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SWEDEN

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: GettyRF_148440999.jpg]

Northern Lights, Lappland | JUSTIN REZNICK PHOTOGRAPHY/GETTY IMAGES ©

During my early years in the Soviet Union, I grew up on a literary diet of Astrid Lindgren stories, and travelled vicariously all over the country with wild geese thanks to Selma Lagerlöf’s Nobel Prize–winning classic, The Wonderful Adventures of Nils. The northern wilderness of my imagination has proved to be even more spectacular in the flesh: whenever I’m in Arctic Sweden, I appreciate the endless forests, reminiscent of those of my childhood, and the long days of hiking and camping wild amid beautiful mountain scenery.

Winter brings its own pleasures, from the rasp of skis on trails to watching eerie swirls of the aurora overhead. I have deep respect for the Swedes’ love for their local produce and their passion for foraging, as well as for the beauty and functionality of everything from futuristic buildings in Stockholm and Malmö to funky kitchen gadgets.

Anna Kaminski

@cookwithkaminski
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My favourite experience is trekking along the Padjelantaleden in Padjelanta National Park, taking in the full spectrum of Arctic wilderness, from mountains and glacial rivers to boggy valleys.



WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Sweden
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Stockholm’s Stadshuset is a knockout. The city hall stands on the edge of lake Mälaren like a 20th-century riff on the Doge’s Palace in Venice. The interior is stunning, with the most dazzling being the Gyllene salen (Golden Hall, pictured).

Simon Richmond

@simonrichmond

Simon has been a journalist and photographer for over 30 years.

[image: ]

TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: ]

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

Kevin Raub

@RaubontheRoad

Journalist Kevin is co-author on over 110 Lonely Planet books.
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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.

Marc di Duca

A travel author for almost 20 years, Marc has penned over 100 guides for Lonely Planet.
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Malmö is known as a hub of innovation and design, a fact that’s proven when you wander through the streets that stretch from Centralstation to the new district called Västra Hamnen.

Virginia Maxwell

@maxwellvirginia

Based in Melbourne, Virginia writes about multiple destinations
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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.

Maddy Savage

@maddysavage

Maddy is a Stockholm-based journalist and documentary maker.
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HIKING IN SWEDEN

Sweden is laced with thousands of miles of hiking trails. Take your pick from among vertiginous coastal footpaths, pine-needle-covered trails through deep woods, rugged mountain trails or walks along valley floors with expansive views all around. Numerous day hikes and hill ascents aside, Sweden is particularly rich in long-distance trails, set up with camping huts at key intervals, making a lengthy trek both appealing and easily achievable. Be sure to obtain topographical maps in advance.

[image: ]

Hiking, Kungsleden | JENS OTTOSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Public Right of Way

Allemansrätten (allemansratten.se) is the right of public access to the countryside. It includes national parks and nature reserves and private land (keep at least 70m from houses).

[image: ]

PHOTODIGITAAL.NL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Hiking Season

Hiking season is from late June to mid-September (longer in the south), when trails are mostly snow-free. Mosquitoes are voracious but mostly disappear after early August.

[image: ]

JOHNER IMAGES/GETTY IMAGES ©

Leave No Trace

If camping wild, take rubbish, bury waste away from water, douse campfires, and respect wildlife and fågelskydd – tillträde förbjudet signs denoting bird-nesting sites.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Embark on an expedition along Sweden's best-known and most-accessible long-distance trail, 1 Kungsleden, with stunning mountain, valley and forest scenery.

Take a boat to the less-trodden 2 Padjelantaleden, for days of hiking past pristine lakes and mountains, and across boggy valleys.

Hit the trails on Hönö, hike through a nature reserve on Rörö and wander between sandy beaches on Brännö in 3 Gothenburg archipelago.

Explore the cliffs, coves and villages of the Bothnian Coast along the 4 Höga Kusten Leden.

Ascend 5 Mt Kebnekaise Sweden’s highest peak, through varied terrain of river valley, forest and rocky slopes for superb vistas of mountains and glaciers.






CAPTIVATING CASTLES

Dotting the countryside and coastline in the southern half, castles, forts and medieval cities testify to centuries of Sweden’s military power. Before its strategic 20th-century neutrality, Sweden was frequently at war with its neighbours – Denmark, Norway and Finland. Most of these are now open to visitors.

[image: ]

Vadstena Castle | SILVANBACHMANN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Oldest Fortress

Sitting on the southern tip of an island in Vättern lake, Näs slottsruine is the ruin of Sweden’s first and oldest imperial castle, destroyed by fire in 1318.

Island Fortification

In spite of its island location in the middle of lake Mälaren, Tynnelsö Slott was besieged and conquered during the 16th-century War of Liberation.


BEST EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Be awed by 1 Kalmar slott, a 12th-century construction overlooking the Kalmar Strait.

