering waterfalls along the way. The railway links in both timetable and location to the dramatic Oslo–Bergen railway, which wonderfully increases your options for onward travel.


THE WORLD’S LONGEST TUNNEL

If you’re approaching Aurlandsfjord from the east in summer, you could drive the heart-in-your-mouth, 45km-long Aurlandsfjellet over the mountains. Or you could drive under those same mountains, through the world’s longest road tunnel. Completed in 2000, the Lærdalstunnel runs for 24.51km (7.59km longer than Switzerland’s St Gotthard tunnel) from Lærdal to Aurland. It replaced the lengthy Gudvangen–Lærdal ferry route and reduced the difficulties of winter driving along the E16 between Bergen and Oslo. It was quite an achievement: at one point, there’s 1.4km of rock above your head. But enjoy the record-breaking novelty while you can: the sub-sea Rogfast tunnel near Stavanger will, when completed in 2026 or 2027, become the new world’s longest.



WHERE TO STAY IN SOGNEFJORDEN

Undredal Gjestehus

Charming little B&B and the ideal base for this enchanted waterside hamlet. €€

Stalheim Hotel

The ultimate room with a view down Nærøydalen (ask for room 324 or one of its neighbours). €€€

Flåmsbrygga

Right beside the dock in Flåm, with balconies, superb fjord views and an excellent pub and restaurant, Ægir Bryggeri. €€

Explore Nærøyfjord

EXPERIENCE MAXIMUM FJORD DRAMA

If you were to design the perfect fjord, it would look something like the deep and lovely Nærøyfjord. Yes, it’s one of the most frequented of all Norwegian fjords, but its sheer, deeply textured cliffs with waters plunging down off the heights are good reason for that. One waterfall, Kjelsfossen, tumbles from the southern wall of Nærøydalen valley, above Gudvangen village. So steep are the valley walls here that an avalanche would have a force of 12 tonnes per square metre, move at 50m a second and, according to local legend, carry a herd of goats all the way across the fjord. In the absence of floating goats, watch for seals sunning themselves on the rocks, imagining themselves unseen.

The best way to see Nærøyfjord in all its glory is on a Nærøyfjord cruise, which usually means taking one of the regular summer-only boats from Flåm to Gudvangen. Get up on the top deck, where you’ll be able to appreciate the scale but also zero in on the detail.
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OTHER SOGNEFJORDEN ATTRACTIONS

Stalheim

World-famous Stalheim hotel has jaw-dropping views from its terrace, as well as two gorgeous hikes in the surrounding hills.

Stave churches

Three 11th-century stave churches sit by Sognefjorden’s shores (Vik’s Hopperstad Stave Church, Kaupanger and Urnes), and there’s a 12th-century one at Borgund.

Dale Kyrkje

This 12th-century Gothic church is rendered in stone and wood and has a vividly painted doorway.

Fishing for salmon

Follow the example of 19th-century British aristocrats and fish for salmon in Lærdalselvi.



WHERE TO EAT IN SOGNEFJORDEN

Vangsgaarden GastroPub

No-nonsense, summer-only, well-priced international cooking with fabulous summer views. Fish dishes are best. €€

Ægir Bryggeri

Craft beers and Norwegian comfort food in a building that’s all wood, flagstones and sheepskins. €€€

Restaurant Arvan

Upstairs in Flåm’s Fretheim Hotel, Arvan focuses on local and seasonal ingredients with some surprising twists. €€€

Escape the Crowds

FIND YOUR OWN FJORD CORNER

Take the boat cruise in Nærøyfjord and climb to Myrdal by train from Flåm, by all means. But silence reigns a short distance away.

Reached via a narrow dirt road (or by hiking from Flåm), Otternes (pictured) was abandoned in the 1990s. The views here are astonishing. If you come early in the day when no-one else is around, the 27 restored farm buildings (some dating from the 17th century) swirling in morning cloud can feel like a movie set. Otternes has summer guided tours that include locally made organic ice cream, fresh apple juice or pancakes.

Undredal is one of the loveliest, quietest villages in all of Norway’s fjord country. Most boats make a stop here, but few passengers disembark. If you drive the narrow mountain road down to Undredal off the Flåm–Gudvangen road, you may have this charming little place to yourself. Turn off the engine, park the car and walk. Better still, stay overnight: there’s magic in the air as darkness falls and silence descends. Try the local Undredal goat cheese (available at the jetty or in one of the village cheese shops), then climb to the cute-as-a-postcard 12th-century Undredal Church, mainland Scandinavia’s smallest still-operational house of worship.

From Flåm’s Njord kayaking centre you can get out on the water and let the quiet lapping of paddles replace the sometimes over-bright bonhomie of the captains on the boat tours. All signs of mass tourism evaporate, too, along the 12km-long, fjord-side Flåm to Aurland Walking Path.
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AN EPIC HIKE

To really leave the crowds behind in summer, consider the classic four-day trek down Aurlandsdalen, from Geiteryggen to Aurland. Downhill most of the way (it follows a stream), it’s an ancient trading trail that once connected eastern and western Norway. Open only in summer, the trail begins at Finse (a stop on the Oslo–Bergen rail line). Most people break up the journey with overnight stops in Geiterygghytta, Steinbergdalen and Østerbø. If you don’t want to walk the whole way, take the bus (one hour) from Aurland to Østerbø (820m) and hike down to Vassbygdi (95m), which is 15 minutes by bus from Aurland. It’s an incredibly scenic six- to seven-hour day hike.




Getting Around

Buses connect most of Hardangerfjord’s towns, but it can be pretty slow going as you’ll have to change buses often. Having a car is ideal for exploring the region. Utne is the only village that is most easily reached by car ferry, with regular services to/from Kinsarvik and Kvanndal.





ÅLESUND
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Bathed in the ethereal, sub-Arctic light of Norway’s mid-north and arrayed across a series of peninsulas and islands that reach out into the Atlantic, Ålesund is a beautiful small city that exudes a beguiling, end-of-the road feel.

The place you see today rose from the ashes of a fire that destroyed the town in 1904. Up close, with its compact, uniformly pretty centre clustered around small, interconnected harbours, Ålesund has superb examples of Jugendstil (Art Nouveau) architecture and an intimacy lacking in other large Norwegian cities. From above, it’s a glorious tableau of urban perfection set against a backdrop of wild seas, snow-crowned mountains and an ocean that seems to go on forever.

As the home base for Norway’s largest cod-fishing fleet, it’s also a fine place to sample the freshest local seafood.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Jugendstil Senteret

SIGHTS

2Ålesundet

3Hellebroa

4Kniven Viewpoint

5Kongens Gate

6St Olavsplass




TOP TIP

Ålesund is a long way from anywhere. That may be a big part of its charm, but distances out here are equally large. If you’re just visiting Ålesund and have no plans to explore the hinterland, consider visiting the city as a stop on a Hurtigruten coastal ferry.



The View from Above

NORWAY’S PRETTIEST ROOFSCAPE

The view of Ålesund from the Kniven Viewpoint (on Askla Hill, immediately east of the centre) is the quintessential image of Ålesund. Norway’s tourism authorities will frequently put it front and centre of their campaigns to lure visitors to the country. It’s not difficult to see why.

Seen from above, Ålesund has a magical, too-pretty-to-be-true aspect. On a clear summer’s day, the city’s tiered gables and muted colours have the quality of an idealised painting of a Scandinavian harbour town. Capturing an altogether different mood, a sunny interlude between autumn storms adds drama and texture to the backdrop, with dark ocean waters and distant islands and summits swirling through anvil-shaped clouds. On a dark winter’s day, with the city blanketed in snow, or at twilight, Ålesund can appear like a magical urban fairytale lit by a thousand winking lanterns.

There are two ways to reach the viewpoint. The best is to climb the 418 steps to the top – a steep but infinitely rewarding climb. Follow Lihauggata from the pedestrian shopping street Kongensgata, pass the Rollon statue, and begin the 15- to 30-minute puff to the top of the hill. It doesn’t matter how long you take, as long as you turn around often and take in the changing view.

There’s also a road to the crest; take Røysegata east from the centre, then follow the ‘Askla’ signposts up the hill.


BEST SEAFOOD IN ÅLESUND

Restaurant Apotekergata No. 5

In Hotel Brosundet, this place does fermented trout, lutefisk and more in a refined setting enhanced by fine service. €€€

XL Diner

It’s all about the cod (salt cod, pan-fried cod tongue…) at this waterfront spot. It claims to serve the best fish soup in town. It’s right. €€€

Sjøbua

Another harbourside beauty, Sjøbua serves a divine lobster soup, as well as a mean lye fish with bacon and almond potatoes. €€€



WHERE TO STAYIN ÅLESUND

Hotel 1904

Ålesund’s oldest hotel blends period structural design with clean contemporary lines. €€

Quality Hotel Ålesund

Next to the Hurtigruten port, this slick modern hotel is at its best in the rooms that look out over the ocean. €€€

Hotel Brosundet

Architect-designed waterfront belle with wooden beams, exposed brickwork and brown velvet. €€€

Art Nouveau Ålesund

A LIVING ARCHITECTURAL MUSEUM

No city in Norway radiates a uniform architectural style quite like Ålesund. When the city burned to the ground in 1904, the Jugendstil (Art Nouveau) movement was sweeping Europe. The fire destroyed 850 buildings in 24 hours, so Jugendstil came to define the city when it was rebuilt. Jugendstil drew on nature for its inspiration, which resulted in its defining organic shapes and flower-inspired ornamental flourishes. More muted in Ålesund than elsewhere (such as Barcelona in Spain), Art Nouveau made abundant use of archways and asymmetrical and curved forms. The widespread use of stonework drew on the American branch of Art Nouveau design.

To begin your journey through Ålesund’s architectural riches, visit the Jugendstil Senteret. This former pharmacy is a fine example of the Art Nouveau genre, especially its exquisite and almost entirely original interior, including a sinuous staircase and a richly patterned dining room. Don’t miss the museum’s excellent 14-minute multimedia story From Ashes to Art Nouveau.

To get a broader sense of Ålesund’s style, wander along Kongens Gate – numbers 19 and 25 are notable examples, and stone-built Kongens Gate 10b is Ålesund’s narrowest home. St Olavsplass is another good place to stop and look upwards at the decorative flourishes typical of the period. The views from Hellebroa showcase some fine stone buildings and the lovely facades of Ålesundet sound’s former waterfront warehouses.

[image: jpg]

Kniven Viewpoint | jason busa/shutterstock ©


ÅLESUND’S SUMMER FESTIVALS

Ålesund Boat Festival

Craft fill Ålesund’s harbours in July, and the view at ground level and from on high is incredible. See batfestivalen.no for details.

Jugendfest

Western Norway’s biggest music festival has performances by local and international bands. Second half of August.

Norwegian Food Festival

Street food, special menus in restaurants, celebrity chefs and even kids’ cooking classes are all happening in Late August. See matfestivalen.no for more info.




Getting Around

Ålesund has great air links to the rest of Norway, with frequent flights to Bergen, Oslo, Trondheim and Stavanger. European destinations include Amsterdam, Copenhagen and London. If you’re just visiting Ålesund, where you can also rent a car, this can be a good option.

On its northbound run, the Hurtigruten ferry makes a popular detour, mid-April to mid-October, to Geiranger town. It departs from Ålesund’s Hurtigruten ferry terminal.

Bus journeys to and from Ålesund can seem like they last forever. If you’re traveling by road, do so by car. Parking on Ålesund’s streets is free from 4pm to 8am, and costs 50kr for two hours at other times and on weekends.






Beyond Ålesund


[image: ]

A signature Norwegian fjord, a spectacular mountain road, and a drive that floats above the ocean. It’s all within a couple of hours of Ålesund.


Ålesund may feel like the end of the road, and like a destination that’s reward enough for the long journey to get here. It is. But it’s also the starting point of memorable trips that tick off some pretty special places.

The city is surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean to the north and west, and by ruggedly beautiful country everywhere else. Astonishing Geirangerfjord is a fjord prototype with impossibly high cliffs, improbable fjord-side villages and lots of fun ways to explore. And speaking of improbable, the Trollstigen mountain road is an engineering marvel. The same can be said for the Atlantic Road, where the line between land and sea is continually blurred.
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TOP TIP

Having a car is essential in these parts, whether to drive an iconic road or reach a Geiranger lookout.



Geirangerfjord

DISCOVER NORWAY’S FAVOURITE FJORD

If you’ve seen a picture of a Norwegian fjord, it was probably this one. Norway’s king among fjords, Unesco World Heritage–listed Geirangerfjord is a natural feature without peer, an unrivalled concentration of huge cliffs, plunging waterfalls and deep-blue water. Yes, it’s incredibly popular in summer. But that can’t take away from the sheer, jaw-dropping beauty of this place. The key is finding the right angles from which to view its perfection, so let’s get started. To get here, for example, involves a 110km (2½-hour) drive from Ålesund; you could get here by bus, but services aren’t regular, especially outside the summer months.

The Hellesylt–Geiranger ferry, from the pretty former Viking port of Hellesylt to Geiranger town, is a Norwegian classic. It can get really crowded, but the views are undiminished and it’s still the boat trip of a lifetime. Greatest hits include the Seven Sisters, the Suitor and the Bridal Veil. The ferry’s captain will point out the various features and tell a little of their stories, and the commentary is as informative as it’s delightfully avuncular.

Then it’s time to get up high for an aerial picture. First, there’s the Dalsnibba lookout (1500m), easily the most spectacular of all Geiranger lookouts, especially from Geiranger Skywalk, with its see-through floor and glass rails. To get here, take the 5km road (150kr per car) that climbs from the Rv63.

But the view that you’ll see promoting Geirangerfjord everywhere is from the overhanging rock Flydalsjuvet. Flydalsjuvet is about 5km up a very steep and winding hill from Geiranger on the Stryn road and offers amazing views. The full version of the famous view is accessible only 150m down a fenced-off, slippery and rather indistinct track over the edge. We strongly recommend that you enjoy the extraordinary view from the fence, but that doesn’t stop carloads of visitors from making the perilous descent.
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BEST GEIRANGER ESCAPES

Kayaking the fjord

Geiranger Fjordservice (geirangerfjord.no) runs sea-kayaking excursions out of Geiranger.

Hiking from Geiranger

There are 18 signposted walks from Geiranger, ranging from 1.5km to 5km; the tourist office has a map (10kr).

Hiking to Skageflå

Take the Geiranger Fjordservice sightseeing boat, then make a steep 45-minute ascent to this incredible perch from the Skagehola landing.

Mountain-biking or hiking above Hellesylt

Great views high above the noise out of Hellesylt, where the tourist office has maps.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND ÅLESUND

Hotel Union Geiranger

Marvellous views, a working spa for pampering, and luxury rooms high above Geirangerfjord. €€

Westerås Farm

This charming working farm has apartments, cabins, and a restaurant in a barn that dates to 1603. €€

Hotel Aak

This historic mountain hotel near Åndalsnes combines tasteful renovations with knockout mountain views. €€€

Trollstigen

DRIVE THE TROLL’S LADDER

This twisting, sky-topping corkscrew of a road is the most famous stretch of tarmac in Norway. It lies 123km (a two-hour drive) west of Ålesund, or 19km (30 minutes) south of Åndalsnes. There is no public transport to or along the Trollstigen.

Completed in 1936 after eight years of labour, the Troll’s Ladder is a stunning feat of road building, spiralling up the mountainside through 11 hairpin bends and a 1:12 gradient. After heavy rain, waterfalls cascade down the mountainside, drenching cars as they pass. To add to the thrill, much of it is effectively single lane, meaning traffic jams and passing vehicles are part of the hair-raising experience.

At the crest of the pass, a gravity-defying platform and a series of viewpoints have been built out of rusting steel and concrete, a striking artificial counterpoint to the bare rock and natural scenery all around. Teetering precipitously over the plunging cliff and allowing stomach-churning views right down the mountain, the site was designed by architect Reiulf Ramstad and has become one of the most famous locations on the National Tourist Route network. Don’t miss it.
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NATIONAL TOURIST ROUTES

Both Trollstigen and the Atlantic Rd belong to an elite portfolio of Norway’s 18 most scenic road trips, as designated by Norway’s road and tourism authorities. Covering 1850km and known as National Tourist Routes (nasjonaleturistveger.no/en), the roads are a fabulous planning tool. If you were to drive them all, you’d have seen Norway at its most varied and spectacular.

As part of the designation, architects have built daring contemporary structures that have transformed lookouts in the most remarkable places. Other recognised routes include Sognefjellet Rd in central Norway, two routes through Hardangerfjord, the island of Senja, the Lofoten Islands and the Gamle Strynefjellsvegen between Grotli in Oppland and Videseter in Sogn og Fjordane.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ÅLESUND

Sødahl-Huset

This fab, eclectic Åndalsnes cafe promises a warm welcome, innovative food, and regular beer tastings and gigs. €€

Brasserie Posten

There are many reasons to visit this fine Geiranger cafe. Locally sourced food and a fjord-side terrace are among them. €€

Glass

This fine Italian bistro is Molde’s best. It’s an ideal stop if you’re travelling between Ålesund and the Atlantic Rd. €€€

Atlantic Road

DRIVE ACROSS THE OCEAN

Unfurling across a storm-lashed Atlantic coast, defying most rules of road-building along the way, the Atlanterhavsveien (Atlantic Rd) really does have to be seen to be believed. In places, it seems to float above the water.

Of the eight bridges that connect the 17 islets between Vevang and the island of Averøya, the most impressive is Storseisund, a gravity-defying serpentine marvel that curls and twists from Eide to Averøy island. This bridge in particular, and the road in general, has featured in countless luxury-car advertisements, and it played a starring role in the 2021 James Bond thriller, No Time to Die.

Several scenic overlooks also beckon, among them the rest area and walking path at Eldhusøya, an island off the southwest of Averøya, and the glass-fronted viewing platform at Askevågen, around 10km north of Bud.

The heart of the route (Vevang to Averøya) is just 8km, but there are so many variations on the theme. From Ålesund, it’s a lovely drive then ferry crossing to Molde, a pretty coastal drive to Bud, then a trip along a quiet road that plays hide-and-seek with the coast. The road is gloriously moody and windswept when buffeted by an autumn or winter storm, and just as glorious in summer sunshine.


MORE MOUNTAIN ROADS

A rival to Trollstigen, the 45km Aurlandsfjellet road runs with similar vertical drama between Aurland and Lærdalsøyri (Lærdal) in the heart of Sognefjorden.




RAUMA RAILWAY

It’s not just road journeys that can be spectacular in these parts. Connecting central Norway (Dombås) with the west (Åndalsnes), the 114km-long Rauma Railway is a classic Norwegian train ride that substitutes speed for scenic beauty, crossing as it does between two regions of the country separated by jagged mountains. Along the way, you’ll pass through or alongside fjords, forests, valleys, lakes and mountains, as well as along six tunnels and across 32 bridges. Close to Åndalsnes, Romsdalen was one of the filming locations for Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. At journey’s end, also near Åndalsnes, Trollveggen is the highest vertical mountain wall in Europe; its summit rises 1800m above the valley floor.




Getting Around

If you’re driving from Ålesund, the combination of twisting roads, ferry crossings, and the siren call of places to pull over and admire the view mean that each of these excursions is a half- to full-day expedition from Ålesund. You could combine the Atlantic Road with Trollstigen, but it would be a long and exhausting day. To really enjoy all that Geirangerfjord has to offer, a two-day-one-night excursion from Ålesund is ideal.








Arriving


Oslo is the main port of entry, although direct flights operate to Stavanger, Bergen, Trondheim and Tromsø from elsewhere in Europe. Oslo Gardermoen Airport is well-connected to the city centre by public transport and dedicated airport express services. Oslo’s arrivals hall has shops, exchange facilities, and places where you can buy a local SIM card.
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Visas

EU nationals don’t need a visa for any length of stay. Those from the UK, Canada, New Zealand, the US and Australia can stay for up to 90 days in any six months without a visa.




SIM Cards

Local SIM cards are available from the Narvesen kiosk in Oslo Gardermoen Airport’s arrivals hall. Telenor (www.telenor.no) and Telia (www.telia.no) are the two biggest providers.




Border Crossings

At passport control, you may be asked for an onward ticket (or other proof of how long you plan to spend in the country) if you’re not from an EU or Schengen country.




Wi-Fi

Oslo Gardermoen Airport has free Wi-Fi for four hours. It’s fast, and extends to the car-rental counters and taxi pick-up points, but can be tenuous on the train platforms.



Public Transport from the Airport to City Centre
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NOT THE EU, BUT STILL...

Norway loves its independence and has steadfastly resisted joining the European Union: in referenda held in 1972 and 1994, Norwegians narrowly voted against joining the EU. But when it comes to crossing Norway’s borders, the country and its government is nothing if not pragmatic: most rules are identical to those that apply to and in most EU countries. If travelling by road, you may not even notice that you’ve crossed Norway’s land borders with Sweden and Finland (both EU members). Also, there are no immigration checks at airports for flights arriving from elsewhere in the EU or another Schengen country.






Getting Around


Norway has excellent road, rail, ferry and domestic flight networks, but distances can be long. The Hurtigruten Ferry runs between Bergen and Kirkenes.




TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From €60/day

Petrol
Approx. €1.95/litre

EV charging
€0.41–0.84/hour

Train ticket from Oslo to Bergen
From €120–195



Hiring a Car

Typically, car-rental companies charge per 24 hours. Most cars have automatic transmission, and there’s an increasing number of hybrid and electric vehicles (EVs). EVs cost more per day to rent, but you’ll save money overall because of fuel costs. EV charging stations are everywhere.

Road Conditions

Norway’s roads are excellent, with tunnels and efficient car ferries helping to smooth your way around the country’s challenging terrain. Away from major cities, two-lane roads with a speed limit of 80km/h are the norm, so getting from A to B can take longer than you might expect.

HURTIGRUTEN

Norway’s Hurtigruten coastal ferry has been around since 1894. Every day and night of every year, there’s at least one Hurtigruten boat shuttling along the 5200km of Norway’s coastline, stopping at 35 ports between Bergen and Kirkenes. Though conceived to provide a vital link between Norway’s most far-flung communities, these days the Hurtigruten is a full-blown cruise-ship service, complete with cabins, cafeteria, shops and a restaurant. Some stops offer additional excursions for which you’ll pay extra.


TIP

Norway’s road tolls and car ferries have automated payment systems: car rental companies charge your credit card after you return your vehicle.




Bus & Train

Trains reach as far north as Bodø, with an additional branch line connecting Narvik with Sweden further north. Bus services along major routes are fast and efficient. Although reliable, services in more rural areas can be infrequent, sometimes with no services at all on weekends.




Discounted Tickets

On most train routes, Norwegian State Railways (www.vy.no) set aside a limited number of tickets known as minipris. Those who book the earliest get the biggest discounts. For buses, Lavprisekspressen (www.lavprisekspressen.no) offers the cheapest fares; tickets sold online.




Plane

Flying can be a great way to get around quickly, and even some of Norway’s smaller and more remote outposts have regular scheduled air services. SAS (www.flysas.com) and Norwegian (www.norwegian.com) have extensive domestic networks. Widerøe (www.wideroe.no) services smaller cities.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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Speed limit is 30km/h to 50km/h in urban areas, 80km/h on secondary roads and 110km/h on motorways.

.02

Blood alcohol limit is 0.02%.








Money


CURRENCY: NORWEGIAN KRONE (kr; NOK)
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Credit Cards


Norway is well on its way to becoming a cashless society – you’ll find that the vast majority of transactions these days are made by card, although most places still accept cash. Visa, Eurocard, Mastercard, Diners Club and American Express cards are widely accepted throughout Norway.

ATMs


‘Mini-Banks’ (the Norwegian name for ATMs) are widespread and most accept major credit cards as well as Cirrus, Visa Electron and/or Plus bankcards. Check your bank’s fees for international withdrawals and transactions; it’s sometimes worth getting yourself a travel-focused prepaid debit card to use instead.

Tipping

Tipping on a North American scale is not expected. Service charges and tips are included in restaurant bills and taxi fares. If service has been particularly helpful in a midrange to top-end restaurant, 5% is appropriate. If you’re paying by credit card in a restaurant, space will be left for adding a tip.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

1-day bicycle rental
€18

Museum entry
€9.50–15

City parking (24 hours)
€17–32

Airport express bus
€15–35



HOW TO… Save Money

How to save money in larger cities? Buy a local discount card (eg Bergen Card) online or from the local tourist office. Valid for periods of one to three days, these cards entitle you to free public transport and museum entry, as well as a range of discounts around town. If you’re planning on visiting a lot of attractions, these cards will be a sound investment.


TAX-FREE REFUNDS

For goods that cost more than 315kr (290kr for food items) at shops displaying the ‘Tax Free’ logo, you’re entitled to a ‘Refund Cheque’ for the 25% MVA (value-added or sales tax) or 15% for food items. (Note that the cost threshold relates to the total you spend in a single shop, rather than the amount per item.) At the point of sale, you fill out the cheque with your name, address and passport number. At your departure point from the country, present your sealed goods, passport and Refund Cheque to collect the refund.




LOCAL TIP

For information on tax refunds, pick up How to Shop Tax Free from most tourist offices and some tourist shops. It lists border crossings where refunds can be collected. Or visit www.globalblue.com/tax-free-shopping/norway/.








Accommodation

Historic Hotels

Most accommodation in Norway belongs to a handful of smart, but often generic chain hotels, which is why Historic Hotels in Norway (dehistoriske.com) is such a treat. It covers 64 hotels from across the country, starting with Utne Hotel in Hardangerfjord, one of Norway’s oldest hotels, which was built in 1722. The website also covers historic restaurants.

Loyalty Programs

Most of Norway’s midrange and top-end hotels belong to hotel chains, and this can work to your advantage. Most have loyalty programs that are free to join and may entitle you to free nights the more nights you stay. These include Scandic Hotels (www.scandichotels.com), Thon Hotels (www.thonhotels.com) and Nordic Choice Hotels (www.nordicchoicehotels.com), which includes a number of hotel brands.

Cheap Accommodation

It’s possible to find respite from Norway’s expensive accommodation, at least in some cities. Reasonably priced hostels (vandrerhjem) offer dorm beds, single or double rooms. And recent welcome additions to the budget hotel market include chains such as Citybox, Smarthotels and Basic Hotels. These hostel–hotel hybrids are slick and excellent value, but they’re only in larger cities.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A hostel dorm
€40

A midrange hotel
€100–140

A historic hotel
€180–250 per person
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DNT Mountain Huts

Exploring the Norwegian wilds often means staying in a mountain hut or cabin. Den Norske Turistforening (www.dnt.no) maintains 550 mountain huts or cabins that are a day’s hike apart, along the country’s 22,000km of well-marked wilderness hiking routes. Of these, more than 400 have beds for sleeping, with the remainder reserved for eating, rest stops or emergency shelter.



Ice Hotels

Norway has four ice hotels: in Alta, Kirkenes, Tromsø and in the Hunderfossen Winter Park, near Lillehammer. Open only in winter, these ice hotels have elaborate ice carvings and rooms that rarely rise above –5°C. It you stay in one, you’ll usually sleep on an ice bed, topped by reindeer skins and enveloped in an Arctic-strength sleeping bag.
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NORWAY’S SEASONS

The main tourist season in Norway runs from around the middle of June to the middle of August. Unusually, although this is the high season, it’s also when accommodation prices are at their lowest and many hotels offer their best deals. In some areas, the season begins in mid-May and/or hangs on until mid-September. Winter, particularly in northern Norway where travellers come for activities such as snowmobiling and dog-sledding, is also a popular time to visit, although, unlike in summer, prices rarely drop in response.






Family Travel


Norway is a terrific destination in which to travel as a family. This is a country that has become world famous for creating family-friendly living conditions, and most hotels, restaurants and many sights are accordingly child-friendly; some hotel chains even have kids clubs and indoor playgrounds. Remember, however, that distances are vast and careful planning is required.



Supplies

As you’d expect, children’s products, such as baby food, infant formula, soy and cow’s milk, and disposable nappies (diapers) are widely available in Norway (in supermarkets, pharmacies and more expensive convenience stores). But like everything else here, they’re much more expensive than back home. You may want to bring a reasonable supply in order to keep costs down.

Eating Out

Children will be made to feel welcome in most restaurants. Many restaurants offer children’s menus with smaller portions and prices to match. Those that don’t are usually willing to serve a smaller portion if you ask. The general availability of hot dogs, hamburgers and pizzas do help to keep costs down. Most restaurants have baby-change areas and a limited number of highchairs.


Public Transport

On public transport, children under four travel for free (but won’t have a seat). Those aged between four and 15 (16 on the Hurtigruten) travel for half the adult fare. Some long-distance trains have a family carriage with a children’s play area!




Family-friendly Accommodation

Most accommodation choices have ‘family rooms’ or cabins that accommodate up to two adults and two children. One hotel chain that makes a special effort to cater for families from mid-June to mid-August is Thon Hotels (www.thonhotels.no).




CHILD-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS

White-water Rafting

Family-friendly trips in Sjoa and elsewhere.

Dogsledding

Possible from Røros in central Norway to Tromsø and elsewhere in winter, with sleds on wheels in summer.

Whale-watching

See the giants of the sea off the northern coast from Andenes, and Tromsø.

Hunderfossen Familiepark

Water rides, wandering trolls and fairy-tale palaces near Lillehammer.

Vikingskipshuset

Reconstructed Viking ships at the Viking Ship Museum in Oslo.

Olympic Park

Everything from simulators to bobsled runs around Lillehammer.
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Wildlife & Natural Attractions

Norway’s natural world has lots to get children excited, including the midnight sun in summer, polar night in winter, and the weird-and-wonderful aurora borealis.

Norway also has some incredible wildlife, from polar bears, reindeer, Arctic fox and walrus in Svalbard to the musk-ox safaris (around Oppdal and elsewhere) and elk safaris (from Oppdal, Rjukan and Evje in southern and central Norway). The north also has a couple of excellent wildlife parks in case you can’t track the animals down in the wild: Polar Park (in Setermoen) and Namsskogan Familiepark (south of Mosjøen).






Health & Safe Travel

Insurance

Insurance is not compulsory to travel to Norway, but considering the cost of everything here (including medical treatment), it’s good to have. Some policies exclude ‘dangerous activities’, such as motorcycling, skiing, mountaineering, snowmobiling or even hiking. EU travellers can apply for the European Health Insurance Card that covers emergency medical treatment free of charge.
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Medical Care

Norway has an excellent (if expensive) health system. Most medications are available in Norway, but may go by a different name than at home, so be sure to have the generic name, as well as the brand name. For minor illnesses, pharmacists can dispense valuable advice and over-the-counter medication.

Insects

In northern Norway, the greatest nuisances are the plagues of blackflies and mosquitoes that swarm out of tundra bogs and lakes in summer. Midsummer is the worst, and hikers must cover exposed skin and may even need head nets. If you’re camping, a tent with mosquito netting is essential.


POTABLE WATER

Tap water is always safe to drink in Norway. Fill up a reusable bottle to help avoid plastic pollution.
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Changing Weather

The weather in Norway’s high country is notoriously fickle: it can be benign and sunny one minute, and dangerous the next. Always check weather and other local conditions before setting out cross-country, whether on foot, skis or snowmobile. Be prepared for sudden inclement weather at any time of year, and stay aware of potential avalanche dangers.


LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

When setting out into the wilds, always trust the advice of locals – if they say not to go, don’t go. As an example of what can happen, two Scottish cross-country skiers died after being caught in snow and freezing fog in March 2007 on the Hardangervidda plateau despite, according to some reports, being warned by local experts not to set out.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Frokost (breakfast, 7am to 9am): Usually light, with staples including muesli, rye bread, sliced cheese and cold meats, or scrambled eggs with smoked salmon. Always with coffee.

Lunsj (lunch; noon to 3pm): Sandwiches, salads and soups are the usual midday order.

Middag (dinner; 6pm to 10pm): The day’s main meal might be a casual burger or a taste-bud-testing adventure at an upscale restaurant.



Where to Eat & Drink

Cafes Essential services for caffeine-hungry Norwegians. Most offer pastries, boller (raisin rolls) and kaker (cakes), while some also do sandwiches, soups and salads.

Restaurants Choose from unfussy places offering basic bites to fine dining with seasonally evolving menus celebrating the flavours of local produce. There’s a good choice of international cuisines too.

Bryggerier (breweries/pubs) Quaff your choice of tipple from the tap while filling up on classic pub food. Some larger brewpubs offer a dining experience to rival many smart restaurants.
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MENU DECODER

Barnemeny: Children’s menu. Smaller portions of the standard mains or child-friendly bites, such as hamburgers and pasta dishes.

Retter: Dishes

Småretter: Small dishes

Forretter: Starters

Hovedretter: Mains

Kjøtt: Meat

Sjømat: Seafood

Biff: Beef

Kylling: Chicken

Fisk: Fish

Torsk: Cod

Tørrfisk: Stockfish; unsalted cod dried on outdoor racks

Reker: Prawns/shrimp

Reinsdyr: Reindeer

Hvalbiff: Whale steak. Though Lonely Planet doesn’t promote eating whale meat, we do mention it here so that you’re able to make an informed decision about what you’re eating.

Spekemat: Cured meats

Ost: Cheese

Iskrem: Ice cream

Multebær: Cloudberry

Jordbær: Strawberry

Blåbær: Blueberry

Nøtter: Nuts

Skalldyr: Shellfish

Bløtdyr: Molluscs

Sennep: Mustard

Hvete: Wheat

Vegetarisk: Vegetarian

Vegansk: Vegan

Øl: Beer

Hvitvin: White wine

Rødvin: Red wine

Brus: Soda



HOW TO… Enjoy a Night Out

Whether it’s a leisurely beer in a relaxed pub or a bar crawl and dancing until (almost) dawn, there’s a scene to suit your style.

In cities you’ll find a venue for after-dark fun any night of the week, but the biggest parties and club nights are usually reserved for Fridays and Saturdays. Revellers tend to go out a bit earlier than in other European countries. Starting the night at 8pm to 9pm is normal, with pubs, bars and clubs closing at 3am or earlier.

Norwegian style trends towards smart-casual, so wear what you feel most comfortable in, whether it’s low-key chic or bang on trend. Very few clubs (and almost no bars or pubs) have a dress code; if they do, it’s often just no sneakers.

Be sure to carry ID – some venues enforce an over-20s-only policy and, though door staff are usually polite and professional, they play by the rules.



HOW MUCH FOR A…

Bolle (sweet bun)
45kr

Filter coffee
40kr

Freshly made bakery sandwich
100–150kr

Soda
50kr

Dinner at a pub
350kr

Dinner (with wine pairing) at a Michelin-starred restaurant
3500–6000kr

Glass of beer
75kr (.33L)

Glass of wine
115–150kr



HOW TO… Eat Well for Less

Norway dining can be an exciting and mouthwatering experience. But it’s no secret that the price of a restaurant meal could also make your eyes water. Fortunately there are a few tried-and-tested strategies that will help to keep costs down.

Although the typical Norwegian breakfast tends to be light, many hotels (especially the chain variety) include a breakfast in the cost of a room. It pays to take full advantage of it. Fill up before you check out and your chosen bite for lunch could well be lighter on the stomach as well as on the wallet.

Try lingering over lunch rather than dinner. Many restaurants offer lunch specials – perhaps a dish of the day (dagens rett) or a 2-course menu – at lower prices compared to à-la-carte dinner options. The quality and service won’t diminish, but your bill just might.

If you’re out for a hike or on the move during the day, make like a Norwegian and prepare a matpakke, a packed lunch of open-faced sandwiches.

If you drink alcohol, consider foregoing the wine in favour of a nonalcoholic option with your meal. Almost every restaurant offers a range of alcohol-free tipples above and beyond the usual soda suspects. Locally produced juices can be paired with menus, and imperceptibly nonalcoholic beers and wines are refreshingly common across the country. They’re also almost always cheaper than the merry-making versions.
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Tipping

Although a tip will always be appreciated in Norway, it’s never expected and is usually reserved for stellar service in restaurants and fancier bars. If you choose to tip, around 5–15% is standard.




DRINKING COFFEE THE NORWEGIAN WAY

Preferences may have shifted over the years from a simple boiled brew to more artisanal options, but Norway remains second only to Finland when it comes to coffee consumption per capita, getting through a buzzing 9.3kg per person in 2021.

Norwegians traditionally take their coffee black (ask for ‘en svart kaffe, tak’) and drink it with breakfast, during breaks at work and after dinner. In some cafes the standard daily filter coffee will be in a large pump-action flask on the counter – pay for your drink and serve yourself. This is usually one of the cheapest options and sometimes includes a påfyll (refill).

It’s also still quite common for locals to make kokekaffe (steeped coffee) at home, where the grounds are simply added to boiled water and left to steep for several minutes. If you’re out on a hike with locals and they bring out the Thermos, you might hear this called turkaffe (trip/hike coffee).

Unless your pick-me-up of choice involves an unusual syrup or a very obscure nut milk, you’ll likely be able to find your own favourite fix here. Popular Norwegian and Nordics-wide chains include Espresso House, Kaffebrenneriet and Dromedar.

Given the national obsession with coffee, it’s unsurprising that there are many acclaimed specialist roasters here. So if your palate is more particular, seek out independents such as Tim Wendelboe (timwendelboe.no) and Jacobsen og Svart (jacobsensvart.no), roasters whose care and attention to the cup of joe will start your day on just the right (tasting) note.








Responsible Travel

Go Electric on a Rental Car

Norway leads the world on electric vehicles per capita, and all major rental companies offer EVs for hire. Download ElbilAppen to plan your journey and get realistic ranges based on current driving conditions.

Dine Out on Food ‘Waste’

Transform your opinion of leftovers with a fine-dining experience at Oslo’s Rest (restaurantrest.com). Head chef Jimmy Øien creates exquisite dishes from ‘waste’ ingredients, such as imperfect vegetables or animal parts that might otherwise be discarded.

Explore a Sustainable Destination

Consider visiting places with Sustainable Destination accreditation. This national scheme highlights towns and cities committed to developing sustainable tourism over time. Destinations on the list include Lofoten, Geirangerfjord and Røros. Go to visitnorway.com for more.

Go by Public Transport

If you’re not planning to go very far off the beaten track, public transport will get you around reliably and efficiently. Download the Entur app to plan your journey and buy tickets.
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Sámi duodji (crafts) include knives, jewellery and clothing made from natural materials. To ensure it’s authentic, buy directly from Sámi people or from vendors who can share information about the maker, such as museums or some tourist offices.
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Recycle empty cans and plastic drinks bottles at supermarkets to refund the small ‘pant’ deposit applied to them. Drop your empties into the machine (usually by the door) for a printed voucher to redeem in-store.

Find Local Flavours

If you’re keen to try local produce, Farmer’s Market (bondensmarked.no) places a focus on traceable, artisanal products and hosts small-scale producers as they bring their goods to market days at locations including Bergen and Bodø.

Find a Farm Stay

HANEN (hanen.no) promotes rural tourism and farm food and its members offer farm stays, as well as activities such as fishing and local food experiences deep in the Norwegian countryside.

[image: jpg]

ANASTASIIA MAVRINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Watch Whales Mindfully

See humpback whales and orcas more quietly. Brim Explorer (brimexplorer.com) runs ‘silent’ whale-watching trips from Tromsø on an electric-hybrid catamaran, reducing the excess noise known to affect communication, migratory patterns and wellbeing in cetaceans.


Norway’s allemannsretten (‘right to roam’) opens the country’s landscape to everyone. Follow the rules at environmentagency.no.




The right to roam also permits you to pick wild berries, mushrooms and wildflowers.




Cutting Carbon

Norway’s travel industry plans to cut its greenhouse gas emissions in half by 2030 and, as part of this, aims to reduce the carbon footprint generated by visitor transport by 10% each year.




RESOURCES

dnt.no
Search for hiking routes and cabins.
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ladestasjoner.no
Find electric vehicle charging stations near your location.
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Walk deep into an ice tunnel sculpted by artist Peder Istad at Klimapark 2469 (klimapark2469.no) in Jotunheimen National Park to understand over 6000 years of geology and human habitation, and to witness the effect of climate change.






LGBTIQ+ Travellers


An early adopter of anti-discrimination laws, and with equal rights in marriage, adoption and assisted pregnancy, Norway ranks consistently highly as one of the most LGBTIQ+-friendly countries to live and love. April 2022 marked 50 years since Norway decriminalised homosexuality and, while intolerant attitudes still persist in some quarters, this is a country where being yourself is celebrated on stages large and small.
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LGBTIQ+ Venues

Because the LGBTIQ+ community is so widely accepted, ironically this means there aren’t really LGBTIQ+-specific quarters here. People of all identities party together in most bars and nightclubs but, even so, there’s a thriving LGBTIQ+ scene, particularly in the major cities. London Pub (londonpub.no) and Elsker (facebook.com/ElskerOslo) in Oslo, Fincken (fincken.no) in Bergen and Tyven (tyventrondheim.no) in Trondheim are well-known LGBTIQ+ hangouts and open to all.


YEAR-ROUND PRIDE

Pride events are held throughout the year from Svalbard to Stavanger. Plan to visit in June for the biggest festival: Oslo Pride (oslopride.no) has been celebrating the LGBTIQ+ community since 1974 and is now a nine-day festival of music, parties and workshops. Bergen (facebook.com/RegnbuedageneiBergen) and Trondheim (trondheimpride.no) host the next-biggest events in June and September respectively. Dress for the elements for a parade at 69° north in November at Arctic Pride (arcticpride.no) in Tromsø.




POP-UP EVENTS

If you identify as female, non-binary or an ally, keep an eye out for pop-up events run by Karmaklubb* (karmaklubb.com). This collective brings a movable feast of club nights, drag performances, film screenings, conversations and more to venues primarily in Oslo and Bergen.



Intolerance in Norway

Despite its progressive culture, Norway is not exempt from homophobia, transphobia and intolerance. Pride events in Oslo were cancelled in 2022 following a terrorist attack around LGBTIQ+ venues. It’s important to stress that LGBTIQ+ travellers are very unlikely to have a negative experience during their visit, but you might find that public displays of affection are met with disapproval in rural areas or in communities where conservative religious views predominate.
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OSLO FUSION

Fan of films? Clear your diary in September, when the annual Oslo Fusion International Film Festival (oslofusion.no) celebrates LGBTIQ+-centred films, shorts and documentaries, with screenings at venues across the capital. Past winners include Finlandia, an exploration of Oaxaca’s Muxe third-gender community.


Annual measures such as ILGA-Europe’s Rainbow Europe Index and the Spartacus Gay Travel Index recognise Norway’s tolerant culture and strong legal protections for LGBTQI+ people. Norway consistently ranks near the top of the list of countries considered safest for the LGBTIQ+ community.








Accessible Travel


Norway’s major centres and attractions are generally well set up for travellers with disabilities, and getting around by public transport is reasonably straightforward. That said, online accessibility information is often limited to wheelchair users and travelling around still requires advance planning.



Getting Around Oslo

T-bane (subway) stations have lifts to platforms; most have level access to trains. City buses have low floors but trams on lines 11, 12 and 19 aren’t wheelchair accessible. Scan this QR code for accessibility info on Oslo’s transport network.
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Many attractions, including the National Museum in Oslo, offer audio guides via an app/QR code, which can be useful for visitors with and without visual impairments. The Voice of Norway app also has downloadable, audio-described city walking tours.




Websites for most organisations and attractions usually provide a good overview of facilities for wheelchair users and those with reduced mobility. But it’s best to contact places in advance if you have specific requirements.



AIRPORT

Norway’s airports are all wheelchair accessible and staff can provide assistance to travellers with a range of needs. Contact your airline and the airport 48 hours in advance. Scan this QR code to see the assistance available.
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Streets & Sidewalks

Street crossings have lowered kerbs; audible signals speed up as the lights are about to change. Pavements are well maintained in big cities but weather-damaged or unpaved sidewalks are fairly common elsewhere.

Accessible Arctic Adventures

Tromsø Accessible Tours (tromsoaccessibletours.com) aims to make the Arctic inclusive for all. From aurora tours to whale-watching trips, owner Martin coordinates with local providers to ensure the experience is tailored to your needs.

ACCOMMODATION

Older buildings often present obstacles, such as a lack of step-free access and no lift. Newer hotels are a safe bet, especially the Scandic chain (scandichotels.com), which has a 159-point accessibility standard.


RESOURCES

Wheelmap (wheelmap.org) Open-source tool that lets you search the accessibility of mapped attractions, shops, restaurants etc.

Wheelchair Travel (wheelchairtravel.org) Though not Norway-specific, this extensive blog focuses on wheelchair-friendly destinations and offers information about accessible international travel.

Norwegian Association for the Disabled (nhf.no) Organisation advocating for the rights of people living with disabilities in Norway and internationally. Publishes Disability News (handikapnytt.no), which sometimes covers cultural events.




Visit the ‘Explorer’ section at ut.no and filter by ‘Suitable for wheelchair’ to find a selection of accessible outdoor routes, both easy and challenging. The website is only in Norwegian, so you may need the translation option on your web browser.








Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Opening hours decrease outside of high season (mid-June to mid-August). Standard opening hours for services:

Banks 8am–4pm Monday to Friday

Bars 6pm–2am

Restaurants Noon–3pm and 6–11pm

Shops 10am–5pm Monday to Saturday

Supermarkets 9am–11pm Monday to Friday, to 10pm Saturday

Toilets

Public toilets are well kept but many charge a fee (around 10kr) and are only accessible using a contactless payment card. To avoid foreign transaction fees, cafés, restaurants and bars are your best bet.


Internet Access

Wi-Fi is widely available in hotels, cafes, trains and on some buses. 3G/4G also widespread.

Tap Water

Tap water doesn’t taste much better than this: it’s always safe to drink.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Central European Time (GMT/UTC plus one hour)

Country Code
47

Emergency Number
Fire 110; Police 112; Ambulance 113

Population
5.48 million



Electricity 220V, 50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Though many bars, restaurants and some attractions stay open on public holidays, most shops will be closed.

New Year’s Day (Nyttårsdag) 1 January

Maundy Thursday (Skjærtorsdag) March/April

Good Friday (Langfredag) March/April

Easter Monday (Annen Påskedag) March/April

Labour Day (Første Mai, Arbeidetsdag) 1 May

Constitution Day (Syttende Mai) 17 May

Ascension Day (Kristi Himmelfartsdag) May/June, 40th day after Easter

Whit Monday (Annen Pinsedag) May/June, eighth Monday after Easter

Christmas Day (Første Juledag) 25 December

Boxing Day (Annen Juledag) 26 December






Language


There are two official written forms of Norwegian, Bokmål and Nynorsk. They are actually quite similar and understood by all speakers. It’s estimated that around 85% of Norwegian speakers use Bokmål and about 15% use Nynorsk. In this section we’ve used Bokmål only.



Basics

Hello. God dag. go·daag

Goodbye. Ha det. haa·de

Yes. Ja. yaa

No. Nei. ney

Please. Vær så snill. veyr saw snil

Thank you. Takk. tak

Excuse me. Unnskyld. ewn·shewl

Sorry. Beklager. bey·klaa·geyr

What’s your name? Hva heter du? vaa hey·ter doo

My name is … Jeg heter. yai hay·ter ...

Do you speak English? Snakker du engelsk? sna·ker doo eyng·elsk

I don’t understand. Jeg forstår ikke. yai fawr·stawr i·key

Directions

Where’s (the station)?

Hvor er (stasjon)? vor ayr (staa·shawn)?

What’s the address?

Hva er adressen? va ayr aa·dre·seyn

Could you please write it down?

Kan du skrive det? kan doo skree·ve de?

Can you show me (on the map)?

Kan du vise meg (på kartet)? kan du vee·se ma (paw kar·te)

Signs

Inngang Entrance

Utgang Exit

Åpen Open

Stengt Closed

Forbudt Prohibited

Toaletter Toilets

Time

What time is it? Hva er klokka? vaa eyr klaw·ka

It’s (2) o’clock. Klokka er (to). klaw·ka eyr (taw)

Half past (2). Halv (to), (lit: half (two)) haal (taw)

morning formiddagen. fawr·mi·dan

afternoon ettermiddagen. e·ter·mi·dan

evening kvelden. kve·len

yesterday i går. ee gawr

today i dag. ee daag

tomorrow i morgen. ee maw·ren

Emergencies

Help! Hjelp! yelp

Go away! Forsvinn! fawr·svin

I’m ill. Jeg er syk. yai er sewk

Call ...! Ring. ring

a doctor en lege. en le·ge

the police politiet. po·lee·tee·ay

I’m lost. Jeg har gått meg vill. ai har gawt mai vil

I’m allergic to (antibiotics). Jeg er allergisk mot (antibiotika). yai eyr a·ler·gisk mot (an·ti·bi·o·ti·ka)

Eating & Drinking

A table for (four), please.

Et bord til (fire), takk. et bawr til (fee·re) tak

What would you recommend?

Hva vil du anbefale? va vil doo an·be·fa·le?

I don’t eat (meat).

Jeg spise ikke (kjøtt). yai (spi·se) i·key (sheut)

Cheers! Skål! skawl!


NUMBERS

1

en en

2

to taw

3

tre trey

4

fire fee·re

5

fem fem

6

seks seks

7

sju shoo

8

åtte aw·te

9

ni nee

10

ti tee










SWEDEN

FUTURISTIC CITIES & PLACID ARCHIPELAGOS

Sweden is a Nordic dream date, offering wild landscapes illuminated by the aurora, archipelagoes for island-hopping, and cutting-edge fashion, food and design amid urban landscapes.
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The best thing about Sweden is its untamed nature. Whether you’re sailing across an archipelago or trekking along Lappland’s long-distance trails, the sense of space, solitude and freedom is matched by few corners of Europe. So go pitch a tent by a Baltic beach or ride a husky sled beneath the eerie glow of the northern lights.

Sweden’s cities don’t let the side down, either. Urban residents clearly got the memo to ‘look sharp’, while the prevalence of irresistible furnishings, textiles and lighting in cafes, restaurants and Swedish homes is nothing short of enviable. Yet Swedish style is rarely ostentatious: form and function are tightly linked in a society that reveres moderation, simplicity and practicality.

And there’s more to Sweden than contemporary design. The countryside is dotted with ancient rune stones, while huge stone-ship settings and burial mounds recall long-gone kings and chiefs. Across the country, walled medieval cities, seaside fortresses, turreted palaces and revealing museums attest to Sweden’s long and complex history. Also part of Sweden’s backstory are the Sámi, Europe’s only indigenous people, who arrived in Sweden’s north millennia ago and domesticated its reindeer. Lappland’s wilderness is the best place to gain insight into this oft-overlooked part of the country’s cultural tapestry, whether you dig into ‘slow food’ at a Sámi restaurant or spend a night or two in a Sámi reindeer camp.
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THE MAIN AREAS

STOCKHOLM

Illustrious capital on the water.

UPPSALA

University town; ancient burial mounds

GOTHENBURG

Sweden’s bustling second city.

MALMÖ

Modern city with futuristic architecture.

VISBY

Staunchly preserved medieval town.

ÖSTERSUND

Home of a legendary lake monster.

KIRUNA

Quirky mining town near the Icehotel.




Find Your Way

Sweden is a huge country with a sparsely populated northern half. The public-transport infrastructure is excellent, with train networks and reliable buses connecting the main population centres. Some ferry and boat services are seasonal.
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Plan Your Days

Given the large distances between places (particularly in northern Sweden) and extreme contrasts between summer and winter, plan your time according to your passions and plan ahead (trains, ferries, internal flights).
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A Long Weekend

• If it’s your first time in Sweden, focus on multi-faceted Stockholm. Spend a day touring the Kungliga Slottet and walking the cobbled streets of Gamla Stan. Contemporary-art lovers shouldn’t miss the island of Skeppsholmen, home to the exceptional Moderna Museet. Give yourself time to check out Sweden’s most famous sunken warship at the superb Vasamuseet and Vrak – Museum of Wrecks – before enjoying the bars in the SoFo district in Södermalm.

• Allow a day for venturing out into the Stockholm Archipelago, either to an island of your choice (pack a picnic) or for a multi-island cruise with Strömma Kanalbolaget.




A Week

• In February, devote a couple of days to snow-covered Stockholm, then fly north to the quirky mining town of Kiruna, beyond the Arctic Circle.

• Bus it south to go snowmobiling and drive cars on icy lakes in the wilderness around Arvidsjaur, then delve into Sámi culture at the Winter Market and the Ajtté Museum in Jokkmokk.

• Returning to Kiruna, spend a night or two at the world’s original Icehotel in nearby Jukkasjärvi and go husky sledding beneath the northern lights, then take the train west to Abisko for skiing in Abisko National Park and more aurora-spotting at the Aurora Sky Station.




Two Weeks or Longer

• You’re spoilt for choice, so planning a longer trip depends on what your passions are. Allow several days for the urban delights of Stockholm and Sweden’s second city, Gothenburg.

• Architecture aficionados will want to check out the remarkable buildings in Malmö remarkable buildings, while fresh-air fiends may be tempted by Lappland’s multi-day Kungsleden and Padjelantaleden wilderness treks.

• If you want to combine island-hopping with beach time and/or sea kayaking, look no further than the Stockholm Archipelago, the Gothenburg Archipelago and the Höga Kusten islands.

• Give yourself a couple of days to explore Gotland’s countryside and the magnificent fortifications of Visby.



Seasonal Highlights

While Sweden’s cities make year-round destinations, the country’s continental climate means most visitors come during the hot, brief summers or during winter for snowy adventures.

FEBRUARY

The biggest Sámi Winter Market in Scandinavia welcomes tens of thousands with lively market stalls and reindeer races. Ideal aurora-spotting month.
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MARCH

Mora’s 90km Vasaloppet, the world’s biggest (and oldest) cross-country ski race, draws over 70,000 spectators the first Sunday in March.
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APRIL

Days are getting longer, the seasonal Icehotel remains open, and there’s enough snow in Lappland for skiing, husky-sledding and snowmobiling.
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JUNE

The beginning of the hiking season, with snow mostly melting in the mountains and daylight almost around the clock.
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JULY

The height of the summer holidays, with seaside hotels and trail huts along wilderness hiking routes packed. Peak island-hopping time.
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AUGUST

Late August and early September are quieter and cooler for hiking – ideal for hitting the Kungsleden and Padjelantaleden long-distance trails.
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DECEMBER

The seasonal Icehotel opens for business, while Stockholm, Gothenburg and other cities wow visitors with Christmas markets and festive events.
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STOCKHOLM
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Stockholm is rich in style and cultural assets. Beguiling Gamla Stan, the city’s oldest district, has a royal palace, gabled buildings and razor-thin cobblestone streets. South of Gamla Stan, formerly working-class Södermalm is now home to some of the city’s coolest neighbourhoods. West, the islands of Djurgården and Skeppsholmen harbour everything from Viking treasures and an ill-fated warship to Abba memorabilia and contemporary art.

Norrmalm is the city’s modern commercial centre. East of Norrmalm, glitzy Östermalm is home to celebrity hangouts and luxe boutiques. Further east still are the parklands of Ladugårdsgärdet, where you’ll find more great museums and a superb sculpture garden.

Given the bounty drawn from Stockholm’s surrounding waters, fields and forests, it’s not surprising that food is a serious passion here. Whatever the global culinary trend, Stockholm is on it. Swedish classics are equally revered, and traditions are both faithfully adhered to and cleverly tweaked by Stockholm’s legion of forward-thinking chefs.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Kungliga Slottet

SIGHTS

2ABBA: The Museum

3ArkDes

4Avicii Experience

5Etnografiska Museet

6Fotografiska

7Hötorget

8Livrustkammaren

9Moderna Museet

10Nobelmuseet

11Nordiska Museet

12Riddarholmskyrkan

13Skansen

14Spritmuseum

15Tekniska Museet

16Vasamuseet

17Vrak

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

18Centralbadet

EATING

19Bakfickan

20Bar Agrikultur

21Bitza

22Blå Dörren

23Kajsas Fiskrestaurang

(see 19)Operabaren

24Operakällaren

25Östermalms Saluhall

26Pelikan

27Urban Deli

DRINKING

(see 21)Debaser Strand

28Judit et Bertil

29Kvarnen

ENTERTAINMENT

30Operan

SHOPPING

316/5/4

32Grandpa

33Hornstull secondhand market

34Hötorgshallen

35NK

36Söders Retro & Design

37Svenskt Tenn




TOP TIP

Despite being spread across 14 main islands, Stockholm is relatively compact. Walking is often the best way to get around. Pick a neighbourhood according to your interests – be they world-class museums, vintage-clothing shops or art galleries – and make a day of it, taking the tunnelbana (metro), then exploring on foot.
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FINDING JEWISH STOCKHOLM
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Christina Gamstorp, director of the Judiska Museet, recommends other places connected to Jewish history and cultural life in the city.

Stora Synagogan

Designed by Fredrik Wilhelm Scholander, and completed in 1870, the Grand Synagogue in Östermalm reflected the needs of the Jewish community to become an accepted part of Swedish society. Contact it in advance (jfst.se) to arrange a guided tour.

NK

One of the two founders of this famous department store was Josef Sachs, a Jewish businessman.

Norra Judiska Begravningsplatsen, Solna

The chapel at this Jewish cemetery was also designed by Scholander. Several famous Jewish families and people are buried here, including Nobel laureate in literature Nelly Sachs, and actor Erland Josephson.




Explore the Royal Palace & Armoury

OFFICIAL RESIDENCE OF THE ROYAL FAMILY

Built on the ruins of medieval Tre Kronor castle, which burned down in 1697, the 608-room Kungliga Slottet at the heart of Gamla Stan is still used for its original purpose as the home of Sweden’s royal family. Highlights of the royal apartments open to the public include the glittering Karl XI Gallery, inspired by Versailles’ Hall of Mirrors, and Queen Kristina’s silver throne in the Hall of State. Admission also includes the Museum Tre Kronor, the Royal Treasury and Gustav III’s Antikmuseum (open May to September). Don’t miss the Changing of the Guard in Kungliga Slottet’s outer courtyard.

Accessed off Slottsbacken, in the lofty vaults of the palace, the interactive, kid-friendly Livrustkammaren (Royal Armoury) is a gem. Over 500 years of royal history are illustrated through such unique items as Gustav II Adolf’s stuffed battle steed, Streiff, and the tunic Gustav III was wearing on the night he was shot at the opera in 1792.
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Meet the Nobel Prize Recipients

A CELEBRATION OF LAUREATES

Small but fascinating, the Nobelmuseet has a wealth of touch-screen info, personal items gifted by prize winners and 36 short films that include interviews with laureates including Ernest Hemingway and Martin Luther King. In the cafe, chairs have been signed by the visiting prize recipients (flip them over to see).

PLACES TO STAY IN STOCKHOLM

Castanea Old Town Hostel

Superb hostel in a beautiful old building. Big mixed dorms, private rooms and good common areas. €

Rival Hotel

Södermalm design hotel, with Swedish cinema photography nodding to the building’s picture-palace past. €€€

First Hotel Reisen

Stockholm’s oldest hotel in Gamla Stan has an impressive waterfront location. Rooms sport classic Scandi style. €€€
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UNDER SKANSTULL BRIDGE

Huset Under Bron (husetunderbron.se) is an entertainment complex under the Skanstull Bridge in Södermalm. Throughout the year, you can head this way to sample the flavourful plant-based cuisine at Växthuset; order the seven-course menu, as most of the inventive dishes on offer are small. On Friday and Saturday, you can dance the night away at a couple of bars and clubs including the Red Room (which is actually decorated pink).

From May to September, it all morphs into the outdoor party space Trädgården. This ultra-popular club has a full-on festival atmosphere, with everything from ping pong and video games to street food, live music and pumping DJs.



Haunt the Royal Graveyard

THE KINGS’ NECROPOLIS

Seventeen Swedish monarchs, from Magnus Ladulås in 1290 to Gustav V in 1950, have been buried at Riddarholmskyrkan. Standing on the islet of Riddarholmen, and accessed by footbridge from the west of Gamla Stan, the church began as a Franciscan monastery in the late 13th century and has been extended over the centuries. It’s crowned by a black lattice spire.

PLACES TO STAY IN STOCKHOLM

Backstage Hotel

Chic party pad, adjacent to the Abba Museum. Fans will adore the Abba Gold suite. €€

Hotel Skeppsholmen

This 17th-century building is now a sleek design hotel. Good breakfasts and brunches on weekends. €€

Vandrarhem af Chapman & Skeppsholmen

Vessel anchored in a superb location off Skeppsholmen. Common areas are on dry land. €

City Backpackers

Close to Centralstationen. Clean rooms, friendly staff, free bike hire and excellent facilities, including sauna. €

Downtown Camper by Scandic

Great location beside Sergels Torg. Fun vibe with free activities including a running club, skateboarding and film nights. €€

Hobo Hotel

The cheapest rooms are small and windowless but well designed, with full bath and comfy beds. In Brunkebergstorg. €€

Södermalm’s Hip ‘Hoods

SOFO VERSUS HORNSTULL

Debate rages over which is Södermalm’s trendiest district. Up first is SoFo (short for ‘south of Folkungagatan’ ). Take in the scene at pretty garden square Nytorget, where you’ll find pioneering grocery and restaurant Urban Deli and Michelin pick Bar Agrikultur, specialising in small plates of seasonal produce and craft gins. Browse nearby retailers including Grandpa for cool fashions, vintage treasure-trove Söders Retro & Design and 6/5/4 for surfboards and hip outdoors clothing.

Then there’s Hornstull at the western end of the island. On weekends between April and September, locals flock to its secondhand market (hornstullsmarknad.se) on the waterfront. Year-round pleasures include Debaser Strand, a Mexican restaurant, bar, nightclub and live-music venue all rolled into one big night out; Bitza (bitzahornstull.com) for yummy Palestinian-style pizza and spicy shakshuka eggs for weekend brunch; and classic bar Judit et Bertil.


BEST ARTS & CRAFTS IN SöDERMALM

Kaolin

Kaolin is Sweden’s only pure ceramics gallery. Come here to choose a unique pot, teacup or clay work of art.

Konsthantverkana

This place has an impressive range of textiles, wood carvings, jewellery and ceramics. Be sure to check out its exhibition space, too.

Afro Art

Afro serves up a wonderful array of crafts and household items from Swedish designers and artisans from developing countries.



Sublime Dining & Superb Photography

LATE-NIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY SHOWS

Devoted to the art of photography, Fotografiska in Södermalm has superbly curated and presented exhibitions and is open 10am to 11pm daily. The museum holds several major temporary exhibitions a year, often retrospectives of big-name photographers. The views across the water from its award-winning plant-based restaurant Bread & Wine are sublime.

Classic Södermalm Alehouses

HOME COOKING & BEER

Södermalm is home to some of Stockholm’s most atmospheric pubs. Blå Dörren (The Blue Door) in Slussen occupies the site of a 17th-century tavern. Vaulted ceilings and timber panelling set the scene for beautifully executed Swedish classics such as elk meatballs with lingonberries.

Mural-clad Pelikan is the place to enjoy classic husmanskost (home cooking) – the likes of roasted reindeer, Västerbotten cheese pie and Arctic char. The herring options are particularly good and there’s a hefty list of aquavit.

Dating from 1908, Kvarnen is an old-school Hammarby football-fan hangout. Come early to this handsome beer hall hung with large works of art and have a pint.

A 17th-century Warship Reborn

REMARKABLE NAVAL MUSEUM

Vasa, the flagship of Gustav II Adolf, set off from Stockholm on its maiden voyage on 10 August 1628. Unfortunately, it was slightly too tall and slightly too narrow, and not half an hour later it was tipped over by a gust of wind and sank to the bottom of Saltsjön. Yet what you see before you in Djurgården’s purpose-built star museum, the Vasamuseet, is 98% the very same vessel. It was raised from the seabed in 1961 and painstakingly reassembled like a 14,000-piece jigsaw.

A 17-minute film sheds light on the salvage operation and the vessel’s conservation, then a 25-minute guided tour provides more fascinating context and background. Other exhibits cover artefacts salvaged from the Vasa, life on board, naval warfare, 17th-century sailing and navigation, and the often-ignored role of women in Sweden’s naval endeavours. The bottom-floor exhibition is particularly fascinating, using modern forensic science to recreate the faces and life stories of several of the ill-fated passengers.
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GAMLA STAN WALKING TOUR
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On Gamla Stan’s back alleys and quieter side streets it can seem as though Stockholm is almost unchanged since medieval times. Starting from 1 Gamla Stan metro station, head north along Munkbroleden to 2 Riddarhuset (riddarhuset.se). This ornate 17th-century palace is where the Swedish nobility once gathered to govern the country. It’s open to the public briefly (11am to noon, Monday to Friday). The statue in front is Axel Oxenstierna (1583–1654), an adviser to Queen Christina. Continue along Mynttorget and turn down main shopping street 3 Västerlånggatan. Zigzag up to quieter Prästgatan, turn left up the hill on Spektens gränd and then right at the junction to reach 4 Stortorget, Gamla Stan’s beautiful main square and location of the Stockholm Bloodbath of 1520. Surrounded by vividly coloured antique buildings, souvenir shops and cafes, it’s tourist central. The cobbled square’s grandest building is the former Stock Exchange, now home to the 5 Nobelmuseet. Continue along 6 Köpmangatan, browsing the shops, to reach the triangular ‘square’ at its end, where you’ll find the 7 St George & the Dragon statue on a plinth; it’s a 1912 bronze replica of Berndt Notke’s 15th-century wooden original inside Storkyrkan, the city’s cathedral. Head off to the right and continue along Österlånggatan to 8 Järntorget. On this pretty square, a feature of Gamla Stan since the early 14th century, is the bakery-cafe 9 Sundbergs Konditori; coffee has been served from a copper samovar here since 1785. Turn back onto Västerlånggatan; on the right is 10 Mårten Trötzigs gränd, a steep set of steps that connect to Prästgatan. Follow this street to Tyska brinken, turn left and head back downhill towards Gamla Stan station.