Marvel at 2 Vadstena slott – part of King Gustav I's enduring legacy, at Vadstena. (201)

Admire 3 Gripsholm slott , which dates to the 1370s, in Mariefred, 70km from Stockholm.

Seek out 4 Läckö slott – built on the remains of a 13th-century fortification, north of Lidköping.

Embark on a ghost hunt at the haunted medieval stronghold of 5 Glimmingehus.








SWEDEN ON TWO WHEELS

Sweden is perfect for cycling, particularly in Skåne and Gotland. Most towns have places renting bicycles and e-bikes, and two-wheeling is an excellent way to look for prehistoric sites and rune-stones and generally take in your surroundings. The cycling season is from May to September in the south, and July to August in the north.

Bikes on Public Transport

Long-distance buses don’t accept bicycles. Sveriges Järnväg (SJ) allows them if they're foldable and can be carried as hand luggage. Bikes are transported free on some ferries.

[image: ]
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Long-Distance Cycling Routes

Kustlinjen (591km) runs from Öregrund along the Baltic to Västervik. Skånespåret (800km) is a network of cycle routes. The well-signposted 2600km-long Sverigeleden extends from Helsingborg to Karesuando.

[image: ]

JEPPE GUSTAFSSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Vertiginous Thrills

In summer, some ski resorts transform into mountain-biking parks, with chairlifts equipped with bike racks, and fully armoured riders barrelling down mountain trails at high speeds.


BEST CYCLING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Explore the mostly flat island of 1 Gotland, with an excellent cycling-trail network, rune-stones and lighthouses, and wonderfully varied scenery.

Pedal the 300km-long 2 Sydostleden Bicycle Trail, from Simrishamn (Skåne) to Växjö (Småland), checking out castles, vodka tastings and a 19th-century smugglers haunt.

Speed downhill at 3 Åre Bike Park, Sweden’s biggest mountain-biking playground, with 35km of slopes, 17 trails and a vertical drop of 900m.

Enjoy Stockholm’s shared-bike program, take to the numerous bike paths and join a cycling tour of Stockholm and its surrounds with 4 Stockholm Adventures.

Rent a bike in Gothenburg, hop on a ferry and hit the cycling trails in 5 Brännö.






SÁMI CULTURE

Europe’s only indigenous people, the Sámi, are among Sweden’s earliest inhabitants, though in Sweden today, the stereotype of the nomadic reindeer herder has been replaced with the multifaceted reality of modern Sámi life. Some still actively practise reindeer husbandry, migrating according to the seasons, while others are silversmiths, or computer programmers. Delve deeper into traditional Sámi culture by overnighting in a traditional Sámi reindeer camp, as well as visiting Scandinavia’s most exuberant market and absorbing museums.

[image: ]

Reindeer sled racing, Jokkmokk | JONATHAN NACKSTRAND/GETTY IMAGES ©

Sámi Duodji

Bearing the Sámi Duodji trademark, quality Sámi crafts include leatherwork and textiles, wooden guksi (drinking cups), silverwork, and knives with engraved reindeer-antler sheaths and handles.

[image: ]

SAMESLOJDSTIFTELSEN.COM ©

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.

[image: ]

PAOLO AIRENTI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

YOIK

One of the cornerstones of Sámi identity is the yoik – a rhythmic poem or song composed for a specific person, event or object to describe their innate nature.




BEST SÁMI EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Partake in reindeer races, shop for Sámi duodji or just absorb the Wild West atmosphere at Jokkmokk’s 1 Sámi Winter Market.

Educate yourself about Sámi identity at Jokkmokk’s 2 Ájtte Museum, from traditional beliefs to the impact of hydroelectric power on reindeer herding.

Ride Icelandic horses through the tundra and forest in the shadow of Mt Kebnekaise with the Sámi-run 3 Ofelaš outfitter.

Stay in a kåta (log hut) with a family of traditional reindeer herders at 4 Båtsuoj Sámi Camp, and dine on grilled reindeer.

Peruse the world’s largest collection of elaborate Sámi silverwork at the 5 Arjeplog Silvermuseet, including silver collars passed from mothers to daughters.






WINTER ADVENTURE

Sweden’s Sámi have readily adopted dogsledding as a means of winter transport, and excursions from northern towns allow you to bond with your own husky team and to appreciate the surrounding wilderness. Shorter reindeer-sledding stints are also offered. Snowmobile safaris allow you to access difficult terrain where huskies would struggle, often in conjunction with chasing the Northern Lights. Ice bathing and skiing elsewhere in Sweden are other electrifying ways to experience winter thrills.

[image: ]

Skiing, Åre  | Adie Bush/Getty Images ©

Snowmobile Hire & Tours

You need a driver's licence and permit (from the tourist office) to hire a snowmobile. On snowmobile safaris it’s cheaper to be a passenger with an experienced driver.