Sea of Memories

MARINE ARCHAEOLOGY IN DEPTH

At the outstanding Vrak, you can explore the world of marine archaeology. The Baltic’s low salinity means nowhere else in the world has as many well-preserved wooden wrecks. An exhibition on the fabled Resande Man, which went down in 1660, has a carpet that vividly conjures the wreck on the seafloor. Six more classic wrecks around the Baltic are covered in detail, including the ferry Estonia, which sank in 1994. Also learn about the Äpplet, an almost identical copy of the Vasa, that was located in 2022 in a strait off Vaxholm.

PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN STOCKHOLM

Kryp In

Book ahead for this cosy Gamla Stan restaurant that wows with creative takes on traditional Swedish dishes. €€

Meatballs for the People

Swedish comfort food in Södermalm. The dozen meatball options also include ones for vegans. €€

Gaston

Intimate, sophisticated yet relaxed, this wine bar is where clued-in Stockholmers sip fine drops.

Skroten

Charming cafe and boat chandler in a boatyard on Skeppsholmen serving hearty fish soup and prawn sandwiches. €€

Hasslebacken

Try upmarket crispy Hasslebacken potatoes in the heritage hotel after which they’re named. Weekend brunch is a treat. €€

Blå Porten Café

Enjoy coffee or a leisurely lunch at this garden oasis next to Liljevalchs, or vegetarian food at Blå+. €€

Rutabaga

One of two operations by chef Mathias Dahlgren in the Grand Hôtel Stockholm. His vegetarian set menu is culinary art. €€€

Eataly

Epic Italian food hall occupying a grand former cinema in Norrmalm. Pizza and a glass of wine, or full meals. €€

Röda Huset

Creative cocktails using Swedish ingredients and flavours. Has an elevated view over Sergels Torg.

Restaurang Oxenstiernan

Sustainable gastronomy at this dining gem next to an Östermalm park. In summer, dine alfresco under trees. €€

Sturehof

Superb for late-night dining, this convivial brasserie serves seafood-centric dishes and has views onto Stureplan. €€

Konstnärsbaren

An Östermalm classic since 1931, oozing an arty bohemian atmosphere, especially in its mural-covered bar. €€


DJURGÅRDEN’S FUNFAIRS

The rides at Gröna Lund Tivoli range from the tame (a German circus carousel) to the terrifying (the Free Fall, where you drop from a height of 80m in six seconds after glimpsing a lovely, if brief, view over Stockholm). Big-name concerts are often staged here in summer.

Junibacken whimsically recreates scenes from Astrid Lindgren’s books. Catch the flying Story Train over Stockholm, shrink to the size of a sugar cube and end up at Villekulla cottage, where kids can shout, squeal and dress up like Pippi Longstocking. The bookshop is a treasure trove of children’s books, and a great place to pick up souvenirs from cheeky Karlsson dolls to cute art cards with storybook themes.



Sweden’s Culture Through the Centuries

SWEDEN’S LARGEST CULTURAL-HISTORY MUSEUM

Celebrating its 150th anniversary in 2023, the prestigious Nordiska Museet in Djurgården is in the process of redisplaying some of its collection – a whopping 1.5 million items, dating from 1520 to the present day, from sacred Sámi objects to fashions, table settings, and paintings by August Strindberg. The new top-floor exhibition, set to open in early 2024, will cover 500 years of Swedish cultural history. An important exhibit showcases the impact of climate change on the people who live in the Arctic.

Step Back in Time

SWEDEN IN MINIATURE

You could easily spend a day at Skansen and not see it all. Founded in 1891 by Artur Hazelius, the world’s first open-air museum occupies a large hillside park in Djurgården and traces the history of Swedish life through various traditional buildings, huts and houses. The glassblowers’ workshop is a popular stop. Most buildings are inhabited by staff in period costume, who cheerfully answer questions about the folk whose lives they’re recreating.

The Nordic Zoo, with moose, reindeer, wolverines and lynxes, is a highlight, especially in spring when baby critters scamper around.



BEST FOR SWEDISH DESIGN

Åhléns

Central department store that’s especially good for Swedish-made housewares, bedding and other items to bring home as gifts.

DesignTorget

Affordable Nordic design for the home and yourself from a small Swedish chain that supports new creatives.

Iris Hantverk

Impeccably made woodwork, linens, textiles, candlesticks, handmade soaps, glassware and crafting books.

Mall of Scandinavia

Home to some of the best-known Swedish and international brands, including Björn Borg, Naturkompaniet and J. Lindeberg.



Dazzling Contemporary Art

STOCKHOLM’S MODERN-ART MAVERICK

In Skeppsholmen, the Moderna Museet has an outstanding permanent collection of 140,000 artworks, including key pieces by the most prominent 20th- and 21st-century artists. The likes of Dalí, Matisse and Warhol are represented, but also look out for works by Scandinavians such as Hilma af Klint, Öyvind Fahlström and Vera Nilsson. The museum stages several excellent temporary exhibits and career retrospectives each year.

Adjoining Moderna Museet is ArkDes, which has a permanent exhibition spanning 1000 years of Swedish architecture and a vast archive of documents, photographs, plans, drawings and models. Its annual gingerbread-house competition is much beloved.

Thank You for the Music

ABBA MEMORABILIA

There’s much joy to be had at ABBA: The Museum, Djurgården’s celebration of the demigods of Swedish pop. The story of how Benny, Björn, Frida and Agnetha conquered the world is told through memorabilia and interactivity, including classic music videos, outlandish costumes and spangly, star-shaped guitars. If that 1970s phone goes ‘ring, ring’ pick it up to have a chat with one of the band members.

All About Swedish Booze

A COMPLEX RELATIONSHIP WITH ALCOHOL

The slickly designed Spritmuseum on Djurgården covers the history, manufacture and pleasures of drinking (holiday traditions, drinking songs, food pairings etc) as well as the pains. There’s a small theatre in which the seating angle and first-person-perspective film make you feel slightly drunk, and a ‘hangover room’ with a head-throbbing soundtrack and eye-squinting light. Multimedia displays dispense titbits about the alcohol industry. At the bar, sample tasting trays of aquavit, gin or fruit-flavoured Absolut vodkas.

A Night at the Opera

DRAMATIC THEATRE & RESTAURANTS

Home to the Royal Swedish Opera and Ballet companies, Operan in Norrmalm is a lavish 1898 building: neo-Renaissance outside, neo-baroque inside. It’s a feast for the eyes even before the performances start in the jewel-box 1100-seat auditorium. Come early so you can peek at the dazzling Guldfoajén (Golden Foyer) at the Stalls Circle level.

At the rear of Operan, the Michelin-starred Operakällaren is equally swank, with chandeliers, gilded mirrors and exquisitely carved ceilings setting the scene for French-meets-Scandi gourmet meals. On the north side of the building are the more affordable and casual, but no less lovely, Art Nouveau Operabaren (for which you’ll need to book) and the 1960s-styled Bakfickan, whose counter seats make it ideal for solo dining. Both serve the same menu of upscale Swedish classics.


STOCKHOLM ADVENTURES

This seasoned operator (stockholmadventures.com) with personable, knowledgeable guides has a great range of activities from its waterside base on Kungsbro strand on Kungsholmen. These include year-round cycling tours of the city and further afield; and in winter, for those confident on skates, ice-skating tours. Best of all are its guided kayaking tours, which run even in colder months (you’ll be protected from the elements in a drysuit). Starting from near its office on Kungsholmen, its typical urban paddling route goes around that island or across lake Mälaren for a closer look at Långholmen. Should you prefer to go it alone, it also rents out a wide range of gear, including kayaks, SUPs and snowshoes.



A Classic Department Store

FIRST WITH THE LATEST

A fixture on Norrmalm’s Hamngatan since 1915, NK (standing for Nordiska Kompaniet) is Stockholm’s classiest department store. The basement food hall is great for souvenirs and gourmet groceries, as well as a lunch break. Book well ahead for a meal at the beautiful Bobergs Matsal on the top floor – it’s a culturally protected site, with 100-year-old carved birch-wood panelling and twinkling chandeliers.
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BEST FOR LIVE MUSIC & DANCE

Konserthuset

Baby-blue, neoclassical hall for concerts by the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and other traditional musical treats.

Fasching

Live music most nights. Open jam sessions every Thursday, and DJs often take over with Afrobeat, Latin, neo-soul or R&B on Fridays.

Glenn Miller Café

Tiny but character-loaded jazz-and-blues bar that draws a faithful, music-loving crowd. Live sets run Wednesday to Saturday.

Dansens Hus

An absolute must for contemporary-dance fans, with guest artists and innovative choreographers.



An Art Nouveau Bathhouse

SWIM, STEAM & SPA

In Norrmalm, Centralbadet is a blissful Art Nouveau bathhouse dating from 1904. Sample a variety of saunas (all are mixed bathing); work out in the gym; and – best of all – swim in an amazing 23m swimming pool, looking the bomb after a 2022 restoration. Admission includes towels and robes. Spa treatments, available for an additional fee, are best booked a couple of weeks ahead.

Soak up something of the complex’s wonderful atmosphere at its cafe Ecobaren. Specialising in healthy dishes made with organic ingredients, it’s great in warm weather, when you can sit outside in the garden courtyard, and in winter, when solar-therapy bulbs shine brightly in its lush orangery.
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When Robots Rule the Earth…

MUSEUM OF TECHNOLOGY

Should robots have rights, and how will AI affect our lives? These are among the fascinating questions examined in just one of the exhibitions at Östermalm’s Tekniska, a wonderland of interactive science and technology. The Play Beyond Play exhibition covers an entire floor, with insights into the past, present and future of computer games (around one in four people in the world have played a game designed by Swedes!). A major new attraction is Wisdom Stockholm, whose domed auditorium screens 360-degree IMAX films in 3D.

Norrmalm’s Old Market Square

FOOD HALL, FLEA-MARKET FINDS

A market square since the 17th century, cobbled Hötorget is flanked to the west by the old PUB department store (now the Haymarket by Scandic hotel) where Greta Garbo worked before becoming a movie star. On the south side is Hötorgshallen, a multicultural food hall selling everything from sushi and local candies to fragrant teas. Squeeze into galley-themed dining nook Kajsas Fiskrestaurang for a huge bowl of fisksoppa (fish stew).


BEST SECONDHAND SHOPPING

Judits & Herr Judits

A pair of carefully curated stores on Hornsgatan, each devoted to high-end pre-loved fashions.

Humana

On Timmermansgatan (with a second store in Norrmalm); choice colour-blocked secondhand fashion, upcycled pieces, too.

Emmaus Stockholm

Revenues from this big Slussen charity shop go towards projects in Western Sahara. (emmausstockholm.se)

Stockholms Stadmission

Another major charity operation, with branches in SoFo. The selection of goods is wide and prices right. (stadsmissionen.se)



A Window into Swedish Style

CLASSIC SWEDISH INTERIOR DESIGN

As much a museum of interior design as an actual shop, Östermalm’s Svenskt Tenn is a masterclass in how to make your home beautiful. When Estrid Ericson founded the business in 1924, it sold high-quality Swedish pewter (Svenkst tenn) – hence the store’s name. Ericson’s big break was recruiting Austrian architect and designer Josef Frank in 1934. It is Frank’s signature-printed fabrics and furniture that encapsulate Svenskt Tenn’s functional, elegant interior-design philosophy. It’s a wonderful place to browse and choose a classic piece of Swedish style – perhaps a birch tray or a cushion cover – to take home.


GAMERS’ DELIGHT

SPACE is also home to the world’s largest gaming centre, with more than 400 setups for players. To find out more about Sweden’s phenomenally successful gaming industry, Tekniska has a brilliant interactive exhibition on the subject.



Tribute to a Talented DJ

SWEDISH POP-CULTURE ICON

Although it helps, you don’t need to know much about Tim Bergling – aka DJ and EDM (electronic dance music) composer Avicii – to enjoy the Avicii Experience in Norrmalm. This engaging, immersive exhibition, inside digital cultural centre SPACE, is devoted to Bergling’s stratospheric, but sadly brief, musical career. It’s a full-on music-pumping, laser-lights-blasting trip from the teenager crafting tracks in his bedroom in Östermalm to DJing around the world. It also doesn’t sugarcoat the music-biz pressures that led him to tragically take his own life in 2018.

WHERE TO STAY IN GAMLA STAN & SöDERMALM

Långholmen Hotell & Vandrarhem

Former prison on Långholmen island, now a hostel/hotel near trendy Hornstull. €€

Hotel Frantz

Charming, smartly furnished boutique hotel in a mid-17th-century building at Slussen. Some rooms are tiny. €€

Nofo Hotel

Lots of imaginative design themes at this Södermalm boutique property tucked away in a courtyard. €€


BEST BARS IN ÖSTERMALM

Lilla Baren at Riche

A darling of Östermalm’s hip parade, Lilla Baren mixes smooth bar staff, skilled DJs and a fashion-literate crowd.

Lucy’s Flower Shop

Not a florist, but a moodily lit, velvet-upholstered basement bar serving creative cocktails. Bookings are advised (lucysstockholm.se).

Nori Bar

Tucked away in an arcade next to its Japanese noodle-bar sibling Misshumasshu, this darkly sexy space mixes some cool drinks (misshumasshu .se/ noribar).

Sturecompagniet

Swedish soap stars, sparkling wine and look-at-me attitude set a decadent scene at this glitzy space.



To Market, to Market!

A HISTORIC FOOD HALL

Gorgeous gourmet Östermalms Saluhall (1888) is a sophisticated take on the traditional market, with fresh produce, fish counters, baked goods, butcher shops and tea vendors. There are also plenty of places to grab a meal or drink with Lisa Elmqvist, a Stockholm institution, famed for its top-quality seafood. Classic dishes include shrimp sandwiches, gravadlax and fish soup.

Master of Sculpture

HOME & GARDEN OF A FAMOUS ARTIST

From 1906 to 1931, Millesgården on the island of Lidingö was the home and studio of sculptor Carl Milles (1875–1955), whose lithe water sprites and other whimsical sculptures dot the city. Milles’ abundant creativity imbues the house where he lived and worked with his wife, Olga, also a talented artist.

The highlight is the exquisite sculpture garden, designed to evoke the landscapes of Italy’s Mediterranean coast. The views across to the city from the clifftop are spectacular.

From All Corners of the Globe

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC TREASURE TROVE

Etnografiska Museet stages evocative displays on global cultures – you could spend hours poring over the 6000 treasures in its Storeroom exhibition alone. The bronze masterpieces from Benin are a sight to behold. It also has a project to highlight new perspectives on Africa, including fascinating details about Swedes of African origin. Its restaurant Matmekka serves authentic Asian dishes and in summer there’s a Japanese teahouse outside where you can experience an authentic tea ceremony.


Getting Around

Arlanda Express (swedavia.com/arlanda) is 40km north of the city. From here, frequent express trains (arlandaexpress.com), buses (flygbussarna.se) and taxis run to central Stockholm. Stockholm Skavsta Airport (skavsta.se), 100km southwest, is served by Wizz Air and connected to the city by direct buses.

Stockholm’s super-efficient, easy-to-navigate tunnelbana (metro) and local train lines (pendeltåg) extend to many parts of the city. Download the SL app (sl.se) to buy electronic tickets.

SL also runs the buses and trams. Buy your tickets via its app before boarding. Services thoroughly cover the city and surrounds. The historic No 7 tram runs between Norrmalmstorg and Skansen, passing most attractions on Djurgården.

City ferry services connect Gröna Lund Tivoli on Djurgården with Skeppsholmen and Slussen as frequently as every 10 minutes in summer. SL tickets are valid for these ferries, but not for the ferries that serve the archipelago; buy your ticket on board.






Beyond Stockholm
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Greater Stockholm county offers a wealth of day-trip options that take in highlights of culture and nature.


Top draws are World Heritage site Drottiningholm Slott, the royal summer retreat and park; Gripsholm Slott, home to the state portrait collection, in the lovely lakeside village of Mariefred; and picturesque Sigtuna, Sweden’s oldest town.

Superb hiking territory and forest landscapes are within easy reach of the capital, such as at Hellasgården, where you can also sweat it out in a log-cabin sauna. Tyresta National Park is noted for its virgin forest.

And then there’s the Stockholm archipelago. Buffering the city from the open Baltic Sea to the east, its seemingly endless sweep of rocky isles is a wonderland of dense forests, fields of wildflowers, red-painted wooden cottages and bobbing yachts.
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TOP TIP

Some destinations in the Stockholm Archipelago and beyond can be reached by a combination of boats and buses year-round, while other destinations are accessible by boat only and generally can just be visited in the summer months.




OTHER ARCHIPELAGO ESCAPES
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Hugo Olofsson and Olle Tejle, owners of Lidö Värdshus (lidovardshus.com), recommend other island escapes.

Arholma is one of the northern archipelago’s prettiest islands, with historic houses and farms. The whole island is a nature reserve and it’s a great place to bring kids.

Söderarm Lighthouse (soderarm.com) is on Torskär – it’s really far out in the northern archipelago. Stay in one of five old lighthouse keepers’ cottages. There are amazing sea views and you really feel the weather.

Svartsö, Ingmarsö and Finnhamn are three adjacent islands in the middle of the archipelago. There are good restaurants and places to stay on them all and they’re easy to reach from Stockholm.



Island-hopping in the Archipelago

SAIL OUT TO THE ISLANDS

The extraordinary collection of pine-clad islands and islets that make up the Stockholm Archipelago can be reached by ferries, buses and day excursions with Strömma Kanalbolaget. Peak season is July and August.

Vaxholm and its main town, with its cobbled streets and vintage wooden houses, is a charming destination. The late-19th-century fiskarebostad (fisher’s house) is home to a cafe famous for its desserts. Vaxholm Fortress Museum explores the fortification’s history and the military’s defence of the archipelago.

Reachable by bus 474 then 468, the archipelago art destination Artipelag boasts a spectacular location on a rocky outcrop overlooking the water. Its two galleries hold blockbuster exhibitions, and there’s a sculpture trail in the forest.

The Siaröfortet fortress and its museum are the main draw on tiny Kyrkogårdsön, but the island is also one of several in the archipelago to have been used as a kyrkogård (cemetery) for cholera victims.

Stroll Sweden’s Oldest Street

RUNIC INSCRIPTIONS, ANCIENT STONE CHURCHES

Picturesque Sigtuna, 40km northwest of Stockholm and reachable by train to Märsta and then bus, was founded around 980 CE. Its main drag, Storagatan, is Sweden’s oldest main street, and the superb Sigtuna Museum covers the town’s fascinating history from Viking silver hoards to contemporary stories of refugees settling in Sweden. Don’t miss the Mariakyrkan and its restored medieval wall paintings, or super-cute Sigtuna rådhus (1774) – the smallest town hall in Scandinavia (open July and August).

PLACES TO EAT IN SIGTUNA

Sigtuna Stads Hotell

Enjoy unobstructed lakeside views from this petite but luxe hotel, and a classic Swedish meal from its Restaurant 1909. €€

Tant Brun Kaffestuga

Delightful 17th-century cafe set around a pretty courtyard. Try the home-baked pastries and divine apple pie. €

Sigtunastiftelsens Gästhem

Dating from 1917, the Sigtuna Foundation has a good hotel and restaurant. It also runs a cultural programme with music events. €€

A Viking Extravaganza

WORLD HERITAGE–LISTED VIKING SETTLEMENT

Reachable by Strömma Kanalbolaget round-trip cruises from Stockholm, this Unesco-listed Viking trading centre on Björkö in Lake Mälaren, 28.5km west of Stockholm, was founded around 760 CE. The settlement controlled trade in the region until it was abandoned in the late 10th century as Sigtuna grew in importance. The site has Scandinavia’s largest Viking-age cemetery, with around 3000 graves. The superb Birka Museum exhibits finds from the excavations.


Escape to a Royal Hangout

SUMMER RETREAT OF KINGS & QUEENS

Some 13km west of Stockholm on the island of Lovön, Unesco-listed Drottningholm Slott, reachable by bicycle or Strömma Kanalbolaget (stromma.com) boats, dates from 1662. Highlights include the maximalist State Bedchamber of Hedvig Eleonora; the eye-boggling staircase; the geometrical gardens and the still-working Slottsteater completed in 1766 – the oldest theatre in the world still in its original state.
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SANDHAMN

The year-round settlement of Sandhamn on the island of Sandön is 58km east of Stockholm and can be reached by boat in about an hour. Fans of Stieg Larsson’s Millennium thrillers will know this central archipelago island as the place where Mikael Blomkvist has a summer cabin. In real life, Sandhamn has a rep as an upmarket party spot with activity centred on the luxe Seglarhotell, which dates to the 19th century – it’s also known as the yacht hotel, as many of its well-heeled guests arrive in their own vessels. There’s a gourmet restaurant and the white sandy beach Trouville is just under 1km away.



PLACES TO STAY IN THE STOCKHOLM ARCHIPELAGO

Kastellet B&B

Pleasant B&B in Vaxholm Fortress; showers and toilets are close to the rooms and it’s open year-round. €€

Waxholms Hotell

Spotless, simple, parquet-floor rooms overlooking Vaxholm harbour at this early-20th-century grande dame. €€€

Grinda Wärdshus

En-suite rooms in four large houses on a tiny island, a little further east from Vaxholm on the main ferry route. €€


MORE FOR CASTLE CONNOISSEURS

The majestic Kalmar Slott, 40km south of Borgholm, is one of Sweden’s most important and spectacular fortifications; its turrets, drawbridge, dungeon and secret passages are straight out of a fairy tale.



Medieval Fortress with Vintage Trains

PICNIC AT A LAKESIDE CASTLE

Overlooking Lake Mälaren, 65km west of Stockholm, tranquil Mariefred is reachable by train to Läggesta, then bus, or by S/S Mariefred (mariefred.info) steamship cruise in summer. Mariefred’s prime draw is Gripsholm Slott, a fairy-tale castle with round towers, spires, moat and drawbridge. Dating to the 14th century, the castle houses the splendid state portrait collection, with paintings ranging from 16th-century images of Gustav Vasa and his dynasty up to notable Swedes of the 20th and 21st centuries. Other highlights include Karl IX’s 16th-century bedchamber and the old wooden railway station that receives vintage steam locos and carriages (oslj.nu; May to September).


A STEAMSHIP CRUISE

In summer, the nicest way to travel to Mariefred is on the SS Mariefred (mariefred.info). This impressively preserved steamship made her maiden voyage from Stockholm to Mariefred in 1903. The trip takes 3½ hours one-way departing from beside the Stadshuset in Stockholm. Tickets can be bought on-board and there’s a cafe and dining room (for which it’s best to book ahead) on the ship. Check the website for the timetable.




RUNESTONES

The practice of erecting rune-inscribed memorial stones began in the late 900s CE and lasted until the early 1100s. There are hundreds of these early Scandinavian Christian monuments scattered around Sigtuna and the wider Uppland region.



Haunt a Celebrity Necropolis

WORLD HERITAGE–LISTED BURIAL GROUND

Set in woodland 6km south of Gamla Stan, the beautiful Skogskyrkogården graveyard is easily reached by metro from central Stockholm. Inaugurated in 1920, the Unesco-listed cemetery is famed for its decorative elements. Screen goddess Greta Garbo is buried here. English tours are available at 10.30am Sunday (July to September).
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UPPSALA
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Home to Scandinavia’s oldest university (founded in 1471), Uppsala is no stranger to the buzz emitted when students crowd the room. In fact, budding scholars account for 50,000 of Uppsala’s total population (230,000), earning it the nickname the City of Eternal Youth. The city’s consistent revolving door of students solidifies Uppsala’s reputation as a cradle of culture and nightlife, which manifests most strikingly in the sheer number of laid-back boho-spirited cafes and bars. But Uppsala’s been at it since the 3rd century. The fascinating remnants of the past are on full display at Gamla Uppsala (Old Uppsala), a few kilometres north of the city. This fascinating archaeological site was once a flourishing 6th-century religious centre where human sacrifices were made, in addition to serving as an ancient burial ground. Its sheer scale reveals the magnitude of the religious, economic and political power that was once centred on one of Sweden’s oldest cities.
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SIGHTS

1Carolina Rediviva bibliotek

2Fredens hus

3Museum Gustavianum

4Upplandsmuseet

5Uppsala konstmuseum

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6Bryggeriet Ångkvarn

7DomCraft

8Palermo

9Stationen




TOP TIP

Bicycles rule in Uppsala – you can pick up wheels at Ski Total Cycle – but the historic quarter is best explored on foot. (Keep an eye out for Jona, the half-man, half-fish bronze statue on Östra Ågatan near Islandsbron. It’s heated year-round.) Upplands Lokaltrafik runs public transport within the city.






UPPSALA WALKING TOUR
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You’ll pass Uppsala’s biggest attractions (excepting Gamla Uppsala) on this pleasant 2.8km stroll through the historic district. Begin at Uppsala’s main square, 1 Stora Torget, and head northwest on Svartbäcksgatan, passing the statue of Anders Celsius along the way. 2 Linnéträdgården is Sweden’s oldest botanical garden (1655), reconstructed to the 18th-century design of famed taxonomist Carl Linnaeus. Cross the Fyris on the wonderful iron Järnbron – constructed in 1846, it was the first suspension bridge of its kind in Sweden – and pop into 3 Ofvandahls Hovkonditori, Uppsala’s oldest remaining coffee shop. At first glance, University Park, along Sankt Olofsgatan, seems little more than a small, grassy respite in the middle of the city, but look closer and you’ll spot nine typical 4 Uppland rune stones peppered about like granite soldiers from the Viking Age. The most famous is No 489, known colloquially as the Woman’s Stone, dating to the 11th century. Uppsala’s imposing 5 Domkyrka – the largest cathedral in Scandinavia – looms just 100m east. It hosted centuries of Swedish coronations until 1719 and is the final resting place of numerous kings, queens and notable scientists. Map nerds and rare-book fiends will appreciate the exhibition to the left of the entrance to the university library, 6 Carolina Rediviva bibliotek. It displays the Carta Marina and Codex Argentus (520 CE), the most complete document written in the Gothic language; it’s only open noon to 4pm, Monday to Saturday. From here it’s a short slog uphill to pink 7 Uppsala slott, built for Gustav Vasa in the 1550s and reconstructed in 1757 after a devastating fire. The interior is open to group tours only, but the Uppsala konstmuseum displays modern art within the castle walls.




The Hills Have Eyes

ANCIENT BURIAL MOUNDS

Some 300 burial mounds dating from the 6th to 12th centuries dot the landscape at the fascinating Gamla Uppsala, looking like giant ski moguls for mythical ogres. The ancient grave field, 4km north of Uppsala, features Sweden’s second-largest barrows (only Anundshög in Västerås is bigger) and is one of the country’s most important burial sites. Set aside two hours to fully explore the grave field and accompanying sites.

Start at the Gamla Uppsala Museum, where a small exhibition displays the bounty uncovered in the royal mounds. At the site itself, Gamla Uppsala’s three biggest mounds – Östhögen (East Mound), Mitthögen (Middle Mound) and Västhögen (West Mound) – immediately seize your attention. Legend has it they contain the pre-Viking kings Aun, Egil and Adils, who appear in Beowulf and Icelandic historian Snorre Sturlason’s Ynglingsaga. More recent evidence suggests the occupant of Östhögen (East Mound) was a woman, probably a female regent in her 20s or 30s.

[image: jpg]

Domkyrka | Shooting Wild Photography/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEYOND GAMLA UPPSALA

If you’re looking for more ancient burial sites, the southeastern Swedish island of Öland is chock-full, including the Bronze Age site at Mysinge Hog and the ancient grave field at Gettlinge.




BEST FOODIE FINDS IN UPPSALA

Klostergatan 5

Candlelit bistro that feels like a neighbourhood find despite its central location; it’s a family-run, creative Nordic affair. Reserve. €€

Dryck och mat

Wine-focused New Nordic cuisine in a relaxed atmosphere inside Uppsala’s historic decommissioned train station. The daily-changing set menu (paired with wine) is the showcase experience. €€€

Hambergs Fisk

Uppsala’s gourmet fishmonger, deli and bistro tops everybody’s list for good reason: flavour-packed seafood made with prime ingredients. Reservations essential. €€€



Uppsala’s Cabinet of Curiosities

QUIRKY CURIOS

The delightfully weird and well-organised Museum Gustavianum is Uppsala’s aged wonder. Uppsala University’s oldest standing building, it houses its most important collection of preserved oddities and cultural quirks. When it reopens in spring 2024, it will continue to titillate with everything from Egyptian mummies and dried sea creatures to Viking helmets and Celsius’ very own thermometer.


Don’t miss the two highlights upstairs: the fascinating 17th-century Augsburg Art Cabinet – a rotating curio with 1000 ingenious trinkets given to Swedish king Gustavus Adolphus in 1682 – and Olof Rudbeck’s vertiginous anatomical theatre, where executed criminals were dissected in full view of 200 spectators until 1766.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN UPPSALA

Foundry Hotel

Fully equipped, great-value apartments in a converted industrial foundry (1898); river views. €

Grand Hotell Hörnan

Historic 1907 family-run jewel on the Fyris; 37 rooms balance tradition and modernity. €€

Best Western Hotel Svava

Furnishings in this business hotel skew retro-functional, evoking mid-century modern design. €€

Uppsala Nights

LOCAL BREWS, TRENDY CREWS

The city hosts 50,000 students per year, and they’re thirsty. From local breweries to trendy train-station brasseries, there’s no shortage of nocturnal diversions on a night out in Uppsala.

Students congregate in bars and cafes along Sankt Larsgatan (a block or two southwest of the river), Sankt Olofsgatan (near the university) and Drottninggatan (near the Domkyrka) – head to hot spots such as Palermo and see what’s on. Craft-beer fans should direct themselves to Uppsala’s beloved Bryggeriet Ångkvarn, a low-key option with prime riverside seating on Östra Ågatan that was started by a devout home brewer. Hopheads should head to the carnivorous space at the back of the Domkyrka that once served as the cathedral’s religious school – these days, you can worship local and European-wide brews instead from the 20 taps at DomCraft. Trend seekers should book one of the Parisian-accented tables at Stationen, which recalls a bygone era inside Uppsala’s grand 1866 train station. Skål!


BEST ETHNIC TREATS IN UPPSALA

Kafferummet Storken

Sprawling, eclectically furnished hideaway above Stora Torget; the stuck-in-time ethos blends well with long chats and Greek-leaning nibbles, and heartier mains such as moussaka. €

Taste of Bangla

Elevated – but authentic – Bangladeshi cuisine inside a tiny glass house under the castle’s nose at Svandammen. €

Jay Fu’s

Don’t be deterred by the ‘Amasian’ (American Asian) label – the innovative fusion dishes here (tuna with blackened avocado, venison with smoked-miso-flavoured hollandaise) are delicious. €€



Free Uppsala!

THE CITY ON A SHOESTRING

University students are notoriously strapped for cash. Luckily, Uppsala is rich in cultural attractions that won’t cost a krona. Museum fans can admire folk art in an 18th-century watermill at Upplandsmuseet, modern and contemporary art inside the castle at Uppsala konstmuseum, exquisite ancient maps and manuscripts – including illuminated Ethiopian texts and the first book ever printed in Sweden – at Carolina Rediviva bibliotek, and charming paintings and richly carved woodwork at Bror Hjorths hus. Purveyors of peace, love and understanding, meanwhile, will appreciate Fredens hus, dedicated to spreading harmony on earth, free from religious overtones, by focusing on the work and lives of those who have championed peace in troubled times.

WHERE TO SHOP IN UPPSALA

Godsmagasinet

Pop into this former train warehouse for hip Scandinavian threads, ceramics and more.

Läslusen

Wonderful bookstore specialising in Scandinavian children’s books and Swedish-designed toys.