[image: ]

Blodstrupmoen/shutterstock ©

Touring Skis

Narrow cross-country skis are designed for gliding along groomed trails, while touring skis (Nordic skis) are wide with metal edges, ideal for virgin terrain and uphill trekking.

[image: ]

ferrantraite/Getty Images ©

The Snow Season

December to April is husky- and reindeer-sledding and snowmobiling season, with the most daylight hours from February onwards. Ice driving takes place in February.




BEST EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Put a fast car through its paces on special ice tracks on frozen lakes that surround the town of 1 Arvidsjaur.

Go on a multi-day husky-sledding expedition with 2 Nymånen Dogsledding near Arvidsjaur.

Plunge through a hole specially cut in ice for an invigorating dip before thawing out in the sauna at the 3 Ribersborgs stranden in Malmö.

Hit the slopes at 4 Åre, Sweden’s largest ski resort, featuring 38 ski lifts and runs suitable for all abilities, spread across 100 pistes.

Get your bearings as a snowmobiling novice or hit rugged terrain as part of an extreme safari with 5 Snowmobile Adventures in Arvidsjaur.






MIGHTY MUSEUMS

Concentrated mostly in the main cities – Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö – Sweden’s futuristic museums combine striking architecture with interactive content. From the bottom of the sea and the depths of the jungle to sharing a stage with ABBA and into outer space, explore the heights of human ingenuity.

[image: ]

ABBA: The Museum | DOTMILLER1986/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

ABBA: The Museum

Costumes and memorabilia aside, this interactive temple to Sweden’s most successful band lets you appear onstage with them and even record your own chart-topper.

One for the Kids

Roaring dinosaurs, trickling waterfalls, monkeys leaping through humid rainforest, and hands-on science exhibits, make multi-level Universeum unique.


BEST EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Enjoy thought-provoking displays at Gothenburg's 1 Världskulturmuseet.

Immerse yourself in scientific discoveries at 2 Tekniska and prepare for Wisdom Stockholm (late 2023).

Witness the sinking of the warship Vasa at Stockholm's 3 Vasamuseet.

Head to the Baltic Sea floor with high-tech exhibitions at 4 Vrak.

Delve into Karlstad’s history from the Stone Age onwards via multimedia displays at 5 Värmlands Museum.






OUT ON THE WATER

Sweden’s immense coastline, with tens of thousands of islands, islets and skerries grouped into archipelagoes, provides tremendous boating opportunities. Public ferries enable island-hopping between isles with fishing villages, hiking trails and beaches, and smaller, forested or craggy and barren ones. Inland, you can sail or cruise along numerous canals. The land of 100,000 lakes is paradise for canoeists.

Getting Out to the Islands

Consult boat timetables, since some islands are only easily accessible in summer. The larger inhabited islands around Stockholm and Gothenburg are easiest to access year-round.

[image: ]

Haboco/Shutterstock ©

Rent Your Own Boat

While hiring a yacht and coastal sailing requires a boat licence, you can rent some canal boats and sail up the Dalsland and Göta Canals without one.

[image: ]

Lasse Johansson/Shutterstock ©

Stay in a Lighthouse

Enjoy the unique experience of overnighting in a fyr on Hamneskär and Hållö islands off the Bohuslän Coast, and Högbonden island off the Höga Kusten.


BEST EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Explore the fishing villages of Trysunda and Ulvön islands off 1 Höga Kusten, hike Högbonden’s gorge, and sample Ulvön’s pungent surströmming.

Hire a canal boat and explore the tranquil countryside by floating between the locks and lakes along the 2 Göta Canal.

Admire the sculpture trails of Artipelag, visit Mikael Blomkvist’s hideout on Sandön, and a cholera victims’ cemetery on Kyrkogårdsön in the 3 Stockholm archipelago.

Take a boat from Strömstad to the 4 Koster Islands for hikes along hilly North Koster and beach jaunts along forested footpaths on South Koster.

Paddle your kayak amid the islands of the Gothenburg archipelago, along the Bohuslän Coast and up the 5 Dalsland Canal.






DESIGN FOR LIFE

Swedish design is often a marriage of minimalist elegance, functionality and cleverness, whether you’re looking at futuristic kitchen and homeware gadgets or contemplating the latest architectural triumph in Sweden’s major cities. Post-industrial Malmö is renowned as a design and innovation hot spot, while Stockholm combines modernist design with an eco-conscious, sustainable approach to infrastructure and public spaces. Elsewhere, look out for otherworldly glassware and ice design remade annually.

[image: ]

Drottningholms slott | MAYKOVA GALINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

A Mighty Bridge

Bridging the gap between Sweden and Denmark by connecting Malmö and Copenhagen, the striking Öresund Bridge is a sinuous ribbon of steel merging with an underwater tunnel.

[image: ]

JOHNER IMAGES/GETTY IMAGES ©

Avant-Garde Glass

In Glasriket, traditional vases gave way to abstract design in the 1960s, with young glass artists today wowing with the likes of haunting faces inside glass blocks.

[image: ]

DANITA DELIMONT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Reincarnation in Ice

At Jukkasjärvi’s Icehotel, every winter international artists create icy masterpieces in the seasonal rooms, ranging from conventional ice sculpture to abstract concepts.




BEST ARCHITECTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Admire the Svartån-reflecting glass-and-steel exterior and birch-wood-clad interior at Örebro’s 1 Kulturvarteret.

Indulge your love for contemporary sculpture at the striking, James Bond–esque 2 Artipelag gallery in the Stockholm archipelago.

Be wowed by remarkable constructions in 3 Malmö from the Slussplan, a masterpiece of regenerative architecture, to the beguiling aluminium-and-glass World Maritime University.

Wander around the pre-minimalist, Renaissance-inspired 4 Drottningholm, the 17th-century equivalent of Versailles designed by architectural great Nicodemus Tessin the Elder.

Gaze upon the twisting wonder of Malmö’s 5 Turning Torso – the city’s most residential tower designed by Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava.






PRETTY VILLAGES

Long before the glass-and-chrome of Stockholm and Malmö, Sweden was a country of villages, from windswept fishing huts clinging to the coast, cobble-laned settlements, ancient places of pilgrimage, and tiny masterpieces of red houses with white trim.

[image: ]

Vadstena | Danita Delimont/Shutterstock ©

Place of Pilgrimage

Visiting sleepy Vadstena today, it’s hard to believe that in centuries past this small village was a hugely important pilgrimage place for devotees of St Birgitta.

Painting the Town Red

Though today red cottages with white trim are de rigueur in Sweden, until the mid-19th century, painting houses Falu red was a privilege granted only to the aristocracy.


BEST EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Admire the exquisitely preserved wooden town of 1 Eksjö.

Explore tiny lakeside 2 Mariefred, a pretty village dominated by Gripsholm slott.

Stroll Storagatan in 3 Sigtuna, Sweden’s oldest surviving town.

Find your favourite scenic fishing village along the 4 Höga Kusten Leden.

Peer over the appealing harbour at 5 Mollösund, the oldest fishing village on the Bohuslän Coast.






WILD THINGS

The dense forests and mountains of northern and central Sweden are home to Europe’s big carnivores – brown bear, wolf, wolverine, lynx and golden eagle – all protected species. Swedish waters and rocky islets are an important habitat for grey and common seals, as well as gulls, terns and numerous other seabirds, while the inland lakes shelter wading birds.

Reindeer Herds

You may encounter some of the 260,000 reindeer that roam Lappland. There are no wild reindeer in Sweden; these are all domesticated reindeer herded by the Sámi.

[image: ]

Gary Latham/Lonely Planet ©

King of the Forest

Sweden is home to around 300,000 moose. Up to 2m tall, Europe’s largest land mammals are excellent jumpers and swimmers, and a major traffic hazard at dawn and dusk.

[image: ]

Ondrej Prosicky/Shutterstock ©

Twitcher Features

There are many keen ornithologists in Sweden, and there are birdwatchers’ towers and numerous nature reserves for bird-spotting. For further information, contact Sveriges Ornitologiska Förening (birdlife.se).


BEST EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Interact with (tame) moose at 1 Älgens Hus – if you don’t spot any dash across the road in quieter, forested parts of the country.

Spot hundreds of thousands of birds over the 2 Falsterbo Peninsula in autumn, and look for seals at Måkläppens naturreserve.

Join a seal safari with one of the local operators at Lysekil on the 3 Bohuslän Coast.

Behold a brown bear (shy and notoriously hard to spot) on the outskirts of 4 Dorotea, bear capital of Sweden – if you’re lucky .

Look out for white-tailed eagles, Eurasian golden orioles and other migratory birds at 5 Gotska Sandön National Park.
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ITINERARIES

Stockholm & Around

Allow: 4 days Distance: 250km

This short-and-sweet itinerary takes you from Stockholm’s waterways, museums, royal palace and cobbled streets to Uppsala’s monumental architecture, pre-Viking burial ground and the historical village of Sigtuna, before returning to investigate Stockholm’s environs, from a Unesco-listed cemetery and sculpture museum to its hundreds of islands.

[image: ]
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Gamla Stan,Stockholm | MISTERVLAD/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 STOCKHOLM [image: ] 1 DAY

Base yourself in Stockholm, visiting the Kungliga Slottet (Royal Palace, pictured) and walking the narrow cobbled streets of Gamla Stan (Old Town). Give yourself time to check out Sweden’s most famous sunken warship at the superb Vasamuseet and contemporary art at Moderna Museet, before enjoying the bars in the SoFo district in Södermalm.