Norrgavel

Browse this Swedish design chain for stylish linens and minimalist homewares.




Beyond Uppsala
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Within Uppsala’s reach, two bygone powerhouses of early industry, Sala and Ängelsberg, vie for your attention alongside handsome Örebro and the vast Lake Siljan.


Situated in the middle of Sweden’s most populated area, Central Sweden unravels from Uppsala across a landscape of verdant forests and gleaming lakes. With a historic résumé awash in folk traditions, industry and popular architecture, Central Sweden is the perfect distillation of all those things that make the country so…Swedish.

Less than 90 minutes from Uppsala are two icons of Sweden’s early industrial development: a silver mine once responsible for Sweden’s 16th- and 17th-century riches in Sala, and the Unesco-listed Engelsbergs Bruk ironworks in Angelsberg. Further north, Falun awaits with its immense copper mine and its indelible influence in the form of ‘Falu red’. West of Uppsala, the culturally rich urban centre of Örebro beckons with its castle.

[image: jpg]

Falun | RPBaiao/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

You’ll need to descend 300 steps to visit Sala’s mine. It’s quite frosty down there – dress warmly! Don’t miss trying Örebro’s favourite fish, Gös (pike perch), plucked from nearby Hjälmaren lake. It’s on the menu at many restaurants around town.




GO DEEPER

If plunging yourself hundreds of metres underground is your idea of a vacation, look no further than the Unesco-listed Falu Gruva copper mine in Falun, 117km north of Sala, where 50 kilometres of tunnels make for a maze of insight into a 17th-century treasure.



Of Sala & Silver

CENTURIES-OLD SILVER MINE

Take a 37-minute train ride west of Uppsala to Sala Silvergrua (Sala Silver Mine) – the remarkable mine outside Sala, a former 17th-century miners’ settlement. Stay in the characterful early-20th-century miners’ quarters at Marketenteriet Vandrarhem, steps from the 257m-deep Drottning Christinas mine shaft. Then take a guided tour of the mine – responsible for supplying the Royal Swedish Crown with silver from the 15th century to 1908. Tours are available to two depths, 60m and 155m. Above ground, wander among preserved outbuildings, including a brewhouse, an engineer’s residence, a gunpowder house and a gambling house.


ÖREBRO’S BEST DINING & HOTELS

Livin Station Hotel

Family-run hotel with 17 rooms right off Örebro Centralstation; a railway theme pervades. €€

Clarion Collection Hotel Borgen

On the river, this palatial 1891 neogothic gem looks like an extension of Örebro slott. €€€

Ingeborgs

One of Örebro’s best dagens (lunch specials); dine amid stained glass from Swedish churches. €€

A-mano

Elevated Italian fare off Stallbacken; enjoy the likes of brown-butter sole with birch shavings, polenta and cress oil. €€€



WHERE TO EAT IN SALA

Måns Ols utvärdshus

Historic restaurant idyllically perched on Långforsen lake; serves high-quality, daily-changing buffet lunch. €€

Mat O Prat Pa Norrmanska

Feast on burgers and Lebanese meze inside the 18th-century courtyard of Norrmanska Gården. €€

Café Jernvägen

Salads, flatbreads and good coffee and beer are the highlights of this train-station bistro. €€

Forged in Angelsberg

WORLD-HERITAGE IRONWORKS

Engelsberg Bruk, Västmanland’s Unesco-listed treasure in the tiny village of Ängelsberg, was one of the most important early industrial ironworks in Europe. During the 17th and 18th centuries, its rare timber-clad blast furnace and forge were state-of-the-art technology; it’s one of the world’s most important industrial monuments.


You’ll find the mill complex – with its technical equipment still, amazingly, in working order – in the middle of a forest, a 90-minute drive west of Uppsala. During its 18th-century heyday, the high-quality iron produced here helped make Sweden a global leader in the ironworks sector. Wander the perfectly preserved estate (open year-round) or take a guided tour of the forge (summer only). Nearby, grab lunch at Nya Servering, with views across Åmänningen lake to Barrön island, where the world’s oldest surviving oil refinery (1875–1927) is located.
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KARLSTAD & BEYOND

Some 280km west of Uppsala, Karlstad is home to some fantastic museums. At the award-winning Värmlands Museum, multimedia displays cover local history and culture from the Stone Age to current times. The Life in Värmlands exhibition is particularly superb. Next door, the moody landscapes of renowned watercolourist Lars Lerin, who hails from Värmland, are displayed in arresting fashion at the Sandgrund Lars Lerin Museum.

In Torsby, 103km north of Karlstad, Vildmark i Värmland offers the region’s most unique activity: timber-rafting on the Klarälven river, inspired by Värmland’s historic log drivers. Packages range from one to eight days, and some include the opportunity to build your own raft in true Huckleberry Finn style.



Siljan Summer

SWEDEN’S MOST FAMOUS MIDSOMMAR

Sweden’s largest and longest Midsommarfirande (Midsummer’s Day) celebration takes place around Lake Siljan, one of Sweden’s largest lakes. Festivities reach their dizzying peak in Leksand, where upwards of 20,000 merrymakers take part in week-long celebrations that include parading villagers in folk garb, a high-spirited, fiddle-led soundtrack and an army of strong-armed men raising the maypole before the traditional circle dance. Book accommodation at least six months in advance, especially if you want to stay in Tällberg, where hotels offer midsommar packages that include traditional food and minimum stays.

Falling for Falun

HISTORIC COPPER MINE

Several Swedish icons owe a debt to Falun, Dalarna’s capital, either as byproducts of the copper-mining industry (eg the famed falukorv smoked sausage or the Falu red of summer cottages) or as artistic inspiration.

Start at the World Heritage Falu Gruva copper mine. Gawk in awe at the incredible Stora Stöten (Great Pit), a 500m-wide, 100m-deep abyss created by an epic 1687 cave-in that miraculously injured no one, before plunging 400 steps down into the mine itself, where 50km of tunnels open out into the world’s most important copper mine in the 17th century. Grab lunch at the excellent Geschwornergården on the premises or at Banken Bar & Brasserie in town.

Then take in three fascinating cultural museums: the Dalarnas Museum boldly chronicles Dalarna’s traditions; ski jumping gets its due at Lugnets Skidmuseum at the top of Falun’s iconic ski-jump tower (views predictably outstanding); and, finally, Sweden’s ‘most famous home’, Carl Larsson-gården, is the stuck-in-time house museum of one of the country’s most famous watercolourists.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN FALUN

Clarion Collection Hotel Bergmastaren

Modern hotel in a 1930s building that once housed mining offices. €€

Falun Strandby

Contemporary cabins sleeping two to six, and set on beautiful Runn lake, come with kitchens and wi-fi. €€

Scandic Hotel Lugnet Falun

A ski-jump design mimicking Lugnet ensures this hotel stands out; hiking and mountain biking nearby. €€


A WILD WALK

Carved by glaciers, Tiveden National Park – home of trolls and, at one time, highwaymen – makes for wonderful walks in the wilderness. Located 84km southwest of Örebro, the park is noted for its rare old-growth forests. It also has lots of dramatic bare bedrock, extensive boulder fields and a smattering of lakes. Several self-guided walks, including the 6km Trollkyrka trail, start from the visitor centre in the southeastern part of the park, 5km north of Rd 49 (turn off at Bocksjö). The park is a bit out of the way, but if you have your own wheels it’s worth a stop, especially for hikers.



Perfect Weekend: Örebro

CASTLES, CULTURE & CRAFT BEER

Örebro’s impressive centrepiece is the huge and romantic Örebro slott. Circle the castle grounds for a photo of the 14th-century edifice reflected perfectly in the moat.

The riverside promenades and surrounding parklands make up the Stadsparken, once voted Sweden’s most beautiful park. Take a stroll – it merges into the Wadköping museum village, an atmospheric (if contrived) village made up of 17th-, 18th- and 19th-century wooden dwellings relocated from central Örebro in the 1960s. The Kungsstugan (King’s Lodgings, a medieval house with 16th-century ceiling paintings) and Cajsa Warg’s house (home of an 18th-century celebrity chef) are worth a look.

You’re not far now from Stallbacken, a pretty square comprising restored traditional houses converted into design and homewares boutiques and restaurants – perfect for an alfresco lunch. In the afternoon, head 2km north of the centre to Svampen, the world’s first-ever mushroom-shaped, 58m-tall water tower, designed by architect Sune Lindström in 1958 and affording 360-degree views of Örebro.

Come evening, sample the liquid art of Örebro’s excellent craft-beer scene at Örebro Ölhall on Järntorget. Largely local-focused (look for monstrous hopped-up IPAs from Apex Brewing and classic styles from Närke Kulturbryggeri), it has 40 or so taps featuring Swedish and international brews. Dine at climate-smart restaurant Gro.

Shake off the hangover the next morning over the city’s best coffee at Naturens hus, a destination-worthy cafe idyllically located in the middle of the Oset and Rynningeviken nature reserve. Explore the birdlife-rich trails in the wetlands, then return for lunch at Naturens hus – it’s that good!

Before dinner by the river at locally focused Hamnmagasinet, pop into the city’s newest pride and joy, the Kulturvarteret, to admire its Svartån-reflecting glass-and-steel exterior and incredible birchwood interior, designed by famed Swedish architectural firm Wingårdhs arkitekter.


COMBING FOR CASTLES

Central and Southeast Sweden are home to several medieval and Renaissance castles, including the wonderful Vadstena slott, 110km south of Örebro. Built for Gustav I in the 16th century, it’s one of Scandinavia’s finest early Renaissance buildings.




Getting Around

Upplands Lokaltrafik runs public transport within Uppsala county and to urban destinations such as Örebro and Karlstad; switch trains in Stockholm if travelling by rail from Uppsala.

Sala is reachable by train from Uppsala and well suited for walking and biking; ditto Örebro’s city centre. Getting to Ängelsberg requires a car, but the site is walkable upon arrival.






GOTHENBURG
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With almost 600,000 inhabitants, Sweden’s second city is arguably its most engaging, a heady mix of stimulating museums, quirky shops, funfair hair-raisers and nautical heritage. It may be a cliché, but this understated city really does have something for everyone, from the boxy motors at the Volvo Museum to Viking ships at the Stadmuseet, from Scandinavian fashion at the Nordstan mall to picnicking on the grass of the Slottsskogsparken. Families, too, have plenty to enjoy, including the Universeum (often declared Sweden’s top kids’ attraction), the terrifying rides at Liseberg Park and a continuous supply of ice cream to savour on beaches up and down the coast. This is also a place that likes to get active: the city hosts the world’s largest half marathon and there are endless possibilities for sea kayaking out to uninhabited islands – just the thing after all those XXL Gothenburg cinnamon buns!
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SIGHTS

1Haga District

2Konstmuseum

3Linné District

4Liseberg

5Maritiman

6Naturhistoriska Museet

7Sjöfartsmuseet

8Stadsmuseum

9Universeum

10Världskulturmuseet

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

11Hagabadet




TOP TIP

Gothenburg is covered with a comprehensive Västtrafik public-transport network (buses, trams and ferries). Be aware that some services do not run at weekends. Frequent ferries connect Gothenburg with various islands in the nearby archipelago; some islands are linked by bridges and causeways across which you can drive or cycle.
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Hip, Offbeat ‘Hoods

DISTINCTIVE NEIGHBOURHOOD DUO

These two fascinating, former working-class districts of Gothenburg sit south of the original 17th-century core. Haga is a low-rise grid of timber-clad houses centred on the shopping street of Haga Nygatan. Once the haunt of sailors, dockers, prostitutes and street urchins, the neighbourhood is now populated by artists and 30-something professionals. An unexpected highlight is the Hagabadet, originally a bathhouse built for the poor and now a spa with Roman baths.

With its tall, ornate 19th-century tenement blocks, wide avenues and intriguing indie shops, larger Linné is the best place for nightlife – its streets are lined with restaurants, bars and cafes inside converted warehouses and factories. It’s also home to the kicking Andra Långdagen block party, a wild, one-day bash held between April and June.


BEST SHOPPING IN GOTHENBURG

Kungsportsavenyen

The city’s main thoroughfare is lined with everything from luxury boutiques to supermarkets.

Haga Nygatan

Cobbled, low-rise shopping street in Haga for that 1000kr dreamcatcher or Moomin-themed slippers.

Nordstan

Though the North Town shopping mall is a giant by any standards, you can’t actually see it from the outside – it’s hidden by the facades of the buildings it replaced.

Kungsgatan

Lined with both quirky stores and global brand names.

Flaggskeppet

In Stora Badhusgatan, pick up a Swedish flag, boat hook, yacht replica or lighthouse model.



Gothenburg for Kids

FUN & LEARNING, SWEDISH-STYLE

Liseberg’s rides aside, kids love Universeum, where visitors explore a humid rainforest complete with trickling water, tropical birds, and monkeys leaping through the greenery. Get hands-on at the science exhibitions, where themes range from nanotechnology and space travel to mixing music.

Some parts of the the Världskulturmuseet (Museum of World Culture) were designed by children.

At the Stadsmuseum, young visitors can ride a typical blue-and-white tram, climb the city towers, and peruse the Viking exhibition, including the remains of the Äskekärrkeppet, Sweden’s only original Viking vessel.

WHERE TO FIND MICHELIN STARS IN GOTHENBURG

28+

Cellar restaurant serving French-Swedish fusion cuisine for over 30 years. €€€

Project

Leather-and-crystal design at this family-run place with seasonal menus. €€€

Koka

Elegant restaurant serving modern Swedish cuisine. €€€

A Day at the Art Museum

FROM NORDIC TO DUTCH MASTERS

The city is full of excellent museums, but when it comes to art, top status goes to the Konstmuseum. Before entering, take a minute to admire Gothenburg’s most famous public artwork, the once-scandalous bronze Poseidon fountain out front.

The real highlights begin on the top two floors – the Renaissance collection includes works by Cranach and Veronese, and there’s a whole room of Rembrandts. Scandinavian masters such as Bruno Liljefors, Edvard Munch, Anders Zorn and Carl Larsson have pride of place in the Fürstenburg Galleries. Look out also for the superb sculpture hall and the Hasselblad Center, home to rotating photography exhibitions featuring Nordic artists.


TOP GOTHENBURG TOURS

If you want local insight, there’s no better way than to sign up for a guided tour. Note that most shut down in winter.

Paddan City Boat Tour

Tour the 17th-century moats, canals and (very low) bridges in an open boat.

Strömma Cruises

Visit the archipelago on cruises of varying durations.

Ocean Bus

Amphibious bus for tours on land and the Göta Älv river.

Bohuslän Steamboat

Explore the archipelago aboard a historic steamboat.



Free-Falling Fun

SWEDEN’S TOP THEME PARK

No visit to Gothenburg would be complete without a turn around Liseberg, Scandinavia’s largest amusement park and the city’s most popular attraction by a Viking yardarm. Rides include Balder, a venerable wooden roller-coaster; AtmosFear, Europe’s tallest (116m) free-fall tower; Loke, a fast-paced spinning ‘wheel’ that soars 42m into the air; and the Valkyria, Europe’s longest dive coaster, with a nerve-stripping vertical drop of 50m.
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Visit a Swedish Icon

DRIVE SAFELY

When it comes to Swedish brands, car manufacturer Volvo is rivalled only by IKEA in terms of global reach. Messrs Gabrielsson and Larson founded Volvo in 1924, and their first car, the ÖV4, was inexplicably an open-top affair – not the wisest design choice in Sweden’s climate. The Volvo Museum presents the manufacturer’s productions chronologically, from the curvaceous limousines of the 1930s to the famously boxy models of the 1980s.

Highlights include the original P1800 coupe that Roger Moore drove in UK television series The Saint, an American Volvo that racked up 5.4 million kilometres and outlived its owner, and a Viggen fighter jet equipped with a Volvo-made engine. Take tram 5 or 10 to Eketrägatan, then bus 32 to Arendals Skans.

WHERE TO EAT SEAFOOD IN GOTHENBURG

Feskekörka

When it reopens in late 2023, the ‘Fish Church’ should reclaim its spot as the top seafood stop. €

Sjömagasinet

Top-notch seafood dining in a waterside location. €€€

Feskar Brittas Kro

Barge selling fish dishes made with ingredients straight from the fish auction. €€


GOTHENBURG’S BEST VIEWS

Masthuggetskyrkan

South of the city centre, this church was built on a rocky promontory; look down on the river’s steely waters and the Älvsborg Bridge.

Skansen Kronan

Some of the best views of central Gothenburg are from this 17th-century fortress.

Liseberg Big Wheel

Take a ride at the amusement park for impressive views, particularly after dark.

Skansen Lejonet

Gothenburg’s ‘other’ fortress is on the wrong side of Central Station. Watch trains pull in with views of the city beyond.



Other Gothenburg Museums

WORLD CULTURE, LOCAL HISTORY

Världskulturmuseet is hard to pin down, but you should expect an examination of how humans cohabit, alongside the challenges that humankind currently faces: climate change, globalisation and threats to democracy. Temporary exhibitions tackle geopolitical and ethnographic themes.

The Naturhistoriska Museet (Natural History Museum) is home to an incredible range of taxidermy, from the ungulates of the savannah to the extinct Stellers sea cow, all manner of birds, and pickled creatures of the deep. A highlight is the world’s only stuffed blue whale.
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Delve into Gothenburg’s Seafaring Past

FLOATING SHIP MUSEUM

A few steps from the central shopping action is Maritiman, the world’s largest floating ship museum, composed of 20 historical craft. Shimmy down into the 69m-long submarine Nordkaparen for a glimpse into underwater warfare. Inside the labyrinthine 121m-long destroyer Småland, in service from 1952 to 1979, hunched figures listen to crackling radio messages, and the bunks look just slept in – you half expect to meet uniformed sailors in the dim, twisting passages. Be aware that the museum isn’t open every day; check the website before visiting.

South of the city centre, Sjöfartsmuseet focuses on local seafaring history through an engaging collection of model ships, charts, mock-ups of sailors’ quarters and various period objects. Most compelling is the large darkened hall where you’re surrounded by soaring figureheads – some regal, some pensive, some vicious. You may spot some scrimshaw and a tiny weaving loom in a bottle among the nautical booty.

The attached aquarium writhes with North Sea flatfish, lobsters and jellyfish, and you might even find Nemo in the tropical-fish tank. Outside, Sjömanstornet (Mariner’s Tower), topped by a statue of a grieving woman, commemorates Swedish sailors killed in WWI.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN GOTHENBURG

Dorsia Hotel

The flamboyant Dorsia looks like the home of a moneyed 19th-century eccentric. €€€

Vanilla Hotel

Boutique hotel with the cosy, welcoming feeling of a Swedish home. €€

Upper House

Located on the top of one of the Gothia Towers, these really are rooms with a view. €€€




Beyond Gothenburg
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Island archipelagoes near Gothenburg, seaside towns of the Bohuslän Coast, ancient rock carvings and one of Sweden’s grandest canals await you.


Immediately outside Gothenburg the land dissolves into an archipelago of a myriad islands and islets, many easily reachable on a day trip. The rugged Bohuslän Coast extends to the north, a procession of granite islands, bays and picturesque red-and-white fishing villages, interspersed with ancient rock carvings and Viking places of worship. Its easy-going summer vibe is created by a million holidaying Swedes in seaside towns such as Strömstad, Smögen and Fjällbacka. To the south, the beach fun continues in Varberg, known for its nudist bathing and seaside fortress. The inland attractions of Dalsland and Västergötland are low-key and eclectic, from Trollhättan’s movie scene, post-industrial museums and mighty locks to leisurely kayaking on canals and lakes.
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TOP TIP

While some islands can be visited year-round, transport to others is strictly seasonal, so check boat timetables ahead of time.




Hiking Trails & Island Dance Floors

ARCHIPELAGO ON GOTHENBURG’S DOORSTEP

Ferries to the car-free southern islands leave from Saltholmen terminal, reached by tram from central Gothenburg.

With sandy beaches and walking paths, Brännö is the most popular destination for overnight stays and also the easiest to reach. A stone causeway leads to the uninhabited island of Galterö – a treeless landscape of rock slabs, ponds and deserted beaches. One notably odd attraction is the island’s outdoor dance floor (open weekend nights from July to mid-August).

Styrsö has two villages. Bratten was a herring-processing centre before it became a fashionable bathing resort in the 1860s. Tången features cafes and hiking trails, one of which leads to Stora Rös, the archipelago’s highest point (60m).
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SEA KAYAKING

There’s no better way to explore the Gothenburg coast than by kayak. In the tightly packed archipelago, islands are never far away from each other and even beginners can manage the distances. Pack a picnic, hire a kayak and head to an uninhabited island for a sunbathing session that will linger in your memory.

The tour company Donsö Sea Kayak (donsohavskajak.se) can set you up with kayaks and stand-up paddleboards, or, if you fancy a longer excursion, can take you out on overnight trips.

For all other gear you might need, head to the amazing Kanotcentrum Göteborg in Karl Johansgatan, Gothenburg.



Strollin’ Around Smögen

BUZZING BOHUSLÄN RESORT

Located on the coast near Kungshamn, lively Smögen is famous throughout Sweden as a youthful destination, its boardwalk heaving with bars. Away from the waterfront, steep steps lead up to rows of rickety fishermen’s houses and into a labyrinth of lovingly restored cottages.

Wandering aside, Smögen is mostly about seafood. The early-morning fish auction is a lively spectacle.

The small, windswept island of Hållö is great for photographers, but the main attraction here is the lighthouse, where you can stay the night. Frequent ferries run from Smögen harbour in summer.

WHERE TO EAT IN THE ARCHIPELAGO

Fiskboa

On Vrångö, this is one of the top seafood restaurants in the south. €€

Franses

Rocking pub on Hönö with great food, live music and a hip warehouse interior. €

Brännö Värdshus

On Brännö, this intimate restaurant and cafe serves excellent seafood; live music in summer. €€



BEST SEAFOOD ON THE BOHUSLäN COAST

Magasinet Härön

On Tjörn, this is one of the best seafood restaurants in western Sweden. €€€

Brygghuset

This top Lysekil resto plates up the freshest fish, seafood soup and a herring buffet. €€€

Vatten

Legendary fish dishes are served in this Tjörn gourmet cafe-restaurant. €€

Pråmen

If it swims, scuttles or sticks to rocks in the sea, it’s likely to be on this popular Lysekil menu. €€

Hallo Bar

In Smögen, come here for plates of seafood and big prawn sarnies. €



Paddling Dalsland Canal

ENGINEERING MARVEL, KAYAKING ODYSSEY

The Dalsland Canal traverses the eastern half of the Dalsland region, linking a series of narrow lakes between Vänern and Stora Le and providing a 250km-long watery playground for kayakers and boat enthusiasts in summer.

Paddling in glorious solitude is what the Dalsland is about. There are at least 10 locations along the canal network where you can rent kayaks and canoes. A great central place is Bootshaus in Bengtsfors, where there’s plentiful accommodation.

Fancy captaining your own boat? Rent a Nimbus 2600 from Dalslands Kanal AB (weekly rental only) and chug through tranquil rural scenery. Prefer to be a passenger? M/S Storholmen and M/S Dalslandia run short trips from Håverud.

Håverud’s Kanalmuséet initiates visitors into the history of the Dalsland Canal, completed in 1868.

Loping Around Lovely Lysekil

ENGAGING FJORDSIDE RESORT

Seaside Lysekil retains some interesting architecture from its spa days, such as old bathing huts and an adorable collection of painted wooden abodes. More prominent attractions include the Havets hus, a truly superb aquarium with sea life from Gullmarn, Sweden’s only true fjord. Fancy seeing the area’s wildlife in its natural surroundings? Buy a ticket for a seal safari.

Across the fjord and linked to Lysekil by hourly boat is Fiskebäckskil, a fairy-tale village of cobbled streets and timber-clad cottages.

Wandering Around Varberg

TAKE A DIP AND VISIT A FORTRESS

Five minutes’ walk from the train station is Varberg’s Kallbadhuset, a 1093 Moorish-style outdoor bathhouse that stands on stilts above the seawater. After a bracing dip, hit the sauna. Sunbathing areas (nude) are divided into male and female sections.

On a nearby bluff is Varberg’s big attraction, the fortress. Exhibitions on medieval life at the fortress and the late-19th-century impressionist Varberg School aside, the real star of the show is Bocksten Man – a 35-year-old who was murdered in the 14th century and discovered in a peat bog 600 years later, in 1936. Below the fortress begins the strip of nudist beaches that extend along the Strandpromenaden.

Apelviken, 2km south of Varberg, is Sweden’s best spot for windsurfing and kitesurfing; Surfcenter (apelviken.se) rents boards and gives lessons from late May to August.

WHERE TO STAY ON THE BOHUSLäN COAST

Stora Hotellet Bryggan

Wonderful Fjällbacka boutique hotel providing a trip ‘around the world in 23 rooms’. €€€

Emma’s Bed & Breakfast

Stately house dating back to 1734, with bright and airy rooms. €€

Makrillvikens Vandrarhem

Characterful hostel in an old Smögen spa bathing house. €


Tanum Rock Carvings

MESSAGES FROM THE BRONZE AGE

Bohuslän’s Bronze Age inhabitants were prolific rock carvers. The Unesco-listed Tanum plain, around Tanumshede, is particularly rich in 3000-year-old hällristningar (rock carvings).

The Vitlycke Museum is an interactive introduction to the carvings, shedding light on their origins and offering interpretations of what each carving might have meant.

To the south, Aspeberget has the densest concentration of carvings. They suggest that Bronze Age lives were dominated by two things: boats and violence, the latter in the shape of men with large axes. Towards the coast, a nautical theme prevails at Litsleby. The boats are eclipsed by the huge image of a god believed to be Odin, brandishing a spear.
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STAYING IN A LIGHTHOUSE

Staying in a lighthouse (fyr in Swedish) is one of southern Sweden’s quintessential experiences: you’ll have the chance to immerse yourself in pristine and unique surroundings at the edge of civilisation, yet without having to forgo creature comforts.

On the Bohuslän Coast, look out for Pater Noster Hamneskär, opened in 2020. This is certainly along the world’s most remote design hotels – it’s located on the windswept, barren Hamneskär island, a long way off the Marstrand coast.

Another option is Utpost Hållö, whose lovely red-and-white-trimmed cabins are set around a lighthouse perched on broad granite slabs just 100m from the sea. Rooms sleep two to four people and there’s a summer-only cafe on the premises.



BEST PLACES TO EAT IN VARBERG

Veganen

Cosy little vegan place on the main square with art-filled walls and a nutritious menu. €

Stadshotell Restaurang

Stylish, glass-fronted restaurant with a Swedish bistro lunch menu and à la carte dinner. €€

John’s Place

One of the best steakhouses in western Sweden, and priced accordingly. €€€

Boat-building, Herring & Watercolours

ALLURING ISLAND DUO

Along the Bohuslän coast, Sweden’s third-biggest island, Orust, comprises lush woodlands, a thriving boat-building industry and cute fishing villages. In pretty Mollösund, tightly packed pastel houses descend to a harbour and several scenic walking paths take you along the coast.

To the south of Orust is the island of Tjörn, attracting artists and sailing enthusiasts alike. The former come for the striking landscapes and the Nordiska Akvarellmuseet, Sweden’s top watercolour museum, in the village of Skärhamn. The latter are drawn to the popular Tjörn Runt regatta in August.

The ‘herring island’ of Klädesholmen, to the far south of Tjörn, features a tiny museum that gives you the lowdown on Sweden’s favourite fish.


BERGMAN’S FJäLLBACKA

Ingrid Bergman, the brightest of Swedish film stars, famously spent her summer holidays at little Fjällbacka (the village square even bears her name), though you can bet that in the 1940s the waterfront wasn’t jammed with sun-worshipping crowds on fine summer days. Despite that, the tiny town is utterly charming, its brightly coloured houses wedged between steep cliffs and the placid sea.

A block off the waterfront, wooden staircases lead to the top of the Vetteberget cliff for unforgettable 360-degree views of the village, the sea and the skerries, and several paths cross the rocky plateau for longer strolls.

It’s best to have your own wheels if you’d like to visit Fjällbacka.



Welcome to Trollywood!

HOME OF SWEDISH FILM

A number of local and foreign flicks have been shot in and around the home of Sweden’s film industry, including Lebanese-Swedish director Josef Fares’ Oscar-nominated Jalla! Jalla! (2000) and Danish director Lars von Trier’s Dancer in the Dark (1999), Dogville (2002) and Manderlay (2005). With its looming warehouses, foggy canals, crashing power-station waterfall and a futuristic cable car, Trollhättan indeed resembles a surreal film set, while its red-brick warehouses house two superb museums. The kid-centric Innovatum Science Center has wacky interactive gadgets, such as a machine that allows you to control a ball with your brain waves, while the Saab Bilmuseum is a must for car aficionados.

Strömstad’s Ancient Secrets

SEASIDE FUN, HISTORICAL RELICS

Its lanes lined with ornate wooden buildings, Strömstad wears many hats: fishing port, seaside resort and spa town. Most visitors come for the superb sandy beaches at Capri and Seläter and day trips to the nearby Koster Islands, but 6km east of town you’ll find the Romanesque stone Skee Kyrka, with its 10th-century nave. Nearby lie Iron Age graves and a mid-Neolithic passage tomb (c 3000 BCE). One of Sweden’s largest, most impressive stone-ship settings, dating to 400 to 600 CE, is also reachable by following a trail 6km northeast of Strömstad.

Beaches, Watercolours & Herring

ADVENTURES BY THE SEA

Free car ferries to the northern islands leave from the Lilla Varholmen terminal. The short ferry ride makes Björkö the most accessible archipelago getaway. There are some great beaches, plus lots of small, uninhabited islands to explore in a kayak.

The main island in the northern archipelago, Öckerö is almost all village, with kayak and bike hire, restaurants and accommodation, making it a terrific base for exploration.


Getting Around

Västtrafik operates all public transport in Bohuslän, including many of the ferries. Most bus services run fairly frequently, though some tail off at weekends and in winter. Bus is the way to go in southwestern Sweden, with most towns linked to Gothenburg and (usually) each other. Lidköping, Vänersborg and Trollhättan are linked to Gothenburg by train.






MALMö


[image: ]

The past two decades have been an exciting time for Sweden’s fastest-growing metropolis. The establishment of Malmö University and the construction of the Öresundsbron road and rail bridge to Copenhagen have reinvigorated the city. After struggling to adapt to post-industrialisation when its shipyards closed in the 1980s, Malmö is now home to thriving biotech, IT and design sectors. Many other businesses (IKEA among them) are moving their headquarters here, lured by the city’s mild weather, youthful and diverse population, focus on innovation and proximity to Denmark.

All this makes Malmö a great place to visit. Respect for the city’s rich architectural heritage goes hand-in-hand with socially progressive and sustainable urban planning, making exploration of the city centre and surrounding neighbourhoods highly rewarding. So too is immersion in the local cultural and food scenes, among the most impressive in Sweden, which reflect the fact that the local population is drawn from 179 nationalities.
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SIGHTS

1Kungsparken

2Malmö Konsthall

3Malmö Museer

4Malmö Saluhall

5Moderna Museet Malmö

6Slussplan

7St Gertrud Quarter

8Thottska Huset

9World Maritime University

EATING

10Kollektivkrogen




TOP TIP

A compact city centre, flat terrain and well-maintained roads, bike paths and sidewalks mean that Malmö is best explored on foot or by bicycle. The local bike-rental scheme Malmö by Bike is easy to use, with stations across the city.




MALMö FOR CHILDREN

Like most Swedish cities, Malmö is very family-friendly. Apartment hotels are scattered throughout the city, many restaurants offer kids’ menus, and you won’t have trouble identifying age-appropriate activities. Top choices include the slott (castle) and aquarium at the Malmö Museer, as well as the nearby Technology & Maritime Museum, which is visited on the same ticket. To enjoy open space, head to Kungsparken, where there’s a children’s playground complete with a toy train, or to Ribersborgs Kallbadhus, a popular beach backed by parkland. The pier here is also the site of a bathhouse with separate open-air naturist saltwater pools for males and females. Children aged under seven enjoy free entry.



Explore Malmö’s Historic Centre

COBBLED STREETSCAPES & HERITAGE BUILDINGS

Locals refer to the centre of Malmö as Gamla Staden (Old Town) and they flock to its cobbled streets to socialise and shop. Incorporating three historic market squares – Stortorget (the town square), Lilla Torget (the little square) and Gustav Adofs Torg – its attractive buildings and lack of car traffic make it a delightful pocket to explore on foot.

When wandering the streets, you’ll see many charming half-timbered houses, the dominant building style in medieval times. The oldest half-timbered house in the city is Thottska Huset (1558) on the corner of Östergatan and Humlegatan; other notable examples include the buildings in St Gertrud Quarter, a courtyard complex at Östergatan 7B. In the 1960s, the three historic manor houses in this complex were saved from possible demolition when the City of Malmö acquired and renovated them. The quarter now houses a restaurant, a bakery, a wine bar and boutiques.

Dating from 1590, pretty Lilla Torget is the epicentre of Malmö’s eating and drinking scene, with plenty of outdoor seating in the bars and bistros surrounding the square and in the narrow streets leading towards Kungsparken (King’s Park).
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WHERE TO STAY IN MALMö

Ohboy Hotel

Close to the beach, this minimalist hotel offers self-contained loft apartments and free bike use. €€

Clarion Hotel Malmö Live

Guests enjoy great views from the sky bar and upper-floor rooms at this safe choice. €€

Duxiana

In Gamla Staden, this stylish boutique option has a chic bistro and ultra-comfortable beds. €€€


‘Our Living Room Away From Home’

DELICIOUS FOOD, UNUSUAL BUSINESS MODEL

Kollektivkrogen’s owners are particularly proud of their restaurant’s unusual business model. The restaurant was conceived as a collective enterprise, funded by a group of 50 locals, each committing to working two shifts per month at the restaurant. It has been a huge success since opening in 2022, helped by the fact that its chef Fredrik Madsen and manager Baltatzar Riesbeck are both industry veterans. Brought together by a love of food and a dream of working in the hospitality industry, the owners come from many professions. The food is among the best in the city and the wine list is excellent.

Iryna Dyba/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MY LOCAL HAUNTS
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Ola Rasmusson, founder of Kollektivkrogen restaurant, recommends his favourite places to eat, drink and party.

Malmö has a great food scene with all kinds of food and a lot of passionate chefs. noma created a cluster of many interesting restaurants in this area and a lot of them are in Malmö. Compared to Copenhagen, we are also more affordable, so many foodies extend their trip to Denmark with a visit here.

Kafé Kungsgatan

This super-classic corner cafe serves great food and coffee.

Care/of Cocktail Bar

My go-to bar, this place has Malmö’s best cocktails.

Grand Malmö

A great nightspot with global food, good drinks, live music, and DJs.



Awe-inspiring Art Space

VISIT TWO CONTEMPORARY-ART SPACES

Malmöites are known for their gallery spaces focusing on cutting-edge contemporary art. The most impressive is undoubtedly the Moderna Museet Malmö (Malmö Museum of Art). Occupying a handsome 1901 Art Nouveau power station, this purpose-designed gallery has a contemporary addition that sits within the original turbine shell. Since opening in 2009, the museum has hosted a high-profile programme of temporary exhibitions by Swedish and international artists.

Another terrific venue for home-grown talent is the Malmö Konsthall, with its shed-like exhibition space, located near Triangeln Train Station.

Sand, Sea & Saunas

RELAX AT MALMö’S FAVOURITE BEACH

When the sun comes out, so too do Malmöites. And in summer, most locals can be found in one spot: Ribersborgs stranden. This long stretch of beach is also used by surfers, windsurfers and kitesurfers.

The heritage-listed Ribersborgs kallbadhus, a cold bathhouse that has been a Malmö institution since 1898, sits at the end of one of the beach piers. Open year-round, the bathhouse has two large outdoor ocean pools (one for males and the other for females), saunas (one mixed and four single-sex), wood-fired hot tubs, masseurs and a cafe. Everyone goes nude in the pools and saunas. In winter, brave souls ice-bathe before warming up in the saunas, and on the first Monday of every month, the bathhouse hosts Queer Kallis, when each pool is open to all genders and identities.

WHERE TO EAT IN MALMö

Malmö Saluhall

Head to this food hall near Centralstation for poke, fish and chips, falafel, pizza and other global eats. €

Sture

Going strong since 1912, this elegant French-style brasserie is particularly popular for lunch. €€

Västergatan

Foodie destination with only a few tables. The fixed four-course menu changes with the seasons. €€€



BEST CAFES

Lilla Kafferosteriet

Occupying an atmospheric 17th-century house, this cafe is known for its freshly roasted coffee and delectable cinnamon buns.

Solde Kafferosteri

In Davidshall, this cute coffee bar expertly roasts beans sourced directly from growers.

Pâtisserie David

The courtyard seating at this French-style patisserie in the historic St Gertrud Quarter is delightful, as are its sweet offerings.

Djäkne Coffee Bar

Housed in a studio where software startups are based, this weekday-only coffee bar has a Marzocco machine that baristas put to good use.



Medieval Roots, Futuristic Architecture

MALMö’S CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE

Malmö is an open-air showcase for some of Sweden’s most memorable modern structures. The city’s most recognisable building was designed by Spanish architect and engineer Santiago Calatrava. Known as the Turning Torso (2005), this mixed-use twisting residential tower in the Västra Hamnen (Western Harbour) district was originally conceived as a free-standing sculpture.

More recent notable buildings include the 2015 aluminium-and-glass World Maritime University, overlooking the canal near Centralstation. Designed by Danish firms Terroir and Kim Utzon Arkitekter, this is a sculptural extension to a 1910 harbour master’s building. Nearby, the Malmö Saluhall (food hall), designed by local firm Wingårdhs and opened in 2014, is another notable example of adaptive reuse.

In Västra Hamnen, the 2013 Slussplan mixed-tenure project designed by Malmö firm White Arkitketer is a thoughtful exercise in regenerative architecture, and Nord Architects’ low-slung 2018 Marint Kunskapscenter i Malmö (Marine Education Centre) facing Ribersborgs beach has been widely acclaimed.

Straddling the strait between Denmark and Sweden, the 2020-completed Öresundsbron is Europe’s longest road and rail bridge, not to mention its most visually striking one.


ARTFUL ADAPTIVE ARCHITECTURE

The city’s most impressive art space, Moderna Museet Malmö is housed in a historic power station that was cleverly adapted to its new purpose by Stockholm-based architectural firm Tham & Videgård.



A Stampede Through Malmö’s History

SPOTLIGHT ON NATURE, TECHNOLOGY & HISTORY

Split between two sites, Malmö Museer – the city’s premier cultural institution – covers all aspects of the city’s story. Slottsholmen (Castle Island) focuses on exhibitions about Malmö’s history inside the 16th-century castle, which also features an armoury and a nature museum with an aquarium, old-fashioned natural-history dioramas, and exhibits about dinosaurs and local fauna.

A short walk northwest of Slottsholmen, the impressive Technology & Maritime Museum has exhibits covering land and sea transport, technology, space and science. There are plenty of opportunities for children to learn through play here, including a submarine to walk through, and a range of interactive exhibits about space and science.

WHERE TO DRINK IN MALMö

Julie Vinbar

Laid-back bar near Lilla Torg offering an expertly curated menu of wine and cheese.

Noir Vin & Kaffekultur

Another option near Lilla Torg, this time with an enticing front patio and natural wines.

Pivo

Czech food and beers are the attraction at this popular tavern near Stortorget.




Beyond Malmö


[image: ]

Skåne’s scenic southeastern pocket is home to pristine sand beaches, organic farms and open-air museums celebrating Viking heritage.


The stretch of Baltic coastline on the Falsterbo Peninsula south of Malmö is a popular holiday destination for Swedes and Danes in summer, but it’s tranquil (some might say somnolent) at other times of the year. Inland, the region’s fertile plains are home to productive farmland dispersed between thickets of beech trees. Many of these farms are organic, and welcome visitors to their shops and cafes.

Viking settlements were established here in the 9th century and thrived until the middle of the 11th century. Remnants of one of these are preserved in the town of Trelleborg and the Viking lifestyle is entertainingly recreated at the Fotevikens Museum, a popular tourist attraction in Höllviken.
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TOP TIP

Summer is the best time to explore here, as museums are open, delectable farm produce is in season and the beaches beckon.




VIKING RE-ENACTMENTS

Residents of Skåne are proud of their Viking roots and many are involved in promoting this heritage. One way of doing this is by donning an authentic costume and joining a group that gets together for historically inspired competitive fighting. Although blunted steel weapons are used in these re-enactments, this is a full-body-contact sport, so it isn’t for the faint-hearted. Participants at clubs such as Malmö’s Skåne Lag train on a weekly basis and approach events such as Viking Week at Fotevikens Museum with great enthusiasm and competitiveness. They also hire themselves out as extras for Viking-themed TV shows and films, cleverly turning their passion into a source of income.



Viking for a Day

A RECONSTRUCTED OPEN-AIR VIKING VILLAGE

Historical documents suggest that during the Viking era, the Falsterbo peninsula was the site of a prosperous fishing village that hosted one of the largest summer markets in Scandinavia. Inspired by this heritage, the Scandinavian Viking Explorer Group recreated a late–Viking Age village in Höllviken, 25km south of Malmö. Opened in 1995, the super-popular Fotevikens Museum comprises reconstructions of original Viking-era huts, from the homes of the village chieftain and the town’s jarl (commander of the armed forces), to those of fishers and artisans. Other attractions include a lethally powerful war catapult, a shield-lined great hall (the Thinghöll) and a recreation of the 11m-long Eric Emune, one of four wooden Viking ships discovered in the mouth of the Bay of Foteviken in the 1980s.

The best (and busiest, so book ahead!) time to visit is in the week after Midsummer Eve, when it hosts Viking Week, an extravaganza featuring handicraft workshops, battle re-enactments and Viking games such as tug-of-war, fish-throwing, axe-throwing and archery.
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WHERE TO SLEEP IN LUND

Winstrup Hostel

The cheapest option in town, this unstaffed hostel offers dorms and small private rooms with shared bathroom. €

Hotell Nordic Lund

A Best Western property offering rooms equipped with kitchenette. Suites and family rooms sleep four. €€

Hotell Oscar

Well-equipped rooms in a historic townhouse off Klostergarten. Breakfast is served at a nearby creperie. €€€

Witness a Mighty Migration

BIRDWATCHING ON THE FALSTERBO PENINSULA

The southwestern corner of Sweden is one of the most important bird-migration routes in northern Europe. Hundreds of thousands of birds, including raptors, fly over the Falsterbo Peninsula every day during their migration in autumn. During this period, the Falsterbofagelstation (Falsterbo Bird Observatory), 32km south of Malmö, offers free guided birding tours on weekends, departing from the lighthouse on the tip of the peninsula.

Måkläppens naturreserve, an island mass now joined to the tip of the peninsula, is an important nesting and resting spot for the birds as well as for harbour and grey seals. Sweden’s oldest nature reserve is a popular hiking destination (open November to January).


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN LUND

Mat & Destillat

Near the cathedral, this restaurant and cocktail bar is where locals celebrate special occasions. €€€

Klostergatans

French-style brasserie that’s particularly popular for its keenly priced lunch menu. €€

Lenoteket

Classy wine bar pouring quality global drops and serving cheese, charcuterie and pasta dishes. €€

Broder Jakobs Stenugnsbageri

Hugely popular bakery serving delicious sandwiches and pastries. €

Love Coffee

The best coffee in town, made by expert baristas using house-roasted beans. €



An Exciting Archaeological Find

A PARTIALLY RECONSTRUCTED VIKING FORTRESS

In 1988, local archaeologists made an exciting discovery in the coastal town of Trelleborg, a 30-minute car trip south of Malmö. Just west of the town centre, they unearthed the remains of Trelleborgen, a vast 9th-century fortified ring fortress. Seemingly abandoned in the 11th century, it was briefly repopulated in the 13th century and then demolished and redeveloped a century later. Part of the palisaded fortress structure and a wooden gateway have been reconstructed on the site, as has a medieval house whose remains were unearthed during the excavation. Outside the fortress walls there’s a recreated Viking farm and a small museum (April to October) showcasing finds from the archaeological dig.

Scanian Life Over the Centuries

OPEN-AIR MUSEUM FOCUSING ON SKåNE’S HISTORY

Dating from 1892, Lund’s vast, child-friendly open-air Kulturen spans two whole blocks. Its 30-odd buildings include everything from the meanest birch-bark hovel and blacksmith’s cottage to grand 17th-century houses, many hosting eclectic temporary exhibitions. Permanent displays encompass Lund in the Middle Ages, vintage toys, ceramics, silver and glass (among many others). A trail encourages visitors to learn how people in the region lived in past ages and the outdoor cafe flanks several rune stones.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN YSTAD

Hotell Bäckagården

Central location, homely atmosphere and a communal rear terrace. €€

Villa Strandvägen

In a garden villa near the beach, this boutique hotel also has an upmarket restaurant. €€€

Hotell Continental du Sud

Historic surrounds, comfortable renovated rooms and a restaurant where an excellent buffet breakfast is served. €€

Poetry in Stone

SWEDEN’S MOST MAGNIFICENT ROMANESQUE CATHEDRAL

The twin-towered 12th-century Romanesque Domkyrka (Cathedral) in Lund – Sweden’s second-oldest city, with appealing cobbled streets – is spectacular. Inside, a long nave leads to the apse, crowned by mosaics created by Danish artist Joakim Skovgaard in the 1920s. The 14th-century altarpiece depicts the heavenly coronation of the Virgin Mary surrounded by Jesus and 40 saints, seven of them female, while the carved oak choir is decorated with images of real and mythical animals.

Try to pop in at noon or 3pm (1pm and 3pm on Sunday), when the marvellous 15th-century astronomical clock strikes up ‘In Dulci Jubilo’ (a traditional Christmas carol) and the mechanical trumpeters at the top whirr into action. Within the crypt, you’ll find Finn, the mythological giant who helped construct the cathedral, and a 16th-century well, carved with comical scenes.


BEST ACTIVITIES IN NORTHWESTERN SKåNE

The Kattegattleden

Scenic 390km coastal cycling route stretching from Helsingborg to Gothenburg.

Söderåsen National Park

Hike up to the Kopparhatten viewpoint, through beech forest, along valley floors and around Lake Odensjön.

Lomma Beach

The shallow waters of this beach immediately west of Lund are perfect for young children.

Kulla Peninsula

Visit sleepy villages and Sweden’s most famous pottery, the Fabriksbutik Höganås Saltglaserat, on Skåne’s northwestern coast.

Helsingborg

Beachgoing and dining at bustling waterfront restaurants are the major activities in this historic town.



The IKEA Story

CELEBRATING IKEA & ITS FOUNDER

Though his company is as global and ubiquitous as Amazon, IKEA’s founder, Ingvar Kamprad (1926–2018), generally kept a low profile. However, in 2016 Kamprad made an exception and opened the Ikea Museum in Älmhult, 139km north of Malmö and reachable by direct train. The museum celebrates the life and work of Kamprad, who grew up on a farm outside Älmhult, founded his mega-company in 1943 and opened its first showroom in the town in 1953. Five years later he opened a larger purpose-designed showroom in Älmhult, followed in 1963 by a store in Norway, the first move in an extraordinary global expansion.

An interactive display focuses on the company’s philosophy of ‘Democratic Design’ (form, function, quality, sustainability and affordability) and the engaging ‘Ikea Through the Ages’ exhibit takes visitors through the story of the company from the 1940s to the present day.

Ghosts of Knights Past

HAUNTED MEDIEVAL FORTRESS

It calls itself a castle, but the medieval stronghold of Glimmingehus (open April to October), 87km east of Malmö, is really a fortified manor house. Nomenclature aside, the early-16th-century structure is well worth a visit, with parapets, false doors, moats, a drawbridge and the reputation of being home to multiple ghosts.

WHERE TO EAT IN YSTAD

Villa Strandvägen

Ystad’s classiest dining option serves a delicious four-course tasting menu. €€€

Store Thor

Though the menu is lacklustre, the setting in a 16th-century vaulted cellar compensates. €€

Gusto

Bustling family-friendly choice serving Ystad’s best pizza. €

Ystad’s Ecclesiastical Heritage

IMPRESSIVE CENTURIES-OLD CHURCH

One of Skåne’s oldest brick churches, the 13th-century Sankta Maria Kyrka in the handsome medieval market town of Ystad, 58km southeast of Malmö, morphed from a Romanesque construction to a Gothic one when a baroque tower was added at the end of the 17th century. Among the highlights of the interior are an elaborate pipe organ, an ornate baroque altar designed by sculptor Johan Jerling, and a painting by Lund artist Carl Mört depicting Jesus, the 12 apostles and Mört himself. It’s from the church’s clock tower that the town’s nightwatchman famously sounds his horn – a tradition that’s been upheld since 1250 – though it’s no longer to warn of fires or smugglers’ ships.

An Iron Age Enigma

MARVEL AT A MEGALITHIC MONUMENT

The enigmatic nature of Ales Stenar (Ale’s Stones; open 24 hours) – an extraordinary megalithic structure – makes it one of Skåne’s most compelling attractions. Archaeologists are still unable to agree on why this boat-shaped oval of standing stones was erected. Some conjecture that the site marked a cenotaph or burial, yet there’s no grave. Others believe the stones were constructed as a gigantic solar calendar, a theory supported by the central line pointing at the spot on the horizon where the midsummer sunset and midwinter sunrise occur.

What most experts do agree on is that the 59 huge stones standing high on the Kåseberga Ridge, 77km southeast of Malmö, were erected sometime between 500 and 1050 CE. The stones form the largest and best-preserved ship setting in Sweden; such outlines of ships were often used as places of worship by the Vikings.
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Ales Stenar (Ale’s Stones) | Danita Delimont/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TRACING A SWEDISH SLEUTH’S STEPS

Ystad’s present-day claim to fame is as the home base of Inspector Wallander, the protagonist of a hugely successful series of crime novels by Swedish writer Henning Mankell (1948–2015). A taciturn police inspector with a disastrous private life, Wallander investigates serious crimes around the town. Many scenes in the Wallander films and TV series were shot on location in Ystad. Regular locations included the restaurant in the Hotel Continental and Fridolf’s Konditori (patisserie) on Lingsgatan. Indoor scenes were often shot at the Ystad Studios (www.ystad.se/cineteket), which offers tours allowing participants to view costumes, scripts, storyboards and sets, including Wallander’s living room from the second Swedish film series. Advance bookings essential.




Getting Around

There are excellent train and bus links between Malmö and major destinations in the south and beyond, as well as Stockholm and Copenhagen (Denmark).

Lund is a 12-minute train trip from Malmö’s Centralstation. The historical centre is extremely compact and flat, as is Ystad’s old town. Regular trains link Ystad with Malmö and Lund.

Falsterbo, Höllviken and Trelleborg are each an easy drive or bus trip south on the E6 linking Malmö and Trelleborg.






VISBY
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The magnificent walled city of Visby was the 12th- to 14th-century Baltic centrepiece of the commercial and defensive confederation known as the Hanseatic League. Today, it’s Scandinavia’s best-preserved medieval town and one of Sweden’s most photogenic destinations. Its tangle of cobbled lanes, pastel cottages and colourful wildflowers immediately captivate and are seemingly pulled from the pages of a well-worn storybook. With hauntingly beautiful Gothic and Romanesque churches lying in ruins and extraordinarily intact 12th-century ramparts, it’s a living museum of the Middle Ages, with a Baltic Sea backdrop thrown in for good measure.

Visby swarms with summer holidaymakers, especially during Medieval Week, when revellers don period garb and parade around as knights, queens, peasants and strumpets, and Stockholm Week, when the whole of Sweden’s capital comes to party. But Visby is best viewed during quieter periods, when its riveting charm and historical charisma can be absorbed without distractions.
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SIGHTS

1 Murfallet

2 Norderport

3 Österport

4 Söderport

EATING

5 Bakfickan




TOP TIP

The best place to see Visby’s late-12th-century Sankta Maria Domkyrka is from behind – climb all those stairs up the hillside for astounding views of the cathedral itself and panoramic views across the Old Town. The whole town is compact and walkable.




Visby’s Mighty Wall

A MONUMENTAL MIDDLE AGES TREASURE

Visby’s extraordinarily intact wall is one of Europe’s most impressive medieval fortifications. Built between 1150 and the 1200s, it’s approximately 3.4km long and 11m high, and nearly encircles the town. A leisurely 90-minute stroll clockwise around its perimeter yields the best perspectives on the wall, its 27 ground towers, nine hanging towers and trio of main gates. Highlights include the particularly scenic northwestern ramparts, facing the Baltic Sea; the Murfallet (Fallen Wall) that reveals the construction method; the best-preserved eastern section between the Norderport (North Gate) and Österport (East Gate); and a curiosity near the Söderport (South Gate): the 13th-century House with the Paintings that predates the wall and was therefore incorporated into it.
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City wall | AsiaTravel/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


VISBY’S BEST RESTAURANTS

Jessens Saluhall & Baris

Fabulous deli-eatery run by three affable brothers. The daily-changing lunch menu always includes the perennially popular fish soup. Locally sourced meat, fresh seafood. €

Backyard by Amarillo

A Czech-Swedish husband-and-wife team pair medium-sized, internationally inspired tapas with a cosy candlelit atmosphere. Great craft-beer selection. €€

Surfers

Szechuan finger food designed for sharing, ranging from five-spice ribs to Shanghai noodles. €€

Lindgården

Traditionalists’ choice dating to 1968, with food emphasising the seasonal shifts of Gotland’s bounty. Top wine list. €€€



Of Gotland & Gastronomy

FARM-TO-FORK DINING, ISLAND DELICACIES

Chefs from Gotland clean up annually at Sweden’s Eco Chef of the Year competition, and the EU’s Best Organic Restaurant 2022 hails from here, too.

Don’t miss a blowout meal at Lilla Bjers, on a working farm 7km southwest of Visby. A team of four chefs, including award-winning 19-year-old kitchen wunderkind Adam Österdahl, collaborate on astounding, 100% organic creations. South of Visby near Tofta Beach, Gothenburger Linus Ström and Gotlander My Wrethagen oversee the continentally influenced Swedish kitchen at Hotel Stelor, which pulls 100% from local farmers for dishes such as slow-cooked white cabbage with artichoke chips. Even the pasta is locally made from emmer, an ancient grain, and local vårspelt (spring spelt). In town, buzzing seafooder Bakfickan is the culinary centrepiece of Stora Torgot, where chef Gustaf Kristiansson makes wonderful things happen with pickled herring and fresh-catch offerings.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN VISBY

Fängelse Vandrarhem

The rooms at this year-round hostel were once cells in Visby’s old prison. Near the ferry and harbour restaurants. €

Hotel Stenugnen

An old coal warehouse transformed into a chic, white-on-white boutique hotel with a subtle nautical theme. €€

Clarion Hotel Wisby

The 212-room Wisby boasts medieval vaulted ceilings, sparkling candelabras and contemporary furnishings. €€€




VISBY OLD TOWN WALKING TOUR

[image: ]

Among the narrow roads and picturesque lanes of Visby’s Unesco-listed Old Town sits a living museum of 12 ruined medieval churches. This 2.2km, one-hour walking tour takes in a curated selection in a crosstown itinerary.

Begin at 1 Parkhusplan, where a pretty 1899 fountain representing the Goddess of Richness marks the spot of a former medieval warehouse and town hall. Head west outside the wall through Lilla Strandporten gate and around to the north, reentering the Old Town through Lilla Fiskarporten gate and coming into the Botaniska Trädgården (Botanical Gardens), where you’ll find the ruin of 2 St Olofs (founded 1102), eerily swallowed by Sweden’s oldest English ivy. Continue 400m north to the once magnificent 3 St Nicolai, built in 1230 by Dominican monks.

Heading south along Norra Kyrkogatan and Visby’s (intact) cathedral, 4 St Maria Domkyrka comes into view – the only medieval church still in ecclesiastical use. The stoic and utterly awe-inspiring church stands in stark contrast to the neighbouring ruins. Built in the late 12th and early 13th centuries and heavily touched up over the years, it has whimsical towers topped by baroque cupolas. Soak up the stained-glass windows, carved floor slabs and ornate carved reredos.

Just 200m west lie the ruins of 5 St Drotten and 6 St Lars. The former was Visby’s second-class church, built in typical Westphalian fashion, while the latter was built in (likely Russian) orthodox style. Nearby, Visby’s colourful main square, Stora Torgot, hosts perhaps the most stunning of Visby’s medieval churches, the Gothic 7 St Karin, which stands in roofless glory. Until 2019, local children would skate on an artificial ice rink within its stone walls in wintertime.






Beyond Visby


Some of Sweden’s most pristine sands, plus urbane mainland cities and another vast, windswept island (besides Gotland) lie beyond Visby.
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Between Visby and the extreme north of Gotland, picture-perfect farmland covers most of the island all the way up to Fåro, separated from Gotland proper by a small strait traversed by a free ferry. Fåro is home to fine beaches and scenic fishing villages carrying on in serene isolation. Across the Baltic Sea from Gotland sits the culturally rich island of Öland. Beyond, southeastern Sweden is an enchanting land deeply rooted in Scandinavian lore, home to medieval and Renaissance castles in Vadstena and Kalmar, ethereal forests, the industrial grit of Norrköping, the heritage glassblowing villages of the Glasriket, and the modern engineering marvel of the Göta Canal that connects the North Sea with the Baltic.
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Cycling, Göta Canal | Lasse Johansson/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Visit during the summer months for ease of ferry crossings and to make the most of the wilds of Gotland and Öland.




MORE MIDDLE AGES

Across Småland from Vadstena, Visby, the island of Gotland’s incredibly easy-on-the-eyes capital, is Scandinavia’s best-preserved medieval town. Its narrow, cobbled streets, fortification wall and atmospheric Old Town are a living museum of medieval times.




WITCHES’ MOUNTAIN

An 80-minute boat ride into the Baltic on the M/S Solkust from Oskarsham, some 75km north of Kalmar, brings you to Blå Jungfrun (Blue Maiden) National Park, a 1km-long granite island also known as ‘Witches’ Mountain’. Ancient folklore says witches (continue to) gather here on Maundy Thursday to do devilish things. It’s hard to imagine as you’re gazing upon the fantastic scenery, gnarled trees, birdlife and big blue sea, but it’s easier to picture when you come across the curious and somewhat creepy stone maze Trojeborg. All aboard, my little pretties!



Chasing the Sun in Northern Gotland

BEAUTIFUL BEACHES, CURIOUS ROCK FORMATIONS

You’ll find some of the province’s most secluded coves and white sandy stretches on the island of Fåro, reached via a free car ferry every 30 minutes from Fårösund (a 50-minute drive north of Visby). In the island’s northeastern corner, 3km-long Sudersand is one of Sweden’s top five beaches, with excellent camping, restaurants and SUP rentals. Secluded Norsta Aurer is 7km east; park at the 1847 Fårö lighthouse, and walk 600m north along the shoreline. At Ekeviken Badplats, 5km west of Norsta Aurer, a bay yields to a stretch of white sand near the fishing village of Ekeviken.

Fåro is also home to magnificent raukar rock stacks; see them at sunset at Langhammarshammaren, a 30-minute drive from Ekeviken, if you can.
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Sunset, Langhammarshammaren | Danita Delimont/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO EAT IN ÖLAND

Kaffestugan

Wildly popular bakery on the main road in tiny Böda; house-roasted fair-trade coffee, delectable sweets and breads. €

Kalk

Creative burgers as fat as tyres draw legions inside a former power plant in Löttorp. €€€

Trädgårdsgatan 26

Chef Jonas Åhman’s elevated New Nordic menus draw gourmands to this charming yellow house in Borgholm. €€€

Being Borgholm

RUINED CASTLES, ROYAL PALACES

On the island of Öland, colourful Borgholm oozes Nordic magnetism. Dramatic Borgholm Slott, Northern Europe’s largest ruined castle, dates to at least 1281 and is remarkably well preserved. Soliden Palace, 850m southwest of the castle, is still used by the Swedish royal family as a summer home.

Allow time for a fine meal. Norrings Creperie serves exceptional Galette Bretonne (buckwheat crêpes) stuffed with local ingredients, and new Borgholm Hotel chef-owner Christofer Johansson has returned the restaurant to its Michelin-starred glory.

Castles & Kronan in Kalmar

STORYBOOK CASTLES, SHIPWRECKED TREASURES

The turrets of the magnificent 12th-century Kalmar Slott are visible as you take the 6km-long Öland Bridge across the Kalmar Strait towards Kalmar, an easy 40-minute drive from Borgholm. Explore the castle’s opulent interiors.

Enjoy lunch on the little island of Varvsholmen, where the 139kr daily specials at Slipkajen will leave you wondering how food this good could be this cheap.

Peruse the wonderfully preserved finds from sunken 17th-century flagship Kronan at Kalmar läns museum by the harbour. The ship was rediscovered in 1980, and more than 30,000 items have been retrieved so far, including a spectacular gold hoard.


BEST SHOPS IN GLASRIKET

Kosta Glassworks

Head to the Kosta Boda shop for splashes of colour and artier pieces to build the bar set of your dreams.

Carlos R Pebaqué

This Uruguayan-born artist uses a self-developed technique of creating pictures within the glass. His gallery is 6km northwest of Orrefors in Gullaskruv.

Målerås

Located 8km northwest of Orrefors in Målerås, this brand is the collaboration of acclaimed glassblower Mats Jonasson and three other artists.

Orranäs Glasbruk

At Orrefors Park, Orranäs Glasbruk sells work made at its next-door workshop.



The Kingdom of Crystal

ARTISANAL CRAFTMANSHIP, HISTORIC GLASSWORKS

Starting near Nybro, a 35-minute drive west of Öland, Rtes 25, 28 and 31 form a convenient oval for visiting the glassblowing factories and workshops of Sweden’s Glasriket (Kingdom of Crystal).

Orranäs Glasbruk in the village of Orrefors is the best place to observe masters at work. Kosta Glassworks is the most touristy, but its gallery, glassblowing demonstrations and stunning Kosta Boda Art Hotel make it a worthwhile stop.

The Glass Factory houses Scandinavia’s largest collection of art glass (more than 40,000 pieces), plus an astonishing repository of historical glass by famed artists.

Vadstena Through the Ages

RENAISSANCE CASTLE, MEDIEVAL CONVENT

Sublimely situated beside Lake Vättern, pretty Vadstena is a legacy of both church and state power. Started on Vasa’s orders in 1545, early-Renaissance Vadstena Slott features interesting Palladio-inspired upper floors and a magnificent moat.

After the 1430 consecration of Vadstena klosterkyrka, built around one of St Birgitta’s visions, Vadstena became the top pilgrimage site in Sweden. Explore the roller-coaster life of Sweden’s most celebrated saint at Sancta Birgitta Klostermuseet.

WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN VADSTENA

Käket

Perfectly charred, perfectly seasoned gourmet burgers (and fries!) using locally sourced beef from Valdemarsvik. €

Bakraket

Vadstena’s favourite restaurant, a fine dining-ish bistro serving seasonally focused Scandinavian fare. €€

Starby Hotel

This 60-room hotel has moody photography and plush retro furnishings in a 1914 clapboard farmstead; top restaurant. €€€


BEST BARS & RESTAURANTS IN NORRKöPING

Ölstugan Tullen

Yes, it’s a Gothenburg chain, but its 100% dedication to quality Swedish beers is commendable.

Urbane Goat

Nordic- and Euro-influenced Asian small plates; bowls dominate at lunch. Wildly popular – reserve! €€

Enoteket

Artistic space packing in revellers for authentic pizza, heavily praised veal cheeks with truffle salsiccia (Italian sausage) and a serious wine focus. €€

Lagerqvist

Popular restaurant-pub with a great summer garden courtyard and a snug vaulted cellar. Well-prepared beef and seafood pair nicely with the bygone-era atmosphere. €€€



Göta’s Greatest Hits

FEATS OF ENGINEERING, CANALSIDE AMUSEMENTS

Inaugurated in 1832, the Göta Canal is one of the country’s best and most unusual attractions. You can tackle it by boat (numerous operators offer multiday cruises between Stockholm and Gothenburg, plus shorter trips), by cycling the canal’s 90km of car-free towpaths, or even by car or on foot.

Motala, 16km north of Vadstena, was instrumental in the completion of the canal. In Verkstadsön, an island created by the digging of the canal, a bygone-era manufacturing complex now houses an industrial museum. Nearby, the Göta Canal Exhibition chronicles the epic undertaking of a waterway across Sweden.

In the attractive hamlet of Borensberg, 18km east of Motala, get up close and personal with one of only two hand-operated locks on the canal.

Bergs Slussar (Bergs Lock), 11km north of Linköping, is Göta’s finest moment. The lock staircase, with its seven interconnected locks, is a true spectacle in summer, raising or lowering passing boats 18.8m between Lake Roxen and Berg’s guest harbour.

At the port of Söderköping, 49km east of Linköping, sate your thirst at Lock Hop and Barrel, a canal-view craft brewery and restaurant inside an original warehouse. Ramunderbergets utsiktspaviljong offers a spectacular viewpoint above the lock.