[image: ] 1½-2 hours
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JENIFOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 ARCHIPELAGO [image: ] 1 DAY

Take a boat out to the Stockholm archipelago, either to an island of your choice (pack a picnic) or for a multi-island cruise with Strömma Kanalbolaget. Return to dine on classic Swedish dishes at Rolfs Kök before exploring Vasastan. ABBA aficionados shouldn’t miss Djurgården’s high-tech ABBA: The Museum.

[image: ] 1½-2 hours; [image: ] 40 minutes

[image: ]

ALLANW/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Uppsala [image: ] HALF-DAY

Take a high-speed train to Uppsala and stroll through one of Sweden’s oldest cities. Visit the Domkyrka, Scandinavia's largest cathedral (pictured), and the delightfully strange Museum Gustavianum, before renting a bicycle and taking in Linnéträdgården (Sweden’s oldest botanical garden) and the Uppland rune stones at the University Park.

[image: ] 40 minutes; [image: ] 40 minutes return
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TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



4 GAMLA UPPSALA [image: ] HALF-DAY

Take bus 2 from Uppsala’s Stora Torget to Gamla Uppsala, one of Sweden’s largest burial mound sites, where pre-Viking kings (and queen) are buried. Start at Gamla Uppsala Museum, explaining the wealth of finds before taking a couple of hours to stroll around the perimeter of the mounds.

[image: ] 40 minutes (to Stockholm); [image: ] 20 minutes; [image: ] 20 minutes

[image: ]

RPBAIAO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 SIGTUNA [image: ] HALF-DAY

From Stockholm, take a local train to Märsta, then a bus to picturesque Sigtuna, home to Sweden’s oldest main street. The Sigtuna Museum is a terrific introduction to the town’s 1000-plus years of history. Next view restored medieval wall paintings in the Mariakyrkan. Check out the Sigtuna rådhus – Scandinavia’s tiniest town hall.

[image: ] 20 minutes, [image: ] 20 minutes
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MICHAEL HöCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 SKOGSKYRKOGÅRDEN [image: ] HALF-DAY

Returning to Stockholm, take the tunnelbana south to the Woodland Cemetery (Skogskyrkogården), a graveyard set amid woodland. Designed by Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd Lewerentz, it’s on the Unesco World Heritage List and famed for its functionalist buildings. Famous residents include Greta Garbo (pictured).

[image: ] 10 minutes
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ITINERARIES

The Dynamic South

Allow: 7 days Distance: 420km

This route encompasses the cities of Stockholm and Malmö, with the highlights of Sweden’s south coast in between, including the island of Gotland and its medieval capital, Visby, castle-dominated Kalmar, Ystad with its ecclesiastical riches and the university town of Lund.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Visby | PER-BOGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Stockholm [image: ] 1 day

Take as much time as you’re willing to give in Stockholm, Sweden’s ‘beauty on water’. You can squeeze in exploration of Gamla Stan (Old Town, pictured), as well as the Kungliga Slottet (Royal Palace) and a visit to Vasamuseet. Allow time to explore the cool 'hoods of Södermalm, with their diverse dining scene and vintage stores.

[image: ] 1 hour; [image: ] 3-4 hours.

[image: ]

Marco Bottigelli/Getty Images ©

2 Gotland [image: ] 2 days

Drive south and take a car ferry from Nynäshamn to the island of Gotland. Explore Visby, Scandinavia's best-preserved medieval town, with cobbled lanes enclosed by 12th-century ramparts (pictured). Enjoy Medieval Week in August. Don’t miss Gotlands Museum with its pre-Viking picture stones, then spend the following day driving or cycling around.

[image: ] 3½ hours

[image: ]

Niar/shutterstock ©

3 Kalmar [image: ] 1 day

Take a boat to Oskarshamn on the mainland, then drive south to Kalmar, a compact city dominated by Kalmar slott, one of Sweden’s most spectacular castles. Then visit Kalmar läns museum (pictured) to marvel over its gold hoard from the sunken 17th-century ship, Kronan.

[image: ] Detour: Drive the 6km-long bridge to explore the long, narrow island of Öland. [image: ] 3½ hours
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Danita Delimont/shutterstock ©



4 Ystad [image: ] 1 day

Proceed along the coast to Ystad, a prosperous city in medieval times. Peruse its ecclesiastical treasures: Sankta Maria Kyrka (pictured), one of Skåne’s oldest brick churches, and Klostret i Ystad, a monastery turned museum.

[image: ] Detour: Don't miss the medieval stronghold of Glimmingehus, 30km northeast of Ystad – a fortified 16th-century manor renowned for being home to multiple ghosts. [image: ] 1 HOUR

[image: ]

BILDAGENTUR ZOONAR GMBH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Lund [image: ] 1 DAY

Head west along the coast and take the motorway inland to Lund, Sweden’s second-oldest city. A day is barely sufficient to take in its Old Town, centred on the beautiful Domkyrka (cathedral, pictured), as well as Sweden’s oldest university (c 1666) and lively dining scene. The open-air Kulturen I Lund museum takes you back to the Middle Ages.

[image: ] 25 MINUTES
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DANITA DELIMONT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 Malmö [image: ] 1 DAY

Just to the southwest, in multicultural Malmö, the lovely Gamla Staden (pictured) is juxtaposed with the modern architecture of Västra Hamnen's redeveloped waterfront. Acquaint yourself with contemporary Nordic art at Malmö Museer and Moderna Museet Malmö, then marvel at the Öresund Bridge to Copenhagen and the Turning Torso in buzzy Västra Hamnen.

[image: ]
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ITINERARIES

BEST OF THE WEST

Allow: 7 days 
Distance: 417km

Helping you make the most of your week on the west coast, this itinerary comprises the second city of Gothenburg and its archipelago of thousands of islands, the Koster archipelago, the village of Fjällbacka, Hållö island and Tanum rock carvings – stars of the Bohuslän Coast.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Fjallbacka | PHOTOSBYPATRIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 GOTHENBURG [image: ] 1 day

Explore Gothenburg, a vibrant, friendly all-rounder of a city. Take the kids to Universeum, ride the wooden rollercoaster and free-fall tower at Liseberg Park (pictured), check out Viking ships at the Stadmuseet, admire the art at Konstmuseum and treat yourself to stellar dining at Feskekörka and 28+.

[image: ] Detour: Pay homage to Sweden’s most beloved car at the Volvo Museum. [image: ] 1½ hours

[image: ]

A. Aleksandravicius/shutterstock ©

2 SMÖGEN [image: ] 1 DAY

Head to lively Smögen, a hip resort along the Bohuslän Coast. Watch the bustle of a fish auction, then wander up the steps to fisher’s houses and cottages, before finding a bar along the boardwalk to watch the sea over a local brew.

[image: ] Detour: Take a summer boat to Hållö island and overnight at the lighthouse. [image: ] 45 minutes

3 FJÄLLBACKA [image: ] HALF-DAY

Take the scenic coastal roads to Fjällbacka, a charming seaside town consisting of brightly painted houses bookended by cliffs, renowned as the spot where film star Ingrid Bergman spent her summer holidays. Grab a shrimp sandwich and a cold beer by the waterfront and climb wooden staircases up Vetteberget cliff for superb sea vistas before strolling the rocky plateau.

[image: ] 20 minutes



4 Tanumshede [image: ] 1 DAY

Duck inland to Litsleby – one of the three major Bronze Age rock-carving (hällristningar) sites on the Tanum plains around Tanumshede. Peruse the nautically themed carvings before proceeding to the Aspeberget site with the richest concentration. Head to the Vitlycke Museum nearby for an interactive introduction to the carvings and their meanings.

[image: ] 25 MINUTES

5 Strömstad [image: ] 1 DAY

From Tanumshede, take the Rte 176 to the seaside resort of Strömstad (pictured). Hit the sandy beaches at Capri and Seläter, explore the lanes lined with wooden buildings, and visit some Iron Age graves and a Neolithic tomb 6km east.

[image: ] Detour: Sail to the Koster Islands, with good beaches, hiking and cycle lanes. [image: ] 1¾ hours

6 Gothenburg [image: ]1½ days

Retrace your steps to Gothenburg and resume your exploration of this underrated metropolis. Grab coffee at Evas Paley, visit Världskulturmuseet, shop for local food at Saluhallen and engage in retail therapy along the Haga Nygatan and Kungsgatan, before dinner at Project.

[image: ]
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ITINERARIES

Winter Adventure

Allow: 7 days Distance: 1135km

This itinerary takes place mostly north of the Arctic Circle, starting and finishing in the quirky mining town of Kiruna. Seek out the Northern Lights in Abisko, partake in winter sports in Arvidsjaur, delve into Sámi culture in Arjeplog and Jokkmokk, and stay at the iconic Icehotel in Jukkasjärvi.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Northern Lights | LEFTCLICK2WIN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1 Kiruna [image: ] 1 day

Take a day to explore Kiruna – Sweden’s northernmost hub for winter adventures. Spend half a day touring the city with Stejk City Tour, learning about this unique mining community and how it’s being moved to avoid it falling into the world’s biggest iron-ore mine (pictured). Then venture inside the mine to appreciate its size and importance.