Norrköping’s Post-industrial Scene

INDUSTRIAL DESIGN, TRENDY BARS & RESTAURANTS

Lovers of industrial art and design, welcome to Nirvana. Norrköping’s long-defunct mills and canals have been resurrected as an enclave of cultural hangouts, trendy bars and restaurants, and tech and university hubs.

Explore the city’s history at Arbetets Museum and Norrköpings stadsmuseum, the latter dubbed the ‘flatiron’, and a work of art in itself. Wander the modernised block of warehouses and factory buildings at Kvarteret Knäppingsborg, grabbing a contemporary Swedish lunch at Kvarterskrogen Asken and espresso at OAS Roastery, an excellent Kalmar-based regional chain. Explore the web of pedestrian walkways and bridges intertwined with an ingenious system of locks, dams and urban waterfalls before welcoming the evening with local brews and grub at Knäppingen – Spiseri & Bryggeri.


Getting Around

The island of Gotland is connected to Nynäshamn and Oskarshamn on the mainland by car ferry. Public transport leaves something to be desired in Gotland. Exploring by bike is ideal in summer, but most travellers opt for a hire car.

Kalmar, Vadstena, Borgholm and Norrköping are easily navigated on foot, while the Glasriket and the island of Öland require your own wheels.






ÖSTERSUND
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Best known as the home of Sweden’s rarely sighted answer to the Loch Ness Monster, urbane Östersund – the gateway to the Inlandsbanan – strikes you with its youthful buzz, since it’s the only large town along the inland railway and the Inlandvägen (Inland Way) bar Arctic Gällivare.

Although St Olaf’s pilgrim route to Trondheim, Norway, passed through these parts at least a thousand years ago, Östersund itself dates from 1786, envisaged by Gustav III as a trade rival to Trondheim, with local merchant farmers encouraged to sell their goods right here.

Its location by the mighty Storsjön lake gives Östersund a relaxed seaside-holiday feel, particularly during the summer months, when locals and visitors alike fill the bars and cafes of this Unesco-designated ‘city of gastronomy’ and stroll the pedestrianised shopping streets of its compact heart. In winter, Östersund acts as a gateway to the snow-sport capital of Åre.
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TOP TIP

Östersund is compact and walkable. One of the best ways to appreciate the city is to take the footbridge across to the island of Frösön and gaze back at Östersund in profile, ideally around sunset. Come here in late spring and summer, plus the winter months; autumn is the dead season.





WHERE TO EAT OUT IN ÖSTERSUND
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Peter Peltola, barista at Big Lake Coffee Roasters, gives you the lowdown.

Jazzköket

This is where to go for Östersund’s most creative dining (and live jazz), and it’s done a great job of engaging with local producers and microbreweries.

Artus

The best place for pizza in town, Artus pairs an excellent selection of local and regional craft beers with wood-fired pizza.

Bua

The city offshoot of Nästgards, a farm restaurant outside town, Bua serves a short, seasonal menu of dishes such as lamb tartar.

Slaktarn

I’m a big fan of this ethical butcher, which sells homemade charcuterie from local farms and doubles as a buzzy wine bar.



A Step Back in Time

ÖSTERSUND’S BEST MUSEUM

Östersund’s main attraction is the two-part Jamtli museum. Inside, the star attractions are the Överhogdal Tapestries, the oldest of their kind in Europe – woven from flax by Vikings in 1100 CE and featuring animals, people, ships and dwellings. Another fascinating display is devoted to Storsjöodjuret (Lake Monster), including monster-catching gear and a pickled monster embryo. The open-air section consists of a 19th-century village, where enthusiastic costumed staff have you take part in milking, baking and tree felling.

Spot Sweden’s Lake Monster

CREATURE-SPOTTING

Östersund’s most famous resident is Storsjöodjuret – the monster that dwells somewhere in the dark waters of the 91m-deep Storsjön lake. Sightings were made as early as 1635, when the description of a strange animal with a black, serpentine body and catlike head first appeared in a folk tale. The Frösö Runestone depicts a serpent-like creature and in 1894 a hunt for the Lake Monster was organised by Oscar II. However, the Norwegian whalers specially hired for the job came back empty-handed. In summer you can go on a popular two-hour monster-spotting cruise aboard the 1875 S/S Thomée.

Echoes of the Past

RUNE STONES & ROCK ART

Across the footbridge from Östersund, Frösön takes its name from Frö, the pagan god of fertility, worshipped by the Vikings originally resident here. Located near a block of flats, Sweden’s 11th-century rune stone commemorates the 1050 arrival of Austmaður or ‘East Man’, the first Christian missionary on Frösön.

More evidence of prehistoric settlement is found in the form of some well-preserved Stone Age petroglyphs near Glösa, 40km northwest of Östersund. Rock slabs beside a stream feature numerous carvings of elk, dating from 5000 BCE.

WHERE TO STAY IN ÖSTERSUND

Hotel Emma

Rooms styled with homey touches such as armchairs and ceramic stoves. Excellent breakfast; bike rental. €€

Clarion Hotel Grand

Östersund’s most luxurious option. The restaurant serves sophisticated northern Swedish cuisine. €€€

Hotel Zäta Longstay

Super-central, well-equipped studios with kitchenettes; singles, doubles and family rooms available. €




Beyond Östersund
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Östersund is a springboard for excellent biking and skiing at nearby mountain resort towns, and exploring Lappland and the Bothnian Coast.


The nearby mountain town of Åre is Sweden’s largest and best ski resort; it doubles as a playground for hikers and mountain bikers in summer. Further west, tiny Storlien is the entry point to the southern end of the Kungsleden, Sweden’s epic long-distance hiking trail. North of Östersund, the scenic Inlandsbanan train connects remote towns amid Lappland wilderness that promises adventures galore, while the stupendously scenic Vildmarksvägen beckons intrepid drivers. On the coast, the culture capital of Umeå, with its excellent dining and museums, and the striking Höga Kusten coastline with its inviting archipelago welcome you to the Gulf of Bothnia.
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Höga Kustenbron suspension bridge | Adam Hoglund/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

To ride the Inlandsbanan train, come between late June and late August. Ski season is from mid-December to late April.





WHERE TO STAY IN ÅRE

Book well in advance for ski season. In summer, some close.

Copperhill Mountain Lodge

This ski-in, ski-out, wood-and-stone lodge with an excellent restaurant looks down on Åre from its lofty mountain perch. €€€

Åre Bed & Breakfast

Snug mountain-themed rooms with shared bathroom in a residential area a 10-minute walk from the ski village. €

Hotel Åregården

Central with singles and doubles, suites with kitchens, spa and restaurants. €€



Riding the Inlandsbanan

LAPPLAND’S SCENIC TRAIN

Every summer between late June and late August, the scenic, single-carriage Inlandsbanan train chugs its way north for some 700km into Lappland wilderness, shadowing the E45 (Inlandsvägen).

First up, Strömsund (Ulriksfors station) is the starting point for the spectacular Vildmarksvägen (Wilderness Way).

Further north, Vilhelmina – the other entry point to the Vildmarksvägen – has been an important meeting place for the Sámi for centuries. Risfjells Sameslöjd (sameslojd.se) is the place to pick up leatherwork, woodwork or a knife by husband-and-wife artisan team Sven-Åke and Doris Risfjell and peruse the vintage duodji (handicrafts) in their small museum.

Appealing Storuman sits at the intersection of the E45 and the scenic Blåvägen (Blue Way; E12) that runs southeast–northwest from Umeå right through to Norway’s Atlantic coast via tiny Hemavan – the southernmost entry point to the Kungsleden.

Arvidsjaur is particularly popular with stunt drivers in winter, while Jokkmokk is the Sámi capital of Lappland.


Gällivare (Váhtjer in Sámi), Inlandsbanan’s northernmost stop, and its twin, Malmberget, are mining towns. Visitors can marvel at the mammoth trucks labouring in the LKAB iron-ore mine or visit the open-pit Boliden Aitik copper and gold mine.
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Inlandsbanan, Arvidsjaur | Michael715/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO EAT IN ÅRE

Vinbaren Åre

Imaginative Swedish small plates paired with an extensive global wine list. €€€

Liten Krog

Pizzas rub shoulders with smoked moose at this seasonal bistro. €€

Broken

Hungry bikers and skiers converge on this American-style diner. €€


BEST PLACES TO EAT & SLEEP IN UMEå

Köksbaren

Light-filled, contemporary bistro puts sophisticated spins on seasonal local produce. Great wines by the glass. €€

Lottas Krog

Super-popular brick-and-dark-wood pub brewing its own beer and serving craft brews, superlative burgers and other gastropub fare. €€

U&Me Hotel

Lofty, central contemporary-cool hotel. City panoramas from the beds, tucked-away desks and cafe breakfasts. €

Stora Hotellet

Plush fabrics and nautical themes dominate at this 1895 hotel, with its slate-and-crimson rooms and chandelier-hung restaurant. €€

Två Fiskare

Serious fishmonger’s serving superb seafood dishes Monday to Saturday, from smoked prawns to classic fish and chips. €



Northern Capital of Culture

UMEå’S MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

A youthful riverside town with cultural venues and a superb dining scene, Umeå is the Bothnian Coast’s essential stop. Umeå’s excellent Västerbottens Museum (vbm.se) traces the province’s history from prehistoric times to the Industrial Revolution. Exhibitions include the world’s oldest ski (around 5400 years old) and an exploration of Sámi rock art. In summertime, costumed staff demonstrate traditional homestead life at the Friluftsmuséet open-air village next door.

Six-string and rock-music aficionados mustn’t miss Guitars: the Museum (guitarsthemuseum.com), a labour of love by two brothers comprising over 500 rare guitars, including a 1958 Gibson Flying V, made famous by ZZ Top, and a Star Guitar made for ABBA to mark the 40th anniversary of their Eurovision win.

Bildmuséet (bildmuseet.umu.se) showcases contemporary international art, photography, architecture and design. For contemporary sculpture by Swedish and international artists, take bus 1 to Umedalens Skulpturpark (umedalenskulptur.org).

Exploring the Höga Kusten Archipelago

IDYLLIC ISLAND-HOPPING

Cross the spectacular Höga Kustenbron suspension bridge to find yourself on Sweden’s most dramatic, fjord-indented coastline, stretching from Härnösand to Örnsköldsvik, shadowed by the Höga Kusten Leden (hogakusten .com/ en/ highcoasttrail) long-distance hiking trail. Sheer cliffs plunge straight down to the sea, while dozens of forest-covered islands lie offshore.

The Höga Kusten’s largest island, Ulvön, is famous for the production of noxious-smelling surströmming (fermented herring). Sample this culinary delight at UlvöByn Café & Bistro at Ulvöhamn, the island’s one-street fishing settlement with traditional red-and-white wooden houses.

Circumnavigated in a couple of hours, and featuring a fishing village clustered around a U-shaped bay, Trysunda has wonderfully secluded bathing spots.

Steep-sided, tiny Högbonden offers excellent walking through its dramatic gorge. Spend the night at the lighthouse-hostel, and go skinny dipping after a spell in the wood-burning sauna near the jetty.

WHERE TO STAY IN THE HÖGA KUSTEN ARCHIPELAGO

Ulvö Hotell

The island’s only hotel, with contemporary rooms and excellent restaurant. €€

Trysunda Vandrarhem

Harbourside with spartan dorms and small doubles, alongside a kitchen and sauna. €

Högbonden Fyr & Vandrarhem

Enjoy views of the outlying skerries from this creaky-floored, converted lighthouse. €




WILDERNESS WAY ROAD TRIP
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Sweden’s Vildmarksvägen (Wildnerness Way; Rte 342) is a 370km-long, eight- to 10-hour drive that loops towards the Norwegian border before doubling back to the E45, crossing spectacular wilderness.

Head north out of 1 Strömsund through dense evergreen forest. If you’re lucky, you may spot a bear, wolverine, elk or lynx. Just south of 2 Bågede, 92km northwest, a rocky track leads towards the impressive, 43m-high 3 Hällsingsåfallet, a waterfall that tumbles into an 800m-long canyon. Near the Norwegian border, another 40km west, is the desolate village of 4 Gäddede. Off the main road, follow ‘Nordli’ signs to 5 Murusjöen lake on Norway’s border; you’ll have the empty beaches all to yourself.

Retrace your steps and press on to 6 Stora Blåsjön, a lake 50km north of Gäddede. Just past the lake, a small road leads to 7 Ankarede, a centuries-old meeting place for the local Sámi, who gather at its 1896 chapel and surrounding kåtor (wooden Sámi huts) for midsummer celebrations.

Beyond Stora Blåsjön village, Rte 345 climbs up onto the boulder-strewn 8 Stekkenjokk plateau, open to cars only from June until mid-October snows. After descending to the tiny village of 9 Klimpfjäll, press on east. A turnoff 13km east leads to the late-18th-century Sámi church village at 10 Fatmomakke; peek inside the visingskåta (show hut) near the church.

The fishers’ paradise of 11 Saxnäs is 20km further east – a small village with a spa resort, set between lakes.

Another 89km brings you to the Vildmarksvägen/E45 junction. If you get here early enough, you can grab a meal at the excellent 12 Martin Bergmans Fisk smokery before driving the final 3km south to 13 Vilhelmina.




Treehotel

A spaceship suspended amid trees. A mirror cube reflecting sunlight and surrounding spruces. A cross between a beehive and the Death Star. A giant bird’s nest…

The award-winning Treehotel (treehotel.se) sits off Rte 97, halfway between Luleå and Jokkmokk. Stay in lofty, forested seclusion while husky-sledding, snowshoeing and visiting reindeer herders in winter, and hiking, foraging and horse riding in summer. The forest spa and sauna help with sore muscles, and the restaurant is excellent.

Treehotel opened in 2010, inspired by the film The Tree Lover by Jonas Selberg Augustsen. It was designed by some of Sweden’s leading architects, such as Tham & Videgård and Bertil Harström, with an emphasis on minimal environmental impact and ecologically friendly construction.



Sweden’s Outdoor-Adventure Capital

SKIING & MOUNTAIN BIKING

Beautifully situated by Åresjön lake, Åre is also the country’s most popular skiing resort (season runs December to May). Mt Åreskutan features 38 ski lifts and 100 pistes with runs for all abilities.

In summer Mt Åreskutan’s slopes become an enormous mountain-biking playground, with more than 30 trails ranging from beginner to extreme. It’s well worth taking the Kabinbanan cable car (aresweden .com/ en/ are -kabinbana) up to a viewing platform (1274m) on Mt Åreskutan for all-encompassing valley and mountain views, or ride the lovely 1910 Bergbanan funicular.

[image: jpg]

View from Mt Åreskutan | Leif_Astrom/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Getting Around

The train line connecting Trondheim (Norway) to Stockholm via Åre passes through Östersund, with a couple of trains daily. Östersund is also the starting point for northbound daily Inlandsbanan (inlandsbanan.se; late June to late August) trains to Gällivare via Dorotea, Storuman, Sorsele, Arvidsjaur and Jokkmokk.

The Inlandsbanan railway shadows the E45 road that bisects Lappland.

The E14 from Östersund links to the coastal E4 highway. Umeå, plus Härnosand and Örnsköldsvik – entry points for the Höga Kusten – are on the high-speed-train line from Stockholm up the Bothnian Coast.





KIRUNA
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Sitting on top of the world’s largest iron mine, Kiruna is a hodgepodge of appealing fin-de-siècle wooden and stone houses, unlovely apartment buildings, and the highest concentration of lodgings and restaurants in the northwestern corner of Sweden. It’s also sinking, thanks to the mine that’s been its raison d’être since the 1880s, when the first exploratory drilling coincided with the construction of the Malmbanan (iron-ore railway), built to carry the iron-ore deposits across the border to Narvik, Norway.

The Sámi were here long before the first Swedish pioneers set foot in what’s now Kiruna in the early 1600s. The town makes an excellent base for exploring the surrounding wilderness, with the Kungsleden, Mt Kebnekaise, the Torne Valley and the Riksgränsen ski resort all within easy reach, as well as the nearby Icehotel. A unique community with outspoken residents, Kiruna doubles as a major winter hub for husky sledding and other adventure.
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TOP TIP

Served by several daily flights from Stockholm, Kiruna is spread out, since parts of the town are being relocated, so your options are driving, taxi or plenty of walking. Kiruna’s ‘temporary’ train station is an inconvenient distance from town, with few facilities.




MORE MINES

Engage in more subterranean exploration at Kiruna’s neighbour, Gällivare, where you’ll find another immense iron-ore mine, as well as an open-pit copper and gold mine.




BEST HOTELS IN KIRUNA

Hotel Arctic Eden

Sámi-inspired design, spa, indoor pool, excellent restaurant and certified Sámi handicrafts await you at Kiruna’s smartest hotel. €€

Camp Ripan

Sámi art–adorned, well-equipped chalets and campground sit alongside the popular Aurora Spa and superb restaurant on the edge of town. €€

SPiS

Catch-all hotel-and-hostel complex with a communal kitchen, comfy, functional rooms, deli, bakery and restaurant. €

Scandic Kiruna

Curvaceous business-style hotel in new Kiruna, with plush rooms, Skybar and lofty sauna with a view. €€




Go Below

KIRUNA’S SUBTERRANEAN DEPTHS

At 1.30am every night, the ground in Kiruna shakes. Hundreds of metres below the old city centre, dynamite is detonated in the LKAB mine that produces 80% of the world’s iron ore. Three-hour tours take you into the mine’s subterranean depths. Some 310m below the ground (with the mining action happening 1545m below), you’ll walk around the tunnels of the closed-off InfoMine, checking out giant machinery, and learning how by 2045 LKAB intends to switch from coal-based iron production to a hydrogen-based, carbon-neutral method of extracting sponge iron.

A Town on the Move

ENGROSSING CITY TOURS

Since Kiruna is on the verge of collapsing into the mine, it’s being relocated in stages to a site 3km east of the present one. Wooden buildings, including the Sámi kåta (hut)-like church, are being moved to the new town wholesale, while the handsome old stone buildings will be demolished. Kiruna in Swedish Lapland (kirunalappland.se) provides a cultural angle on the move, while Stejk Kiruna City Tour (stejk .se/ kiruna -city -tour) gives an entertaining overview of the community, finishing with stir-fried moose and reindeer at the Stejk food truck.

Sámi Crafts & Outdoor Operators

CRAFTS & ADVENTURE

Engage with Sámi culture during your visit by going on a wilderness adventure by husky sled or on horseback, and acquire one-of-a-kind items created by Sámi artisans.

In Kiruna, Ateljénord sells ceramics, jewellery, exquisite axes and knives, plus other Sámi-inspired craft. Carl Wenneberg specialises in knives with elaborate reindeer-antler sheathes, cups inlaid with reindeer antler, leather accessories and Sámi silver jewellery.

Based in Puoltsa, between Kiruna and Nikkaluokta, Ofelaš (ofelas.se) is a Nature’s Best–certified Sámi outfitter that arranges Arctic wilderness excursions on Icelandic horses.

Kiruna Husky (kirunahusky.com), based in nearby Kalixfors, runs half- and full-day dogsledding outings.

WHERE TO EAT IN KIRUNA

SPiS Mat och Dryk

Excellent bakery, wallet-friendly breakfast and lunch buffets, plus creative dinner menus with wine pairings. €€

Arctic Thai & Grill

Authentic Thai curries, stir-fries and other welcome hits of spice, next door to Hotel Arctic Eden. €

Camp Ripan

Husmanskost (Swedish home cooking) lunches and splurge-worthy tasting menus in the evenings. Book ahead. €€€




Beyond Kiruna


[image: jpg]

Kiruna’s surrounds include the spectacular Kungsleden, Sámi capital Jokkmokk, the original Icehotel, and Abisko with its clear nights and aurora borealis.


Northwest of Kiruna, towards the border with Norway, the small town of Abisko is the most popular gateway to Lappland’s national parks, bisected by the Kungsleden, Sweden’s epic long-distance hiking trail. Abisko’s microclimate also makes it one of the best places in the world to see the northern lights. Delve deeper into Sámi culture in the nearby village of Jukkasjärvi, stay in the one-of-a-kind Icehotel, trek the Kungsleden or Lappland’s other long-distance route, the Padjelantaleden, or else drive south to attend the Sámi Winter Market in Jokkmokk, peruse Sámi silver in Arjeplog and partake in extreme winter sports in Arvidsjaur.
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Kungsleden (King’s Trail) | Alena Vishina/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Hiking season is June to late September. The seasonal Icehotel is open from mid-December to April (which is also the winter sports season).




JUKKASJäRVI’S SáMI CULTURE

A 10-minute walk from the Icehotel, Nutti Sámi Siida (nutti.se) is an outdoor Sámi museum. Acquaint yourself with lávvu and goahti tents, njalla storehouses on tall poles, and other accoutrements of nomadic life. Hand-feed reindeer, buy Sámi duodji, chow down on Sámi fare inside a giant teepee, and stay in forest cabins with sauna at nearby Reindeer Lodge. In winter, this specialist in sustainable Sámi ecotourism arranges reindeer-sledding excursions, northern-lights tours and multi-activity Lappland tours.

Next door, Jukkasjärvi Kyrka is one of Lappland’s oldest churches (1608). The brightly painted altarpiece features scenes with revivalist preacher Lars Levi Laestadius. The birch-and-reindeer-horn organ has three sounds: birdsong, drum and reindeer hooves.




Kingdom of Ice

ICONIC ICEHOTEL

From a humble start in 1989 as a small igloo, the world’s first Icehotel in the village of Jukkasjärvi has grown into a legendary snow-and-ice edifice filled with ice sculptures and recreated every winter. Come mid-December, guests can check in for a memorably cold night’s sleep. Though the seasonal Icehotel melts in April, a frigid stay is guaranteed year-round at the adjacent Icehotel 365. Getting cold feet? Opt for a heated bungalow, and visit the Icehotel 365 on a day tour instead.

In the ‘cold accommodation’ reception, connected to the seasonal Icehotel, there are heated bathrooms and a sauna. Leave your possessions in your locker overnight and retire to your ice bed, topped with a thick mattress covered in reindeer hides. Your sleeping bag is guaranteed to keep you warm despite the –5°C temperature. Come morning, you’re revived with hot lingonberry juice.

Winter adventures on offer include snowmobile safaris, skiing, ice sculpting, ice fishing, dogsledding (including dogsled pickup from the airport), Sámi culture tours and northern lights safaris, while summer activities comprise hiking, rafting, paddleboarding, canoeing and all-terrain-buggy tours.

Trekking the Kungsleden

SWEDEN’S ICONIC LONG-DISTANCE HIKING TRAIL

The 450km-long Kungsleden (King’s Trail) is Sweden’s most important hiking route. Connecting Abisko (north) to Hemavan (south), it passes through spectacular mountainous wilderness comprising Sweden’s highest mountain, Kebnekaise.

The Abisko-to-Kebnekaise (105km, six days) section of the Kungsleden runs through the main valley of Abisko National Park. The highest point is the Tjäkta Pass (1105m), and there’s a potential side trek up Mt Kebnekaise (2096m).

The Kebnekaise-to-Saltoluokta (51km, three days) trail runs through deep valleys and beech forest, past the glacier-clad mountains of Sarek National Park. Row across Teusajaure lake, then traverse the plateau into Stora Sjöfallet National Park before descending to Vakkotavare. Take a bus to the quay, then the ferry to Saltoluokta Fjällstation.

The Saltoluokta-to-Kvikkjokk (73km, four days) section involves a steep 18km climb to Sitojaure, where you row across a lake, followed by wooden walkways across wetlands. From mountain-fringed Aktse, cross another lake, then pass through pine forest to Kvikkjokk.

The wild Kvikkjokk-to-Ammarnäs (166km, eight days) section is recommended for experienced hikers and campers only. Boat across Saggat lake before hiking to Tsielejåkk, from where it’s 55km to the next hut at Vuonatjviken. Two boat crossings get you to Jäkkvikk village, from where you hike to Adolfström village. Cross Iraft lake before making for the Sjnjultje cabins; then it’s another 34km to Ammarnäs.

Much of the Ammarnäs-to-Hemavan (78km, four days) section consists of a ramble through beech forest and wetlands and over low hills. Climb from Ammarnäs to Aigert to reach the impressive waterfall at the top. Cross the wetlands, stopping at the Tärnasjö lake sauna to get to Syter. Spectacular views of Norway’s Okstindarnas glaciers await en route to Hemavan.

WHERE TO STAY IN ABISKO

Abisko.net Hostel & Huskies

Backpacker hostel with dorms and doubles spread over two buildings; kitchens and sauna. Husky-sledding tours arranged. €

STF Abisko Turiststation

Popular 350-bed hotel-hostel with sauna, kitchens, supply shop and restaurant. Cabins overlook Torneträsk lake. €€

Abisko Mountain Lodge

Plush mountain lodge with stylish rooms and cabins, sauna, and on-site Brasserie Fjällköket serving seasonal cuisine. €€€


MIDNIGHT SUN & THE NORTHERN LIGHTS

Across the highway from the STF Turiststation in Abisko, 1½ hours west of Kiruna, a chairlift (auroraskystation.se; see website for opening months) takes you up Mt Nuolja (1164m). In summer, the deck of the Panorama Café offers wonderful views of the surrounding wilderness bathed in the pearlescent light of the midnight sun. In winter, visitors hope to see the northern lights. In one corner of the cafe, the Aurora Sky Station houses equipment that listens to the aurora, with experts on hand to explain the hisses and clicks. Northern-lights viewing can be combined with four-course local-produce dinners. Learn to photograph the aurora with STF Abisko–based Lights Over Lapland (lightsoverlapland.com).



Jokkmokk’s Winter Market

STALLS & SPECTACLE

Sitting in the densely forested Lilla Luleälven valley, just north of the Arctic Circle, Jokkmokk is Lappland’s undisputed capital of Sámi culture. On the first weekend in February, Jokkmokk’s streets are packed with tens of thousands of Sámi (and non-Sámi) visitors from all over Scandinavia, here for the Winter Market – the oldest and biggest of its kind. It’s the most exciting (and coldest!) time to be in Jokkmokk, with temperatures as low as –40°C! Crowds gather on the ice of Talvattisjön lake to watch men race against reindeer, with spectators diving out of the way as the uncooperative reindeer refuse to stick to the ice track. In town, hundreds of stalls feature the widest array of Sámi duodji in the country.

Arvidsjaur’s Winter Thrills

ADRENALINE-PACKED ADVENTURE

Arvidsjaur really comes into its own in winter. Between December and April, test drivers from different car companies (as well as petrolheads) descend on the town to put BMWs, Audis and Porsches through their paces on special ice tracks marked on nearby frozen lakes. Snowmobiles whiz around the town, while husky sleds carry passengers through the snow.

Based at Lapland Lodge, Snowmobile Adventures (laplandlodge.se) has four levels of trip – beginner, advanced, mountain safaris and extreme safaris. A two-hour starter tour costs 1090kr, while a six-hour pro-rider safari is 5090kr.

Sports Cars on Ice (laplandlodge.se) organises ice driving (three to six hours) in an Audi TT Quattro, so you can practise your spins and skids on a frozen lake just like all the pros.

Try your hand at mushing with Nymånen Dogsledding (nymanen.com), one of the largest Siberian-husky kennels in Lappland; outings start from two hours.
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WHERE TO STAY IN JOKKMOKK

Hotel Jokkmokk

Contemporary rooms, lakeside sauna for winter dips, and Sámi kåta restaurant specialising in game dishes. €€

Hotel Akerlund

Appealing 1920s inn with modern rooms, sauna, and basement restaurant serving moose stew and pulled-reindeer wraps. €€

STF Jokkmokk Vandrarhem

Family-run hostel in a cheerful wooden house, offering private rooms, guest kitchen and sauna. Breakfast extra. €


KUNGSLEDEN LODGINGS

Along the Kungsleden you can camp, or stay in STF-run mountain huts, lodges (swedishtouristassociation.com) and hostels.

Abisko to Kebnekaise Five huts: Abiskojaure (lakeside), Alesjaure (with sauna and mountain-ridge views), Tjäkta (located before Tjäkta Pass), Sälka and Singi; lodges at Abisko and Kebnekaise.

Kebnekaise to Saltoluokta Lodge at Saltoluokta; four huts: Singi, Kaitumjaure, Teusajaure and Vakkotavare.

Saltoluokta to Kvikkjokk Lodge at Kvikkjokk; three huts: Sitojaure, Aktse and Pårte.

Kvikkjokk to Ammarnäs Camp or stay in cabins at Tsielejåkk, Vuonatjvigen, Jäkkvik village (kyrkansfjallgardjakkvik.com), Pieljekaise, Adolfström village (adolfstrom.com), Sjnjultje, Rävfallet and Ammarnäs.

Ammarnäs to Hemavan Hostel at Hemavan; five huts: Aigert, Serve, Tärnasjö, Syter and Viterskalet.




Introduction to Sámi Culture

SUPERB SáMI MUSEUM

Jokkmokk’s superb Ájtte Museum is Sweden’s most thorough introduction to Sámi culture. Each ‘spoke’ radiating from the central chamber tackles a different theme – from traditional costume, Sámi folk-tale creatures, Sámi duodji and 400-year-old painted shamans’ drums, to sacrificial-site replicas. The traditional silver jewellery collection features heavy collars, popular again among Sámi women. Don’t miss the display on the impact of Lappland’s hydroelectric power on reindeer husbandry.

Sámi Silver

SILVER MUSEUM IN ARJEPLOG

Some 85km northwest of Arvidsjaur, tiny Arjeplog (Árjepluovve in Sámi) sits surrounded by mountains, forest and nearly 9000 lakes. The town’s main attraction is the Silvermuseet, home to an extensive collection of Sámi silver objects, including belt buckles, drinking scoops and goblets, and ornate collars that would traditionally have been passed down from mother to daughter. Spot a dássko (a special bag for a silver spoon, used by the Southern Sámi), shaman drums and 2000-year-old skis worn by Sámi hunters. Don’t miss displays on 6000-year-old rock paintings found at nearby Lake Gaskavvre, Sámi medicinal-plant lore, and the history of the town and its silver-mining industry. Catch the engaging slideshow of life in Arjeplog through its harsh seasons.

WHERE TO EAT IN JOKKMOKK

Restaurang Ájjte

Museum restaurant with superb weekday buffet, plus suovas (smoked, salted reindeer) and game dishes. Lunch only. €

Krog Local

Beautifully presented moose, Arctic char, and cloudberry desserts; try the ‘tapas a la Jokkmokk’ charcuterie platter. €€

Thai Ga La Mair

Fiery curries and noodle stir-fries stand out at this popular, authentic Thai place. Wallet-friendly lunch buffet. €



HIKING THE PADJELANTALEDEN
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This 137km hiking trail traverses the dramatic wilderness of Sweden’s largest national park, Padjelanta.

Catch a boat (battrafikikvikkjokk.se) from 1 Kvikkjokk to the trailhead. It’s a gentle ascent through dense forest and meadows to 2 Njunjes (12.6km, three hours). A steep, rocky scramble, followed by a descent to Luoppal lake, with mountain views, gets you to 3 Tarrekaise (6.9km, two hours). A rugged forest and hill trail, complete with stream and river fording, brings you to 4 Såmmarlappa (12km, 3½ hours). A long, gradual ascent to 5 Darreluoppal (15.3km, 4½ hours) takes you from boggy meadows to rocky, treeless high country, with expansive views after the large bridge crossing. After a valley ascent you’ll arrive at the highest trail section, meandering past numerous small lakes to 6 Duottar (10km, 2½ hours). River crossings, views of Sarek’s peaks, tramps through open country and along Gieddejåkhå river await en route to 7 Staloluokta (18km, 4½ hours). 8 Arasluokta (10.5km, three hours) is accessed via ridge climbs, with stellar vistas of Virihaure lake and Norway’s snowy peaks. Next is a hilly woodland ascent, a bridge across the raging Miellädno torrent, a mountain-plateau climb and a longish descent to 9 Låddejåkkå (13.3km, 3½ hours). 10 Gisuris (23km, five hours) is reached via a hill climb, several descents, a level trail across open valleys with Ahkka’s peak views, plus a final ascent. Multiple river crossings, bog and forest stretches with mountain vistas, plus a bridge traverse of the raging Vuojatädno river, bring you to 11 Akka (13.6km, 3½ hours). You reach the 12 Änonjalmme ferry pier via a flattish forested ramble. Take a boat to 13 Ritsem (1.5km, 30 minutes).




Shopping for Sámi Duodji

SáMI CRAFTS

Jokkmokk is the best place in Sweden to shop for quality Sámi crafts.

Sameslöjdstiftelsen Sami Duodji (sameslojdstiftelsen.com) specialises in leather coffee bags and silver jewellery, plus bone-inlaid wood carvings and Sámi knives in reindeer-antler sheaths.