[image: ] 1 hour

[image: ]

luciezr/shutterstock ©

2 Abisko [image: ] 1 day

Take a train west to Abisko, stay overnight at STF Abisko Turiststation and use it as a base to do a day’s skiing or snowshoeing along the winter version of the Kungsleden, or else along the southern shore of frozen lake Torneträsk. In the evening, take the chairlift to the Aurora Sky Station at the top of Mt Nuolja to view the Northern Lights.

[image: ] 1 hour; [image: ] 4½ hours

[image: ]

Johner Images/Getty Images ©

3 Arvidsjaur [image: ] 1 day

Hop on the train back to Kiruna, rent a car, and head south of Arvidsjaur to drive fast cars on special ice tracks on the frozen lakes surrounding the town. If that’s insufficient for an adrenaline rush, you can opt for a snowmobiling safari beneath the aurora borealis, or a husky-sledding outing with Nymånen Dogsledding.

[image: ] 2 hours return

[image: ]

Viktorishy/shutterstock ©



4 Arjeplog [image: ] 1 day

Head west to tiny Arjeplog, which can also be used as a base for ice driving. It’s a wonderful place to acquaint yourself with the silverwork of the Sámi at the Silvermuseet, followed by sampling smoked reindeer dunked in coffee at Arjeplog Vilt & Kafé.

[image: ] Detour: Head south to overnight with Sámi reindeer herders at Båtsuoj Sámi Camp and learn about their livelihood. [image: ] 2 hours

[image: ]

Design Pics Inc/Alamy Stock Photo ©

5 Jokkmokk [image: ] 1 day

Driving back north, stay in Jokkmokk and continue your immersion into Sámi culture at the Ájtte Museum, then shop for Sámi knives in reindeer-antler sheathes, leather coffee bags, silver jewellery and Sámi-designed clothes. Try to come on the first weekend in February for the Sámi Winter Market (pictured), complete with debauchery and reindeer races.

[image: ] 2½ hours

[image: ]

V. Belov/shutterstock ©

6 Jukkasjärvi [image: ] 2 days

Head to Jukkasjärvi, a short drive northeast of Kiruna, for a couple of nights' stay at the iconic Icehotel – either in an ice room or ice-sculpture-studded Art Suite, or warm accommodation (or one night in each). Eat off ice plates at the Icehotel Restaurant, take part in numerous winter activities and visit nearby Nutti Sámi Siida to learn about reindeer farming.

[image: ]

elisalocci/Getty Images ©







WHEN TO GO


There’s sunshine and warmer weather between May and September, but December to March offers snow-filled thrills (and chills).



Sweden’s long, frozen winters lure travellers eager to experience snow sports and the northern lights, or warm up with a mug of hot wine after exploring its Christmas markets.

Summers are shorter than in much of Europe, yet there is still sun and sand to be found on the south coast, and plenty of lakeside swimming elsewhere. In the north, the magic comes from the sun barely setting, although evenings can still be chilly.

Autumn and spring bring less extreme temperatures, and outdoor enthusiasts hit the hiking and cycling trails.

Want a Bargain?

You’ll pay a high premium for rural and coastal accommodation during July and early August when many Swedes take a long summer break. Winter-activity-based resorts see prices climb over Christmas, and between mid-February and mid-March when there are staggered school holidays. Booking outside Swedish vacation seasons can be significantly cheaper, but many attractions close outside this period.

[image: ]

Midnight sun in Abisko National Park | NATALIA GOLUBNYCHA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE

SUMMER RUNNING

Endurance personal trainer Natalie Persson lives in Åre and shares her passion for trail running @nattapersson

I live in a mountain village known for its ski resort, but I especially love being here in August and September, when the conditions for hikes and trail runs are perfect (and there are fewer mosquitoes than in early summer!). There are dozens of trails with epic views. One of my favourites is the 27km loop around Åreskutan mountain, with stunning forest and lake scenery.




THE MIDNIGHT SUN

Sweden’s latitude brings 24 hours of daylight in the far north of the country during summer, and long, light evenings nationwide. Beware of the opposite during winter; even in Stockholm the sun sets before 3pm throughout December.





SWEDEN'S HOTTEST TOWN

Mållila in Småland, southern Sweden, holds the record for Sweden’s hottest temperature: 38°C in 1947. A giant thermometer on a roundabout in the town serves as a reminder. Mållila almost hit the record again in 2022, reaching 35.3°C.