Metalworks studio Jokkmokks Tenn (jokkmokkstenn.se) has Sámi artisans making silver and gold jewellery depicting centuries-old symbols, plus goblets, cups and vases out of pewter, silver and gold.

Stoorstålka (stoorstalka.com) sells Sámi-designed clothes, including colourful mittens. Their designs are unique to specific Lappland settlements.


BEST EATS & STAYS IN ARVIDSJAUR

Lapland Lodge

Contemporary comforts meet antique accents at this welcoming lodge. Perks include outdoor hot tub, sauna and winter tours. €€

Hotell Laponia

Dark-wood hotel with pool, sauna and gym, popular with winter stunt drivers. Excellent, characterful bistro-pub. €€

Hans På Hörnet

Monday-to-Saturday lunch specials popular with locals; try the palt (meat-filled dumpling) and blood palt (blood dumpling). €

Teckans Vedugnspizza

Imaginative main-street pizza joint with some outlandish topping combos (curry, pineapple and bacon, anyone?). €



Staying with Reindeer Herders

SáMI CAMP

Deepen your understanding of forest Sámi life by visiting Båtsuoj Sami Camp (en.batsuoj.se) near the village of Gasa, 46km south of Arjeplog, where Tom and Lotta Svensson practise their traditional livelihood. Watch the reindeer get lassoed and milked, sleep overnight on reindeer skins inside a kåta (Sámi log hut), eat grilled reindeer and sip coffee cooked over a wood fire.


Getting Around

Daily trains run from Kiruna to Abisko. (Note that delays are common in winter.) The summer-only Inlandsbanan train connects Jokkmokk and Arvidsjaur to Östersund.

Buses and boats serving the Kungsleden are limited to the summer hiking season (June to mid-September).

For the Padjelantaleden, buses run year-round from Jokkmokk to Kvikkjokk. From June to September, buses run to Ritsem from Gällivare. Helicopters (fiskflyg.se; booking required) travel from Kvikkjokk and Ritsem. Boats (svenskaturistforeningen.se/boende/stf-ritsem/transporter) run between Änonjalme/Ahkka and Ritsem.

Kiruna is linked to Abisko and destinations along the E45 by daily bus.




Sámi Duodji in Kiruna & Vilhelmina

Risfjells Sameslöjd in Vilhelmina combines a Sámi craft museum with quality knives, woodwork and leatherwork, while assorted outlets in Kiruna stock more bladed, leather and edible wares.








Arriving


Stockholm is the primary point of entry for most travellers visiting Sweden. The main airport, Arlanda, is about 40km from the city centre. Most international flights depart from Terminal 5. There are cafes and shops in a zone called Sky City, near the Terminal 5 arrival hall, as well as after security.
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Visas

Travellers from outside the EU may need a visa to enter. Exemptions include tourists from the UK, Canada, New Zealand, the US and Australia, but there are restrictions on how long you can stay.




SIM Cards

Major convenience stores Pressbyrån and 7-Eleven sell pre-paid SIM cards. Following a law change in 2022, all cards must be registered, and you’ll need to show ID when you buy one.




Border Crossings

Travellers arriving by train or ferry may be subject to police identity checks at borders. Non-EU citizens who require a visa for entry may need to present it at the border.




Wi-Fi

Free wi-fi is available at all major airports, as well as on the Arlanda Express city train shuttle, Vy flygbussarna airport coaches and SJ InterCity trains.



Public Transport from Airport to City Centre
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Taxi Troubleshooting

Airport taxis are expensive, especially in the capital. In Stockholm, the major companies offer a fixed 695kr fare from the airport to the city centre for one to four passengers (1115kr for five to eight passengers). This can jump considerably if your accommodation is even a couple of kilometres outside the inner-city boundary. Always ask your driver in advance if they offer a fixed fare, and if your destination is covered by the 695kr city-centre rate. Ride apps Uber and Bolt offer airport pickups from a separate lane next to the main taxi rank. These can be cheaper, depending on traffic and availability.






Getting Around


Public transport in Sweden is reliable, efficient and comfy, and the country has some of the safest roads in Europe.




TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
500kr/day

Petrol
Approx 18.9kr/litre

EV charging
6.69kr/kWh

Single metro ticket
39kr



Hiring a Car

You can hire a car from the age of 18 in Sweden, as long as you have held a licence for at least a year, although some companies limit rental options or add a surcharge for under 25s. Rental chains have desks in major cities and at the main airports.

Road Conditions

Driving is relatively hassle-free in Sweden, thanks to good quality, well-maintained motorways. Drivers tend to stick to traffic rules. Roads can be snowy and icy in winter, and studded tyres are a legal requirement from December to March.

Bus Etiquette

Seats at the front of buses are designated for elderly travellers. In the middle there are spots for baby strollers and wheelchairs, with flip-down seats for parents or carers. Locals tend to avoid sitting next to other travellers until the bus fills and they can’t avoid it. Making small talk on public transport is taboo, so you might get some funny looks if you try and chat to fellow travellers. On the plus side, most rides should be calm and quiet.


TIP

For multiple bus, metro or tram journeys, avoid single tickets and get passes valid for 24 hours or longer.




Buses & Trains

Most towns and cities are well connected by train and bus routes, with many offering free wi-fi and charging points on board. Nighttime sleeper trains run from Stockholm to popular tourist destinations in the north, including Kiruna and Åre.




Tickets

Tickets can’t usually be bought on board public transport. There are ticket desks or machines at bus and train stations, or you can pay via the same transport apps as locals. Booking ahead for long train journeys often saves money. The major rail operator Statens Järnväg (Swedish Railways; SJ) has a user-friendly site in English.




Planes

There are regular domestic flights between major Swedish cities, as well as skiing and hiking areas such as Kiruna and Östersund (the nearest airport to Åre). Consider your climate impact when booking, as well as how much time you’ll save compared to taking public transport or driving.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.

[image: jpg]

Speed limits can be as low as 30km in major urban areas, rising to 120km on some motorways.

.02

Blood alcohol limit is 0.02%.








Money

CURRENCY: KRONA (KR), ALSO KNOWN AS SEK
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Using Cards


Hotels, cafes and restaurants accept international debit and credit cards (although not all accept Amex). Many stores support contactless payments and Apple Pay.

Cashless Society


Cash is not king. Sweden has one of Europe’s most cashless economies, thanks to strong investment in digital payment technologies. Many shops, restaurants, hotels and attractions have stopped accepting cash.

Taxes & Refunds

Prices usually include 25% VAT, with lower rates for items including food, nonalcoholic drinks, books and public transport, as well as concerts and hotel accommodation. Non-EU passport holders can claim back the VAT from participating retailers. Refunds are processed at airports or via post.

Contactless Travel

Public transport tickets must be bought in advance, at stations or using local apps. Contactless debit cards can be used as tickets in Stockholm.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Single subway ride
39kr

Second-class train ticket from Stockholm to Gothenburg
From 200kr

Paperback novel in English
150kr

Museum entry
Free to 250kr



HOW TO… Tip

Tipping isn’t as common in Sweden as in many countries, partly due to relatively high union-agreed base wages in service industries and high taxes on goods and services. Locals often round up to the nearest large number. If you’ve been especially impressed by service in a restaurant or bar, you could add 10% to the bill.


The ‘Swish’ App

Mobile payments app Swish has been popular in Sweden for more than a decade. Locals use it as an alternative to card payments and to exchange money between friends. You might be asked if you have the Swish app when visiting smaller craft markets or secondhand stalls (called loppis), where traders are less likely to own card readers. However, you need a Swedish bank account to access Swish. This means markets are among the few locations where it’s handy to have cash, ideally in small denominations in case you can’t get change.
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LOCAL TIP

While many stores don’t accept cash, you can use notes and coins at major supermarkets and nationwide convenience-store chains Pressbyrån and 7-Eleven.








Accommodation

Sleep in a Stuga

A Swedish stuga (plural stugor) is a holiday cottage, usually made out of wood. Stugor are scattered across the country’s forests, archipelagos and shorelines. They range from small-but-snug one-room cabins with no running water, to larger, revamped homes with underfloor heating and wi-fi. You can book via online platforms like Airbnb or Booking.com. Some campsites and holiday parks also offer stugor.

Nordic Design

Sweden has some exceptional boutique hotels, oozing the latest in Nordic design trends. In recent years monochrome minimalism has been replaced by warmer interiors with earthy tones, natural materials like wood and stone and plenty of plants.

Budget Sleeps

Hostels in Sweden are pricier than in many parts of Europe, but they’re usually kept to a very high standard. Similarly, while few hotels are cheap, even those with the lowest rates are likely to be clean and well-maintained. Some hotel chains including Clarion, Scandic and Best Western offer their cheapest rates for rooms without windows.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A 2-person stuga
300–1000kr

A hostel dorm
180–800kr

A midrange hotel
800–1800kr



Board a Boat

If waterfront views are your thing and you want to be close to the city centre, there are a handful of stationary boat hotels in Stockholm and Gothenburg. Maybe the gentle rocking motion and the sound of water will help you drift into a peaceful sleep.
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Camp Out

Camping options are almost limitless in Sweden, where anyone has the right to pitch a tent on public land for a few nights at a time, as long as it’s not in a place where you could disturb local residents or animals (as a rule of thumb, if you can’t see the nearest house, you should be fine). Formal campsites are usually well-maintained with decent facilities.



RENTING IN URBAN AREAS

Letting out villas and cottages using Airbnb and similar platforms is legal in Sweden, as long as lessors declare income and pay taxes. However, it’s more complicated in apartments as there are strict rules for subletting rent-controlled flats. Plus, owner-occupied flats are managed by housing associations, which have varied approaches to holiday lettings. Ask your host to show they’ve secured written permission to ensure your rental is above-board. City-centre apartments can be very compact. Check how much communal space there’ll be if you’re only renting a room.
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Family Travel


Although accommodation and meals out can be pricey, Sweden is a fun and accessible place for families. Most attractions are planned with kids in mind and offer free or discounted admission. Public transport is clean, spacious and reliable. Plus there’s plenty of (free) nature to roam around in.



Sights & Attractions

Child concessions (and family rates) usually apply to tours, admission fees, accommodation and transport. Many museums are free for children (including state museums, which reintroduced fees for adults in 2023). There are often dedicated play areas for children and hands-on activities.

Facilities

• Nappy-changing facilities are widely available in Sweden.

• Most types of accommodation have cots, but check in advance as these often need to be reserved.

• Pharmacies are usually closed on Sundays.


Getting Around

City centres are walkable, with plenty of stroller ramps. On public transport, children younger than seven usually ride for free, with discounts for older children. In Stockholm, most buses allow one adult free when with a child in a stroller. It costs around 120kr extra a day per child car safety seat.




Free Activities

Sweden has an abundance of nature reserves. Many are accessible by public transport or offer parking. Locations usually have picnic areas and toilets. In city centres, there are playgrounds aplenty, as well as soft play areas and activity corners in some libraries and shopping centres.




Kid-Friendly Picks

Gröna Lund

From gentle carousels to adrenaline-fuelled roller coasters, Sweden’s oldest theme park is a long-standing family hit.

Astrid Lindgren’s Värld

The world of Sweden’s most famous book character Pippi Longstocking comes to life.

Romme Alpin

Kids will love this family-oriented alpine resort, with its beginner ski slopes, ice rink and play rooms.

Renströmsparken

When it’s wet, Gothenburg’s ‘rain playground’ has non-slip stalks to climb, puddles to splash in and sheltered seating.



Hit the Swedish Seaside

Sweden isn’t an obvious beach destination, but there’s an abundance of clean white sand and shallow waters on offer along the south coast of Skåne.

Swedish beaches are typically much less crowded than in southern Europe, and there are ample picnic benches and public barbecue spots and great camping facilities. Stockholm also has a surprising number of city beaches, offering the chance to take a dip without worrying about currents.

Or, take a boat out to one of the islands in the city’s archipelago, many of which are hugged by large smooth rocks, perfect for scrambling over.
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Health & Safe Travel

Emergency Care

If you get ill, call 1177 for basic medical advice. The emergency number is 112 if you need an ambulance. Healthcare is subsidised rather than free. Having a UK Global Health Insurance Card (UK GHIC) or European Health Insurance Card (EHIC) should entitle you to emergency care at the same cost as residents.
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Crime

Sweden is generally a safe country. However, beware of pickpockets around busy train stations and taxi scams (always ask for a fixed fee going to or from airports). There has been a high-profile increase in gun and gang crime in recent years, but this mostly takes place in urban outer-city suburbs.

Solo Travel

Women travelling solo in Sweden generally feel it is a safe and relaxing place to visit. Public transport runs late in major cities, avoiding the need for taxis, and walkways are usually well-lit. If you’re hiking or camping alone, always tell someone about your plans.


DRUGS

Despite its often progressive reputation, Sweden has very strict drug laws and penalties, including for buying and using cannabis.



WILDLIFE ROAD SIGNS
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Elk
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Deer
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Cattle
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Horses
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Reindeer

Ice & Snow

Major roads, pavements and bicycle lanes are gritted during winter weather, but watch out for ice, black ice and melted snow. You can buy ice grips for your shoes from pharmacies and sports shops. Consider investing in reusable heat pads and a flask for hot drinks if you’re planning long walks.


TICKS

Small parasites called ticks are prevalent in forests and grassy areas during summer. Some carry tick-borne encephalitis (TBE), which often starts with flu-like symptoms but can cause severe health problems. Always check for bites after a hike and consider getting the TBE vaccine in advance if you intend to spend a lot of time in the wild.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Frukost: A classic Swedish breakfast (7am to 10am) is a bread roll with cheese or ham and coffee. Oats, yoghurt and pastries are common.

Lunch: Swedes eat lunch early (11am to 2pm); simple hot meals are popular. Many venues serve daily one-course specials called dagens lunch.

Middag: Dinner (6pm to 9pm) is often pricier, but with a wider range. Sharing plates are becoming more common.
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Where to Eat

Krog (pub) Old-fashioned beerhouse with hearty daily lunch specials and no-frills evening meals.

Kafe (cafe) Coffee shop typically serving sandwiches, cakes and pastries.

Restaurang (restaurant) Generally good quality and catering to a broad range of tastes and budgets.

Salladsbar (salad bar) Budget, self-service, takeout salad bar. Often found in major supermarkets.

Rökeri (smokehouse)Specialising in smoked and cured fish. Common in coastal locations.

Glassbar (ice-cream cafe) Often seasonal ice-cream vendors, varying from rural kiosks to stylish waterfront cafes.


MENU DECODER

Meny: menu

Bröd: bread

Smör: butter

Smörgås: sandwich

Peppar: pepper

Socker: sugar

Kött: meat

Fisk: fish

Skaldjur: seafood

Ost: cheese

Ägg: egg

Grönsaker: vegetables

Frukt: fruit

Potatis: potato

Soppa: soup

Ris: rice

Noodlar: noodles

Vegetarisk: vegetarian

Glutenfri:

gluten-free

Laktosfri:

lactose-free

Förrätt: starter

Huvudrätt/varmrätt:

main course

Efterrätt: dessert

Kaka/tårta: cake

Bulle: bun

Bakad: baked

Rökt: smoked

Friterad: deep fried

Stekt: fried

Grillad: grilled

Vatten: water

Öl: beer

Vin: wine

Kaffe: coffee

Te: tea

Mjölk: milk

Dagens lunch/dagens rätt: daily lunch special



HOW TO… Drink Swedish Snaps

Snaps is the Swedish name for alcoholic spirits that are typically drunk during events such as Midsummer’s Eve, crayfish parties, Christmas dinners or university celebrations. The most common is brännvin. It is produced in a similar way to vodka, by distilling potatoes or grains and adding spices and herbs.

Swedes typically fill small thin or shot glasses with snaps at the start of a meal. Then they down them whenever someone instigates a toast, and to round off drinking songs, which are common during seasonal events. If you can’t stomach a whole glass at once, it’s acceptable to sip during a meal.

Snaps is available year-round in Systembolaget liquor stores and in many traditional Swedish bars and restaurants. Note that it is not customary to buy rounds in Sweden.



HOW MUCH FOR A…

Cinnamon bun
30–45kr (cheaper in supermarkets)

Daily lunch deal
90–160kr

Dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant
750–4000kr

Two scoops of ice cream
35–60kr

Filter coffee
20–35kr

Latte
38–48kr

Glass of house wine
70–140kr

Beer (50cl)
39–89kr



HOW TO… Have a Swedish Fika Break

Fika is a Swedish coffee break, often with something sweet on the side. It’s a beloved ritual that has been baked into Swedish culture for centuries. The idea is that you should slow down and take a pause from your daily routine. Fika is compulsory in some workplaces. What constitutes a fika varies greatly, from a hot flask of coffee and homemade biscuit while hiking, to a flavoured latte and fancy cake in a historic coffee house.

bryggkaffe Black filter coffee is Swedes’ staple hot caffeinated drink. In some cafes and restaurants it’s free or has discounted refills. Ask for en påtår.

smaksatt Swedes use globally recognised Italian names for bespoke coffee styles like latte and cappuccino. Flavoured versions are called smaksatt. Try kanel (cinnamon) and vanilj (vanilla).

te Fruit and black teas are a popular alternative to coffee. English breakfast blends aren’t typically on offer.

kanelbulle Sweden’s classic cinnamon bun.

kardemummabulle Cardamom-flavoured bun.

princesstårta Sponge cake filled with cream and covered in a lime-green marzipan. Popular on birthdays.

chockladbulle Unbaked chocolate ball made with rolled oats and often topped with coconut.

kladdkaka Sweden’s version of chocolate mud cake, with a gooey middle.
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Fast Fact

Oat milk is a popular alternative to dairy milk in Sweden. You’ll usually be asked if you want oat milk (havremjölk) or regular milk (vanlig mjölk) when you order a hot drink.




Going Out

Sweden’s high taxes on alcohol in pubs and restaurants mean that locals often start a night out with pre-drinks. It’s legal to drink outdoors, so during summer evenings friends gather for beers and snacks at parks, beaches or clifftops. You can grab low-alcohol lagers and ales from convenience stores and supermarkets. But anything stronger needs to be bought at state monopoly alcohol stores called Systembolaget.

Those who hit the town early often flock to outdoor bars, which are typically open between April and September, many with heated areas. Some Swedes leave work as early as 3pm or 4pm during summer, so beware that prime sunspots can fill up quickly. Dinner typically starts early too (with many kitchens closing at 9pm midweek). Swedes tend to book ahead for mid- and high-range venues.

Since the 1950s, Sweden has had an unusual rule which means bars have to apply for a special dance permit if they want to allow dancing. As a result, pubs and restaurants don’t evolve into dancefloors as they might elsewhere, although the current government has indicated it plans to scrap the law in 2023. If you want to guarantee the chance to bust some moves, opt for bigger bars with DJs or head to a club.

Swedish dance floors tend to start filling up around midnight and rarely close later than 3am. Most venues have a casual dress code. Be prepared for long queues and bring ID, no matter how old you are.








Responsible Travel

National Parks

Leafy forests, coral reefs, undulating sand dunes and arctic snowscapes are among the beautiful land and seascapes to explore in Sweden’s 30 national parks (sverigesnationalparker.se). Along with over 5000 smaller nature reserves, they cover 15% of the country.

Nordic Swan Ecolabel

Around 240 accommodation places have met the strict requirements of Nordic Swan Ecolabel (svanen.se). For accreditation, businesses must meet sustainable initiative criteria in areas including energy use, waste management, food sources, water use, transportation and suppliers.

Volunteering

If you’re keen to volunteer, check out the openings at a range of Swedish nonprofit organisations listed on Volontärbyrån (volontarbyran.org). See WWOOF Sweden (wwoof.se) for farms, community gardens and agricultural operations.
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Sweden’s Freedom to Roam is a constitutional right allowing anyone to fully explore and camp in the countryside, with the exception of private gardens, near a house or land under cultivation.




KRAV-labelled food (krav.se) is produced without artificial pesticides and fertilisers. The quality assurance mark also recognises good animal welfare and reduced climate impact.
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The Sámi have always lived close to and with great respect for everything in nature. Learn about their culture and lifestyle at the outdoor museum Nutti Sámi Siida and Båtsuoj Sami Camp.

 


Malmö restaurant Kollektivkrogen was started by 50 local investors, mostly friends, who take turns working in the restaurant (there are only three paid employees). It has an incredibly strong community feel and fabulous food.

Zero Island

Glamping options on Lidö in the Stockholm archipelago include solar-cell-powered wooden cabins. Lidö was dubbed ‘Zero Island’ following its 2019 experiment to see how sustainable it could become in a year.

Treehotel

Prominent architects designed the unique elevated cabins at the Treehotel. Winner of the Grand Travel Awards Ecotourism prize in 2020, this forest accommodation is all about minimal environmental impact and ecologically friendly construction.
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Community Gardening

Uppsala has 19 community and allotment gardens. In Stockholm there’s a wonderful expanse of allotments at Tantolunden. You can also eat some of the produce grown at the community garden in Rosendals Trädgård.


Since 2016, Gothenburg has topped the Global Destination Sustainability Index (gds.earth/awards) as the world’s most sustainable destination.




A great bird-spotting resource is Where to Watch Birds in Scandinavia by Johan Stenlund.




Wild Sweden

WildSweden (wildsweden.com) offers guided adventures in the forests near Skinnskatteberg, about 2½ hours northwest of Stockholm. It works with local communities in off-the-beaten track locations.




RESOURCES

swedishepa.se Swedish Environmental Protection Agency

ekoturism.org Promotes environmentally friendly tourism

naturskyddsforeningen.se Swedish Society for Nature Conservation



Nature Tourism Companies (naturturismforetagen.se), Sweden’s industry organisation for nature and ecotourism operators, has developed the quality assurance brand Nature’s Best (naturesbestsweden.com) to encourage and highlight the country’s most outstanding sustainable tourism experiences.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers


There are not many other countries that are as welcoming to LGBTIQ+ travellers as Sweden. Equality is ingrained into Swedish society and translates into a laissez-faire attitude to same-sex and other queer relationships. Holding hands or kissing your partner in public will raise no eyebrows, and neither will requesting a double bed at a hotel.



Pride Events

Gotland Pride (gotlandpride.se) kicks off the festivities in May, followed by Gothenburg’s West Pride (westpride.se) in June and Malmö Pride (malmopride.com) in July. The big one is Stockholm Pride (stockholmpride.org) at the end of July, with a huge parade. In September it’s Pride in Umeå (queerforvaltningen.se), Uppsala (uppsala.rfsl.se) and Vadesta (vadstena.se). And every third year it’s Sweden’s turn to host the Sápmi Pride (facebook.com/sapmipride), a celebration of the Sámi’s LGBTIQ+.
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GayCamp

Nonprofit organisation GayCamp (www.gaycamp.se) has held annual weeklong summer camps since 1983 for gay, bi and transsexual men. It aims to create social networks between men of different ages and from different backgrounds and cultures. If a full week of camping isn’t your thing, day visits are possible.




QX

QX (qx.se) is the best local source of recommendations for LGBTIQ+ bars, clubs and other businesses. As well as its website, which includes the QX Queermap to venues, a free print version of its monthly magazine can be picked up from selected clubs, shops and restaurants in Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö.



A Liberal History

Homosexual relations have been legal in Sweden since 1944. Riksförbundet för Sexuellt Likaberättigande (RFSL; rfsl.se), the national federation for LGBTIQ+ rights, was founded in 1950 and has been a driving force for subsequent legislation including gender-neutral marriage laws in 2009 and, in 2011, a ban of discrimination based on sexual orientation being added to the Swedish constitution.

DRAG IN STOCKHOLM

Stockholm’s premier drag event Stockwig (facebook.com/stockwig) is held each summer at Trädgården under the Skanstull bridge in Södermalm. The daytime program, including brunch, talks and bingo, is followed at 10pm by the main event – the contests between drag queens, drag kings and avant-garde queens. Regular drag events are also organised by Tuck O’ Hej (instagram.com/tuckohej) at Debaser Strand.
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Queer Kallis

Malmö’s Ribersborgs Kallbadhus pool and sauna (ribersborgskallbadhus.se) hosts Queer Kallis on the first Monday of the month, when the pool’s strict binary gender divisions are suspended.








Accessible Travel


Travel for people with disabilities will rarely cause difficulties. From public transport to museums and hotels, the country is attuned to accessibility requirements.



On the Trains

Swedish Railways (SJ) offers special lifts and seats for passengers using wheelchairs, and special seating areas for passengers with allergies to pet hair. For more details visit sj.se/en/travel-info/disabled-community.html.


Airport

Sweden’s main airports (Stockholm Arlanda, Göteborg Landvetter and Malmö) offer round-the-clock assistance. For any service you might need, contact them at least 48 hours in advance. For more details visit swedavia.com.




Accommodation

Many hotels provide specially adapted rooms for those who have mobility limitations or suffer from allergies. Many aspects of the hotels in the Scandic chain (scandichotels.com) have been designed to be barrier-free to all guests.



COBBLESTONE STREETS

Some quainter sections of old Swedish cities and towns – such as Stockholm’s Gamla Stan, Gothenburg’s Haga district and Visby on Gotland – have cobblestone streets that can prove challenging to those with mobility issues.

Cultural Walking Tours

Cultural walking tours – for disabled persons is a book in both Swedish and English by the architect Elena Siré (elenasire.se). It can be ordered directly from Elena via her website.

Skiing

Totalskidskolan (totalskidskolan.se) is a nonprofit organisation offering ski lessons to anyone with a permanent impairment or disability. Based at Åre ski resort, it’s one of Europe’s leading ski schools for adaptive skiing.

GETTING AROUND STOCKHOLM

Everyone has their own way of travelling is a leaflet in English about accessibility on Stockholm’s public transport. It’s freely available at SL’s website (sl.se) either as a PDF or an audio book.


RESOURCES

Accessibility Database (TD; t-d.se) Helpful source of information about physical accessibility in everyday life covering nearly 9000 locations in Sweden.

DHR (dhr.se) The national association for people with reduced mobility; the letters stand for Participation (Delaktighet), Power of Action (Handlingskraft) and Freedom of Movement (Rörelsefrihet).

Synskadades Riksförbund (srf.nu) Swedish association for the vision impaired.

ShareMusic & Performing Arts (sharemusic.se) Knowledge centre for artistic development and inclusion.




Accessible Lappland

A couple of operators are experienced in helping make Lappland and the Swedish Arctic accessible for disabled travellers. Try UK-based Arctic Direct (arcticdirect.co.uk) or contact the Friendly Moose (thefriendlymooselapland.com).








Northern Lights


The aurora borealis is one of the natural wonders of our world. The northern lights (norrsken) appear as eerie pillars, streaks, wisps and haloes of faint green, light yellow or even rose-coloured light. They are caused by streams of charged particles from the sun and the solar winds. Because the Earth’s magnetic field curves downward in a halo surrounding the magnetic poles, the charged particles are drawn earthwards towards the polar regions. Their interaction with atoms in the upper atmosphere (about 160km above the surface) releases the energy that creates the unearthly spectacle. Here’s how to maximise your chances of seeing the northern lights.



HOW TO CHASE THE NORTHERN LIGHTS

• Pick Your Location The aurora is visible north of or around the Arctic Circle, in places such as Abisko, Kiruna, Jokkmokk, Arvidsjaur and Arjeplog. Abisko’s unique microclimate and few cloudy days means it offers the best climatic conditions for aurora-spotting. Remote lodgings such as STF Abisko Turiststation, the Icehotel and Peace & Quiet Hotel get you away from light pollution.

• Choose When to Go The best time to catch the northern lights in Sweden is from October to March. The darker it is, the better; and the colder it is, the higher the clarity of the spectacle, since the less water vapour there is in the air, the fewer water molecules obstruct your view. The sun has 11-year solar cycles; in 2025, at the height of the current solar cycle, there should be particularly spectacular aurora displays.

• Check the Weather & Be Patient Check the NOAA (swpc.noaa.gov/products/aurora-30-minute-forecast) forecast. Install the My Aurora Forecast & Alerts app for accurate, location-specific notifications. Sightings are best between 10pm and 2am, when geomagnetic activity is highest. Wrap up warm and prepare to wait.

• Manage Your Expectations In photographs, aurora colours are bright and intense, so when you first see the northern lights with the naked eye and they appear in ghostly swirls of grey, you may be surprised. Humans have poor night vision – at night, reds and greens appear as greys, unless the aurora is extremely bright, in which case you’ll witness it in (pale) technicolour.
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Northern Lights Tours

If your time is limited, it’s worth joining forces with experienced tour companies around Lappland who make ample use of local sky cameras. They can get you to the best aurora-spotting locations in the wilderness quickly and often using unconventional means of transport (snowmobile, husky sled). Among the best tours are nightly ventures via chairlift up to the Aurora Sky Station with a guide from STF Abisko Turiststation who takes you snowshoeing on top of Mt Nuolja, and Lights Over Lapland offering photo safaris with loaned DSLRs, so that you take professional-quality photos of the aurora.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9.30am–3pm Monday to Friday; some city branches open to 5pm or 6pm

Bars and pubs 11am or noon to 1am or 2am

Government offices 9am–5pm Monday to Friday

Restaurants 11am–2pm and 5pm–10pm, some close on Sunday or Monday

Shops 9am–6pm Monday to Saturday, until 4pm Sunday

Smoking

Banned in restaurants, bars and most public spaces, including playgrounds and railway stations.
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GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Central European Time (GMT/UTC plus one hour)

Country Code
46

Emergency Number
112

Population
10.5 million




Weights & Measures

Sweden uses the metric system. Some shops quote prices followed by ‘/hg’, which means per 100g.

Toilets

Some churches, museums and tourist offices have free toilets, but elsewhere you’ll pay 10kr.



Electricity 230V/50Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Nyårsdag (New Year’s Day) 1 January

Trettondedag Jul (Epiphany) 6 January

Långfredag, Påsk, Annandag Påsk (Good Friday, Easter Sunday and Monday) March/April

Första Maj (Labour Day) 1 May

Kristi Himmelsfärdsdag (Ascension Day) May/June

Pingst, Annandag Pingst (Whit Sunday and Monday) Late May or early June

Midsommardag (Midsummer’s Day) Saturday between 19 and 25 June

Alla Helgons dag (All Saints Day) Saturday, late October or early November

Juldag (Christmas Day) 25 December

Annandag Jul (Boxing Day) 26 December

Midsommarafton (Midsummer’s Eve), Julafton (Christmas Eve; 24 December) and Nyårsafton (New Year’s Eve; 31 December) are not official holidays but are generally nonworking days for most.






Language


As a member of the Germanic language family, Swedish shares common roots with English and German. However, the closest relatives of Swedish are, of course, the other Scandinavian languages, Danish and Norwegian.



Basics

Hello. Hej. hey

Goodbye. Hej då./Adjö. hey daw/aa·yeu

Yes. Ja. yaa

No. Nej. ney

Please. Tack. tak

Thank you (very much). Tack (så mycket). tak (saw mew·ke)

You’re welcome. Varsågod. var·sha·gohd

Excuse me. Ursäkta mig. oor·shek·ta mey

Sorry. Förlåt. feur·lawt

How are you? Hur mår du? hoor mawr doo

Fine, thanks. And you? Bra, tack. Och dig? braa tak o dey

What’s your name? Vad heter du? vaad hey·ter doo

My name is … Jag heter … yaa hey·ter …

Do you speak English? Talar du engelska? taa·lar doo eng·el·ska

I don’t understand. Jag förstår inte. yaa feur·shtawr in·te

Directions

Where’s the …? Var ligger …? var li·ger …

What’s the address? Vilken adress är det? vil·ken a·dres air de

Can you show me (on the map)? Kan du visa mig (på kartan)? kan doo vee·sa mey? (paw kar·tan)

How far is it? Hur långt är det? hoor lawngt air de

How do I get there? Hur kommer man dit? hoor ko·mar man deet

Time

What time is it? Hur mycket är klockan? hur mew·ke air klo·kan

It’s (two) o’clock. Klockan är (två). klo·kan air (tvaw)

Half past (one). Halv (två). (lit: half two) halv (tvaw)

At what time …? Hur dags …? hur daks …

At (10) o’clock. Klockan (tio). klo·kan (tee·oh)

in the morning på förmiddagen paw feur·mi·daa·gen

in the afternoon på eftermiddagen paw ef·ter·mi·daa·gen

yesterday igår ee·gawr

tomorrow imorgon ee·mor·ron

Emergencies

Help! Hjälp! yelp

Go away! Försvinn! feur·shvin

Call …! Ring …! ring …

 a doctor efter en doktor ef·ter en dok·tor

the police polisen poh·lee·sen

It’s an emergency! Det är ett nödsituation! de air et neud·si·too·a·fhohn

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

Vad skulle ni rekommendera? vaad sku·le nee re·ko·men·dey·ra

What’s the local speciality?

Vad är den lokala specialiteten? vaad air deyn loh·kaa·la spe·si·a·li·tey·ten

Do you have vegetarian food?

Har ni vegetarisk mat? har nee ve·ge·taa·risk maat

Cheers! Skål! skawl


NUMBERS

1

ett et

2

två tvaw

3

tre trey

4

fyra few·ra

5

fem fem

6

sex seks

7

sju fhoo

8

åtta o·ta

9

nio nee·oh

10

tio tee·oh





DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

The Swedish language has given us ombudsman and smorgasbord.



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

Most Swedish sounds are similar to their English counterparts. One exception is fh – a breathy sound pronounced with rounded lips, like saying ‘f’ and ‘w’ at the same time.

The spoken word

The standard language or Rikssvenska (reeks·sven·ska; lit: kingdom-Swedish) is based on dialects from around Stockholm. Some of the rural dialects that are spoken across the country are quite diverse.

The written word

The missionaries who introduced Christianity in the 12th century brought the Roman alphabet, but some modification was necessary to represent the specific vowel sounds, so additional letters were developed - represented as å, ä, ö.


Sámi Languages

Sámi languages are related to Finnish and other Finno-Ugric languages. Five of the nine main Sámi languages are spoken in Sweden, with speakers of each varying in number from 500 to 5000.

Most Sámi speakers can communicate in Swedish, but relatively few speak English. Knowing some Sámi words and phrases will give you a chance to access the unique Sámi culture.

The most common of the Sámi languages, Fell Sámi is considered the standard Sámi variety. It’s spoken in Sweden’s far north around Karesuando and Jukkasjärvi.

Written Fell Sámi includes several accented letters, but it still doesn’t accurately represent the spoken language – even some Sámi people find the written language difficult to learn.

For example, giitu (thanks) is pronounced ‘geech-too’, but the strongly aspirated ‘h’ isn’t written.

Hello. Buorre beaivi.

Hello. (reply) Ipmel atti.

Goodbye. (to person leaving) Mana dearvan.

Goodbye. (to person staying) Báze dearvan.



WHO SPEAKS SWEDISH?

In neighbouring Finland, it shares official status with Finnish and is a mandatory subject in schools, but it’s the first language for only about 300,000 people or 6% of Finland’s population. PS: any traveller to Sweden should know that the Swedish Chef from the Muppets doesn’t really speak Swedish at all.
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STORYBOOK


Our writer, Anthony Ham, delves deep into different aspects of Scandinavian life.



History of Scandinavia in 15 Places

Scandinavia’s history and culture is proudly on display in churches, museums and other heritage sites.

The Scandinavian Miracle

How Scandinavian countries consistently top the quality of living index.

Arctic Phenomena

From the aurora borealis to the midnight sun and polar night, Scandinavia’s sky lights up like no other place on Earth.

Scandinavian Design

Sleek, functional design permeates every corner of Scandinavian style.

Wildlife & Wild Places

Dramatic landscapes give way to world-class wildlife-watching opportunities.
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A HISTORY OF SCANDINAVIA IN 15 PLACES


It can be difficult to separate fact from fiction when telling the story of Scandinavia. That’s because the narrative is filled with Vikings, bloodthirsty battles and small countries with an influence on world affairs far greater than their size would suggest. Oh, and trolls are often mentioned, too.


THE QUICK VERSION runs something like this. No one knows when the Sámi arrived in northern Scandinavia, but they’ve certainly been here longer than anyone else. The Vikings dominated the pre-Christian Middle Ages as both conquerors and innovators, before their fall sent the region spiralling into centuries-long struggles for control and independence between Swedes, Danes, Icelanders, Norwegians and Finns. While everyone is the best of friends now, if there’s any bad blood between neighbours, it probably dates back to this period.

By the 20th century most threats came from beyond Scandinavia’s shores: from Russia to the east and WWII Germany to the south. Difficult as these periods were, they confirmed the region’s fiercely independent streak. Oil wealth in Norway in the 1960s and newly flourishing economies elsewhere vaulted Scandinavia into an entirely new era. Its countries are world leaders in socially progressive policies and respected for their forays into diplomatic halls of power internationally.

1. Alta

SCANDINAVIA’S DAWN OF HUMAN TIME

The earliest days of Scandinavia’s human story take on a new meaning in Alta, northern Norway. Here, by a small harbour, you can wander amid Unesco World Heritage–listed rock art (pictured right) created by people who inhabited these shores during the late Stone Age. There are 6000 petroglyphs (rock carvings), the oldest of which date back 6000 years.

Visiting here is like an open-air history lesson. The older petroglyphs are higher up: as sea levels fell after the last ice age, more recent artists filled the lower slopes. Boardwalks take you past images of hunting scenes, fertility symbols, bears, moose, reindeer and crowded boats.

2. Roskilde

SIGNPOSTS TO THE VIKING ERA

Many places across Scandinavia can lay claim to a Viking heritage, but Roskilde in Denmark is a fine place to start.

At Roskilde’s Vikingeskibsmuseet (Viking Ship Museum) you can see the captivating reconstructions of five Viking ships that were recovered from the waters of Roskilde Fjord. The five, which include a warship, a fishing vessel and a coastal trader, highlight key aspects of the Viking existence. Fascinating information displays and films put the ships in their historical context. You can even go on a fun 50-minute trip in a replica Viking longboat.

3. Reykjavík

ICELAND BECOMES POSSIBLE

Iceland was once a land without people, but that changed in 871 CE when the Viking Ingólfur Arnarson travelled across the sea from Norway and landed along Iceland’s southwestern coast. He decided to stay, becoming the country’s first permanent inhabitant when he built a home in a promising-looking bay that he named Reykjavík.

For centuries, Reykjavík was little more than a gathering of basic farm buildings, and the city itself wasn’t officially founded until 1786. But it was all possible because Arnarson liked what he saw 900 years earlier.

4. Þingvellir

THE WORLD’S OLDEST PARLIAMENT

Scandinavia may be the envy of the world when it comes to the very democratic idea of looking after its citizens. But it’s been leading the way since 930 CE. That was the year Icelanders founded the world’s oldest existing parliament, the Alþingi, at Þingvellir. It had a legal code, an elected speaker and annual parliamentary gatherings.

It’s close to the dramatic Almannagjá fault, and a boardwalk takes you past the Lögberg (Law Rock), where the Alþingi convened. When Iceland converted to Christianity, the parliamentary ‘chamber’ moved to the base of the Almannagjá cliffs. It moved again in 1843, this time to Reykjavík.
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5. Stiklestad

THE END OF THE VIKINGS

By the first half of the 11th century, Viking power was on the wane. In 1030, Olav II led his outnumbered army into the Battle of Stiklestad, which lies in the Norwegian region of Trøndelag. Olav’s body was taken to Trondheim – his grave in Nidarosdomen (Nidaros Cathedral) is a pilgrimage site – and a year after the battle had yet to decompose. Olav was canonised in 1031. Though the Battle of Stiklestad was a defeat, the skirmish is widely regarded as marking Norway’s passage between the Viking and medieval eras. Christianity soon became an unstoppable force across the region.

6. Hekla

NATURE’S STORY

If Iceland is the land of fire and ice, it partly owes this reputation to Hekla (1491m), which lies in the southern region of Eastern Þjórsárdalur. In 1104, Hekla erupted and carpeted the Viking-occupied Þjórsárdalur valley in a thick layer of ash, rock and cinders. On a 1590 map of Iceland, Bishop Guðbrandur Þorláksson noted that Hekla ‘vomits stones with a terrible noise’. Hekla has now erupted 20 times since 874, most recently in 2000. Climb to the rim (if you dare) for incredible views, or stay safe and visit the Hekla Center near the volcano’s base.

7. Kalmar

WARS BETWEEN NEIGHBOURS

Medieval Scandinavia was a violent place, with power shifting between Norway, Sweden and Denmark. In 1397 in Kalmar, after centuries of battles, confrontations and changing alliances, Norway, Sweden and Denmark united under what became known as the Kalmar Union. The treaty also ensured that Iceland came under Danish control. In 1523, after almost 130 years, the Kalmar Union fell apart.

To this day, Swedish Kalmar evokes this medieval period with an astonishing castle, Kalmar Slott – complete with a drawbridge – and timeworn cobblestone streets.

8. Svalbard

THE AGE OF DISCOVERY

In 1596 Dutch explorer Willem Barents was sailing through the sea that would later bear his name, looking for a northeast ocean-going passage to Asia, when he ran into what we now know as Svalbard. He was the first European to set foot on the archipelago (which he named Spitsbergen – ‘sharp mountains’). Dutch and other whaling expeditions followed in his wake, and they slaughtered whales to the brink of extinction in the surrounding seas. But Barents also sparked an era of exploration. Spitsbergen would become the final frontier for nearly every Arctic expedition of note.

9. Oslo

NOBEL PRIZES & DIPLOMATIC REBIRTH

In 1895, the last will and testament of one Alfred Nobel decreed that the interest on his vast fortune be awarded each year ‘to those who, during the preceding year, shall have conferred the greatest benefit on mankind’. Every year on 10 December, the Nobel Peace Prize is announced and awarded in a ceremony at Oslo’s functionalist, red-brick Rådhus. Nearby on the waterfront, the Nobels Fredssenter is a stunning museum dedicated to past winners and to telling the story of the Nobel Peace Prize through informative displays, films and the Nobel Book.

10. Helsinki

RUSSIA AT THE GATE

Finland may now reside firmly within the Western European camp, but it spent much of the 20th century trying to stay outside Russia’s eastern orbit. In 1906, Finland’s Eduskunta parliament in Helsinki became the first in Europe to grant women full political rights, but Russia still pulled the strings. In the aftermath of the 1917 Russian Revolution and Finland’s declaration of independence, Finns paid a bloody price. And no country walked a more difficult tightrope during the Cold War than Finland. In the end, Helsinki’s knowledge of both camps allowed it to become the setting for some of the most important East–West summits of the modern age.

11. Rjukan

DARK YEARS OF WWII

All Scandinavian countries, with the possible exception of the Faroe Islands, tried to stay out of WWII – but they were unable to escape its ravages completely. Germany occupied Denmark, Finland, Sweden and Norway, but each claimed a measure of neutrality and mounted heroic resistance campaigns. In Rjukan, in a deep valley in southern Norway, British and Norwegian-resistance saboteurs mounted a daring raid on a power plant the Nazis were using to try to build an atomic bomb. Later celebrated in a film starring Kirk Douglas, the raid left behind a hiking trail known as the Saboteurs’ Route.
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12. Christiania

SCANDINAVIA’S REBELLIOUS SPIRIT

Scandinavians are often lauded as model citizens, but a rebellious streak runs rich and deep below the surface. In 1960s Copenhagen and elsewhere, young people, disillusioned with the materialism of mainstream society, took to the streets. In 1971 protesters seized an abandoned military base at the east side of Christianshavn (pictured left) and turned the site into the still-thriving commune of Christiania. The enclave remains a major attraction of any visit to Copenhagen. Wander through on a guided tour and decide for yourself whether the air is filled with the smell of freedom or just marijuana.
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13. Karasjok

SáMI ‘INDEPENDENCE’

Scandinavia has impressive human rights credentials, but the historical treatment of the Sámi, Scandinavia’s original inhabitants, is a stain on the region’s reputation. The year 1989 marked a significant shift: a Sámi Parliament (pictured above) and Sámi Library archive was established in the northern Norwegian town of Karasjok. Two-thirds of Scandinavia’s 60,000 Sámi people live in Norway. Sweden followed Norway’s lead in 1993 (in Kiruna), and Finland set up its own Sámi Parliament in Inari in 1996. Sámi rights are supported by most parties across the political spectrum, but Norway’s right-wing Fremskrittspartiet has called for the Sámi Parliament to be abolished.

14. Eyjafjallajökull

NATURE’S SOUND & FURY

In 2010, Scandinavia’s natural world sent a reminder of its enduring power. In March that year, the volcano under Iceland’s Eyjafjallajökull glacier began erupting. By April, its 9km-high ash plume grounded almost every European flight for six days. The eruption was not declared over until October 2010. Remember this story as you work your way east from Reykjavík and the volcanoes that line Rte 1 (the Ring Road) take on the most incredible forms. It’s worth bearing in mind that they look this way because of events like the Eyjafjallajökull eruption, with its awe-inspiring combination of raw beauty and terrible might.

15. Tórshavn

THE FAROES HOLD FIRM

When Denmark joined the European Community (now the European Union) in 1973, the Faroe Islands refused to join: the sticking point was fishing limits. But growing calls for independence for the Faroes have always foundered on the fact that the country depends heavily on Danish subsidies. For a time, depleted fishing stocks and international boycotts of Faroese products (due to whaling) sent the economy into free fall. Its fishing fleet has since rebounded, though, and the discovery of oil in 2021 could prove transformative. It’s in Tórshavn that you’re most likely to encounter the Faroe Islands’ proudly independent streak.






THE SCANDINAVIAN MIRACLE


The countries of Scandinavia really understand quality of life and the policies needed to ensure it. In fact, if it weren’t for the weather, we’d all move there tomorrow.


BY ANY MEASURE, Scandinavians come out on top when it comes to quality of life.

Let’s start with gender equality. In the UN Development Program’s 2021 Gender Equality Index of 191 countries, four out of the five Scandinavian nations (Faroe Islands wasn’t ranked) came in the top 10: Denmark (first), Norway (second), Sweden (fourth) and Iceland (eighth). Finland was the outlier, but only just, at 11th.

In the same year’s UN Human Development Index, which aggregates life expectancy, income and education, Norway came in second out of 191, followed by Iceland (third), Denmark (sixth), Sweden (seventh) and Finland (11th).

And beyond the statistics lie some very real, actual benefits for ordinary Scandinavians. All Scandinavian countries pay workers for five weeks of annual leave (compared with four weeks in most other European countries). Policies of generously paid parental leave, mandatory paternal leave and postmaternity employment re-entry programs have also helped shape a society in which parents can more easily balance career and family obligations. In Norway, for example, parents can take 49 weeks’ leave at full pay when their child is born.

The benefits of state generosity extend to another essential pillar of society: housing. At the heart of progressive social policies across the region is a recognition that everyone has a right to adequate housing regardless of their economic circumstances. In Finland the availability of affordable social housing has seen homelessness fall by 300% since 1990, to around one homeless person for every 100,000 Finns. Cooperative and subsidised housing (for low-income families, the elderly and other vulnerable groups) is a significant proportion of the overall housing market in Sweden, Denmark and Norway; in Oslo, for example, 40% of housing falls into this category.

IN FINLAND THE AVAILABILITY OF AFFORDABLE SOCIAL HOUSING HAS SEEN HOMELESSNESS FALL BY 300% SINCE 1990

So how does Scandinavia manage to get so many of these policy levers right? For a start, a strong egalitarian streak runs through the heart of most Scandinavian societies. While this can be difficult to measure, the generous social welfare provisions of Scandinavian countries are, to a large degree, funded through high rates of income tax. In Sweden, for example, the highest income earners pay a whopping 57.2% of their income in tax, followed closely by Finland (56.95%) and Denmark (55.9%); only Norway (which relies on significant oil revenues) taxes at a relatively low 38.2%. At the same time, there is remarkably widespread tolerance for the high tax rates, which are generally seen as an acceptable trade-off for the cradle-to-grave safety net.
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It also helps that these are some of the richest countries on Earth, so they can afford welfare programs others can only dream of. Again, take Norway as an example. Its prodigious oil wealth and rainy-day investment strategy ensures a future fund of, at last count, US$1.19 trillion.

Also significant when it comes to gender equality is that Scandinavia’s national parliaments have close to equal representation of men and women. As of December 2022, 47.6% of Iceland’s parliamentarians were women, a ratio followed closely by Sweden (46.4%), Finland (45.5%), Norway (45%) and Denmark (43.6%). At the time of writing, Denmark, Sweden, Finland and Iceland all had female prime ministers; Norway was the only exception.

For all of this, sexism remains deeply ingrained in some sectors of Scandinavian society. Take former Danish prime minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt. Her well-documented love of designer labels earned her the nickname ‘Gucci Helle’ in the media and by some of her political opponents. As her supporters noted, it’s difficult to imagine a male politician facing such scrutiny over his appearance.

And in August 2022, Finland’s prime minister, Sanna Marin, was pictured drinking and dancing at a party in Helsinki. The storm blew over, but not before she pointed out that the criticism of her behaviour that followed the ‘revelations’ would never have been directed at her had she been male.






ARCTIC PHENOMENA


Strange lights dancing across the night sky. The sun at midnight. Darkness at noon. Scandinavia’s Arctic will forever change the way you see the natural world.
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YOU NEVER FORGET the first time you see the aurora borealis (northern lights). And no matter how often you see them, they’re never the same, even from one minute to the next.

At its best, the aurora is an otherworldly spectacular of colour and light, with curtains or wisps of violet, green, yellow, crimson or white light dancing across the sky. It’s an ethereal, haunting world in motion, changing constantly in form and colour, at times clearly defined, at times smoky and elusive. Sometimes the lights disappear, only to reappear on the far horizon.

The ancient peoples of the north have all manner of stories to explain the aurora. The Vikings believed the lights were the glinting armour of warriors marching into battle or the exhalations of brave warriors who died in combat. Elsewhere, the Inuit say that the lights are the ancestors playing with the skull of a walrus; they call the lights arsarnerit (‘to play with a ball’). Other Inuit legends attribute the lights to unborn children or to long-dead ancestors lighting the way for their descendants.
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The aurora occurs when rivers of charged particles from the sun (called the solar wind) stream through the Earth’s magnetic field and towards polar regions. Their interaction with atoms about 160km above the Earth’s surface releases the energy that creates the aurora. A single auroral storm can produce a trillion watts of electricity with a current of 1 million amps.

October to March is the best time of year to catch the northern lights across Iceland and northern Norway, Sweden and Finland (and sometimes the Faroes). The best sightings usually occur in rural areas, far from city lights. But you never really know when or where they’re going to appear. Which is, of course, all part of their mystery and magic.

THERE’S NOTHING LIKE Fata Morgana to really mess with your head. This intriguing Arctic phenomenon occurs when reflections off water, ice and snow combine with temperature inversions in the clean, pure Arctic air to create some truly hallucinatory experiences. In its most common form, Fata Morgana can cause you to lose all sense of depth perception: distances become impossible to calculate, distant features do not appear out of focus, and the world can seem weirdly two-dimensional. In its most extreme form, it makes it possible to see hundreds of kilometres further than usual. One ancient Swedish explorer was so confused by the phenomenon that he reportedly mistook a walrus for a craggy headland with two unusually symmetrical glaciers.

THE ARCTIC CIRCLE (lying 66° 33’ north) is more than just a line on a map. Thanks to the tilt in the Earth’s axis, north of this line there is constant daylight on the longest day of the year (22 June) and constant darkness on the shortest day (22 December). Even south of this line in summer, the sun’s night-time glow just below the horizon bathes most of Scandinavia in an eerie half-light or glow.

Conversely, the further north you go beyond the Arctic Circle (which cuts through northern Norway, Sweden and Finland, and runs just north of Iceland), the longer the hours of daylight in summer, and the longer the hours of darkness in winter.

At its most extreme, in Norway’s Svalbard (which is closer to the North Pole than it is to Oslo) the midnight sun lasts from 20 April until 21 August, and the polar night runs from 26 October until 16 February.

Also in Norway, Longyearbyen holds a festival in early March called Sunfest, when the sun is first visible in the town over the eastern mountains. Having waited so long, the locals are understandably impatient and the moment is celebrated when the sun hits the forehead of the person standing on the old hospital’s steps. This actually happens a couple of days before the sun reaches the rest of the town…






SCANDINAVIAN DESIGN


Nowhere does cool quite like design-conscious Scandinavians. In this, as in many things, Denmark, Finland and Sweden are world leaders.


PIPE-SMOKING DANISH INNOVATOR in international modernism Arne Jacobsen (1902–71) pioneered Danish interpretations of the Bauhaus style. Highlights include Copenhagen’s Radisson Blu Royal Hotel and Aarhus Town Hall. His fellow Dane Jørn Utzon (1918–2008) designed the Unesco World Heritage–listed Sydney Opera House. Back home, Utzon’s work adorns Esbjerg, Skagen and the Utzon Center in Aalborg.

World-famous Finn Alvar Aalto (1898–1976) was known for elegant solutions blending functionalism with a human touch in public and private buildings. Examples include the Aalto Centre in Seinäjoki, the Ristinkirkko in Lahti and, charmingly, Aalto’s own wooden boat (on show at his summer house near Jyväskylä).

Sweden’s most important architect, Erik Gunnar Asplund (1885–1940) was the forerunner to Aalto. Two fine examples of his work are Stockholm’s Stadsbiblioteket (City Library) and Skogskyrkogården (the Woodland Cemetery).

DESIGN INSPIRATION SEEMS to flow with unique ease through Denmark and its people. Few countries in the world have had such a profound influence on public and private spaces, and on the design of interiors, furniture and homewares.


Despite a stylish and sometimes daring public aesthetic, arguably the best place to see Danish design is in its natural environment: a Danish home. If it doesn’t make daily life simpler and more stylish, and if the design isn’t tailored to the comfort of the user, Danes seem to say, then what’s the point of design in the first place?

You might, for example, see a Bang & Olufsen stereo and/or TV in the living room, Poul Henningsen lamps hanging from the ceiling, Arne Jacobsen or Hans Wegner chairs in the dining room, and the table set with Royal Copenhagen dinner sets, Georg Jensen cutlery and Bodum glassware. Remarkably, much of this smooth, unadorned aesthetic can be traced back to one man: architect Kaare Klint (1888–1954), founder of the furniture-design department at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts.
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IF THE DESIGN ISN’T TAILORED TO THE COMFORT OF THE USER, DANES SEEM TO SAY, THEN WHAT’S THE POINT OF DESIGN IN THE FIRST PLACE?

IF COPENHAGEN IS Scandinavia’s design capital, Helsinki is never far behind. Nature flows as a defining influence through so much Scandinavian design, and nowhere is this more in evidence than in Finland. Finnish designers are experts in evoking both the colourful optimism of summer and winter’s austere minimalism. Running deep through the country’s design story is another, perhaps surprising feature: Finnish design is determinedly practical, born in part out of the country’s poverty-stricken past. The inventiveness of a hand-to-mouth rural population made life easier in very small steps – if that axe didn’t chop enough wood for the winter, it wasn’t worth keeping. And then there’s geography: more so than any other Scandinavian country, Finland is where East meets West.

How does this manifest itself? In the seasonal flower-and-forest colours of Marimekko’s palette (Marimekko was founded in 1951). Or the clean-lined yet functional glasswork of Iittala (such as Alvar Aalto’s famous Iittala vase with its organic curves and ripples, inspired by Finland’s numerous lakes). Other household Finnish names whose influence has spread beyond the country’s borders include Aarikka (wooden jewellery and accessories), Kalevala Koru (silver and gold jewellery), Pentik (interior-design and homewares inspired by Sámi motifs), and Aalto’s genre-busting chairs for his furniture company, Artek (he’s the reason we take bentwood for granted in our furniture these days).
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WHEN FRANK AND REGINE JUHLS, a Danish-German couple, arrived in Norway’s far north in 1959, there were barely any roads in the region, let alone tourists. Drawn by a connection to the local Sámi people, they set up a silversmith workshop and gallery in Kautokeino, a small town where the overwhelming majority of the population remains Sámi to this day. Their avant-garde building blends perfectly with the local surroundings, especially under a blanket of snow. The same can be said for Regine Juhls’ Tundra collections, inspired by nature’s icy artistry. Each piece is as original as a snowflake. Of all Scandinavia’s designer pieces, none evokes the Arctic quite like this special portfolio.






WILDLIFE & WILD PLACES


The Scandinavian wild is perfect for exploration – go looking for wildlife and you’ll discover a land of exceptional beauty.
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NORWAY’S SVALBARD ARCHIPELAGO is home to Europe’s only polar bear population. According to Dr Jon Aars of the Norwegian Polar Institute in Tromsø, only around 300 resident or ‘local’ bears live on Svalbard year-round, but as many as 2000 more may visit on a semi-regular basis when the sea ice permits. Although there have been no population surveys since 2015, Dr Aars believes that – despite shrinking sea ice around the archipelago – polar bears have proven more resilient than expected and the population is yet to decline.

But that can’t last forever, he says: ‘If sea ice continues to be lost, there is likely some threshold where bears will struggle’.

Other important predator species found in Scandinavia include brown bears, lynxes and wolves. While seeing any of these is often a matter of good fortune, Finland in particular has bear-spotting excursions near Kuhmo and around Ruka that can be quite the thrill.

Most of Scandinavia’s mainland reindeer have been domesticated by the Sámi in the north. That said, Norway’s Hardangervidda is home to the region’s largest herd of wild reindeer, and the rather chunky Svalbard reindeer sub-species roams free in the far north. Elk (moose to those from North America) are also a presence throughout Scandinavia’s forests.

Best of all is the prehistoric musk ox, a massive, hairy, bad-tempered species that survives in Europe only in two small herds in central Norway’s Dovrefjell-Sunndalsfjella National Park and Femundsmarka National Park.

And don’t forget the walrus, whose numbers have, according to Dr Aars, recovered after the species was protected in 1952. A walrus arrived in Oslo in August 2022 and came to be known as ‘Freya’, but increasing interactions between her and humans were considered a threat both to Freya and to public safety. Sadly, Freya was euthanised.

Of the whales, humpbacks and sperm whales are the most commonly seen, but sightings of blue whales and orcas are also possible. From late May to August, whale-watching excursions set out from Andenes and Stø in Norway, while late October to mid-January or February is when you might spy orcas on a whale safari out of Tromsø.

Endangered Saimaa ringed seals congregate around Finland’s Saimaa archipelago. You can join an eco-boat trip to see them.

ICELAND IS ONE OF THE YOUNGEST GEOLOGICAL LAND MASSES ON EARTH, A ROILING MIX OF GEOTHERMAL ACTIVITY AND ICE-BOUND WEATHER PATTERNS
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SCANDINAVIA’S LANDSCAPE IS geography at its most exciting. Iceland and the Faroes rise from the Atlantic like jagged mid-ocean apparitions. Norway’s subpolar Svalbard archipelago is more glacier (60% of the land mass) than dry land. Finland has nearly 200,000 lakes, and they seem ready to submerge the entire country.

Denmark may lack the vertical drama of Norway or Iceland, but it has islands in abundance, and echoes ripple across the Baltic towards Sweden and Finland.

But no landforms define Scandinavia quite like Norway’s fjords and Iceland’s volcanoes. The former derive from a time millions of years ago when mountains higher than the Himalayas covered Norway. Over the millennia that followed, the weight of glaciers 2km thick gouged out the fjords, sharpened the summits and exposed the sheer rock walls that are such a favourite backdrop for death-defying selfies. The fjords took on their current form just 10,000 years ago, when the last ice age ended and sea levels rose, filling the deep valleys you see today.

Iceland is one of the youngest geological land masses on Earth, a roiling mix of geothermal activity and ice-bound weather patterns. The country’s precarious position atop the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, the massive 18,000km-long rift between the Eurasian and North American tectonic plates, makes its ground even more unstable. The sobering reality is that Iceland sits on crust that is barely one-third of the usual thickness of the Earth’s crust, allowing magma (molten rock) to emerge from the planet’s fiery depths and push the two plates (and continents) ever further apart.
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COPENHAGEN

‘The Tivoli Gardens is exactly what you would expect a Danish-designed amusement park to be: all the fun and fantasy, none of the tacky junk. (OK, a bit of tacky junk, but still – it really is the prettiest amusement park you’ll ever visit.)’
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NORWAY

‘Alta’s position, sprawled out along the exposed, rocky coastline of the Altafjord, is almost otherworldly, and on a frigid winter’s day, the sky glows pink over the fjord’s snow-topped peaks far beyond the shore.’
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Iceland
THE ISLAND OF FORCE

If you dream of pure Arctic air and landscapes
forged by glaciers, high mountains and a far
and empty horizon, you're probably dreaming of
Iceland. One of the most beautiful countries on
Earth, Iceland offers an otherworldly backdrop to a
fascinating cultural story.

Iceland

Faroe Islands

UNTAMED NATURAL BEAUTY
& SUBLIME ISOLATION

Cast adrift in the North Atlantic, the
fabulous Faroes are the wild and
windswept alter ego to the Scandi
cool of Stockholm, Copenhagen and
elsewhere. Stunning landscapes,
picturesque and friendly human
outposts, and a refreshing lack of
over-tourism make for many brilliant
experiences.

Faroe Islands

Denmark

VIKINGS, HYGGE
& CYCLE-FRIENDLY CAPITAL

Copenhagen is a world capital for excellence in
dining and design, and it sets the tone for the whole
country. Chill like a local in Bornholm, unleash your

inner Viking or visit Hamlet's castle. Whatever you
do, you'll love exploring this country that really
knows how to live.

Norway

ARRESTING LANDSCAPES,
ARTS & VIKING HISTORY

From the fjords to the Lofoten Islands and on
into the subpolar landscapes and polar bears of
Svalbard, nature is very much in the ascendancy in
Norway. Much of the country’s staggeringly scenic
landscape seems to spring from a fairy tale, butits
cities are also some of Scandinavia’s prettiest.

Finland

KNOCKOUT SCENERY
SHAPED BY QUIET RESILIENCE
Finland marches to the beat of a
different drum. Connected to the
eastas much asitis to the rest of
Scandinavia, this is both the land
of achingly cool Helsinkiand a
wild realm of Arctic forests, and
ancient cultures that once roamed
Europe’s furthest north.

Norway
Finland

Sweden

Sweden

FUTURISTIC CITIES
& PLACID ARCHIPELAGOS

If you startin Stockholm, you may never want to
leave its historic, progressive, charming embrace.
Assuming you do leave, though, you'll encounter
deeply rooted cultural touchstones, Arctic
experiences, gorgeous landscapes and fun cities. In
other words, it's rather like finding all of Scandinavia

Denmark inone place.
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Inari

Head north to discover the Sami's ances-
tral home. Spend days sleighing, sledding,
snowmobiling and reindeer spotting. Pure
air ar)\d'big skies are what's memorable here.

/ Rovaniemi -
) Meet northern locals, including Santa Tornio
/ Claus, in an Arctic Circle hub. Sample
’ from a smorgasbord of the adventurous
/ activities defining far-flung northern life. Gulf of
’ Bothnia
N
1
</

Rauma Umeg

9 Kokkola,
Visit a charming, World 57 ©
Heritage-listed old wood- Jakobsta
entown that's one of a Bibrkob:
kind - and very much alive, d B >
with a multitude of good : ®\

eateries, bars and shops.

e

Fasta Aland
Peaceful forests, scenic drives and
fruit gardens galore in northern
Europe’s sunniest spot. Humming
local life mixed with atmospheric
seclusion will surely fill your cup.

Turku

olakselv

Karasjok.o ) [
\’

¢ Kotka

Nuorgm

ad

)

— 60 miles

Barents
@ Sea
CAR
Unless you're just visiting one place,
with limited excursions, having your own
vehicle is by far the easiest way to go. Just
watch out for wildlife on the roads, know
where the next gas station is, and in winter
use snow tyres and check the weather.

@8_ 100 km

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

You can set your watch by Finnish
transport. Trains (vr.fi) are most
comfortable; buses (matkahuolto.fi) are
slower but more frequent. Busy train
routes are best booked in advance;

for buses, that’s usually unnecessary.
Ferries connectislands and mainland;
only afew are free.

WALKING

Finnish cities are great for exploring

on foot. In Helsinki and Turku, most
main attractions are walking distance
from each other. When venturing out to
other neighbourhoods or dealing with
tired legs, public transport and electric
scooters come to the rescue.

Saimaa Lakeland

Find out why Finland is
the ‘Land of a Thousand

Lakes'. Savour breathtak-
ing coasts during cycling
tours, hikes, water sports
and cottage living.

Helsinki

Delight inimpressive art
and engineering, nearby
lake life and exciting
tastes from farm to for-

Hanko

Discover fascinating medieval architec-

ture in Finland’s oldest city and former
capital. From here, little port towns
strung along the southern coast and
archipelago are prime for exploring.

Aland Sea

empire-style architectureina
charming port town full of friend-

Seaside Nordic life atits prime.
Discover war history and

est. Here, in the capital
of the ‘world's happiest
country’, there's some-
thing for everyone.

ly folks and fascjmting stories.

o \
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