Big Events & Festivals

Göteborg Film Festival is the largest film festival in the Nordics, showing more than 450 movies a year, from dozens of countries. It runs for 11 days, usually starting at the end of January. [image: ] January and February

A week of gigs, debates and club nights culminates in an exuberant street parade celebrating Sweden’s LGBTIQ+ communities, during Stockholm Pride. [image: ] Late July and early August

Three-day music festival Way Out West draws world-class international and Nordic headliners to scenic venues around Gothenburg. It’s always a diverse line-up of rock and indie bands to hip-hop artists and house acts. [image: ] Mid-August

At Stockholm Culture Festival, big-name pop acts, dance troupes and orchestras put on a show that’s free to the public, during this state-funded weeklong festival in the capital. [image: ] Mid-August

Rural & Quirkier Festivals

Sámi traders have gathered at Jokkmokk Winter Market in Lappland for 400 years. It’s now a massive festival with reindeer racing, craft stalls and live bands. [image: ] February

Bonfires are lit during Valborg (Walpurgis Eve), which marks the end of Sweden’s long winter. Celebrations are biggest in Uppsala and Lund, where university choirs host public recitals and students throw parties. [image: ] Late April

Dancing around maypoles, dining on pickled herring and downing shots of snaps characterise Midsummer's Eve, arguably Sweden’s most important public holiday. It’s best experienced in small towns and villages. [image: ] June

Visby hosts one of the biggest historically themed festivals, Medieval Week. There’s jousting contests, lectures, markets and more. [image: ] Early August


I LIVE HERE

Frozen Landscapes

Stockholm-based Nils Adler runs @arcticbureau, a collective for reporters interested in Arctic issues, and is a global photojournalist @n.adler.media

During winter, I love walking in Stockholm where the water usually freezes over between Kungsholmen and Södermalm islands. I grew up in the UK where it would rarely snow, so to be able to walk on ice in a city amazes me. On a clear morning, a mist can cause diffraction of the sunlight and an other-worldly effect.



[image: ]

PREDRAG JANKOVIC/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

RAIN RELIEF

It rains in Gothenburg on average every third day. But Sweden’s second-largest city is on a mission to become the best place in the world to visit during wet weather, by building playgrounds designed to be more fun when it rains.

Weather Through the Year


[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 4°C 
Rain/snow days: 9 (Stockholm)

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 3°C 
Rain/snow days: 8

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 5°C 
Rain/snow days: 7

[image: jpg]

APRIL

Avg daytime max: 9°C 
Rain/snow days: 6

[image: jpg]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 16°C 
Rain/snow days: 7

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 19°C 
Rain/snow days: 9

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 22°C 
Rain/snow days: 9

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 21°C 
Rain/snow days: 9

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 16°C 
Rain/snow days: 8

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 10°C 
Rain/snow days: 9

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 7°C 
Rain/snow days: 11

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 5°C 
Rain/snow days: 11







GET PREPARED FOR SWEDEN

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

[image: ]

Stockholm | EVERSTE/GETTY IMAGES ©


Manners

Swedes respect personal space so some may feel uncomfortable if you stand too close to them in a queue or start a random conversation on a bus or train.

If you do engage in small talk, stick to safe topics like the weather and avoid politics.

Swedish culture is individualistic, so don’t expect people to spontaneously open doors or offer help with heavy bags or a stroller.



Clothes

Layers Sweden is renowned for chilly winters. But locals celebrate the saying 'there’s no bad weather, only bad clothes'. You’d do well to follow suit and bring the warmest gear you can buy or borrow, including thermal underlayers if you’re heading to northern Sweden between November and March. Summer evenings are warmer, but you may still need a light jacket or sweater.

Boots and shoes Warm, ideally waterproof boots are a bonus to stop your feet getting wet from snow or slush during winter. Swedes tend to dress down in bars and clubs, so trainers are usually acceptable, and high heels are more the exception than the norm.

Swimwear You’re rarely far from a clean lake in Sweden, plus many hotels and apartment complexes have their own saunas, so it’s worth bringing swimming gear and a quick-drying towel.




READ

[image: ]

The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (Stieg Larsson; 2005) A journalist and a hacker team up in the first novel of Larsson’s trilogy.

[image: ]

In Every Mirror She’s Black (Lola Akinmade Åkerström; 2021) Three Black women's challenges in outwardly egalitarian Sweden.

[image: ]

I am Zlatan (Zlatan Ibrahimovic; 2013) Sweden’s most famous footballer shares his life story.

[image: ]

A Man Called Ove (Fredrik Backman; 2014) Life in a small Swedish town through the eyes of a moody but caring pensioner.




Words

‘Hej’ (hey) means ‘hi’, and it can also be used to say ‘bye’. Many Swedes also double-up on the greeting, so you’ll often hear ‘hej, hej’ as you arrive or leave a cafe or bar.

‘Ja’ (yaa) is how you say ‘yes’.

‘Tack’ (tak) means ‘thanks’. It’s also used in a similar way to ‘please’ in many languages. For instance ‘en biljett, tack’ means ‘one ticket, please’.

‘Varsågod’ (var·sha·gohd) means ‘you’re welcome’.

‘Fika’ (fee·ka) is a coffee break (often with a sweet snack). It can also be used as a verb. 'Ska vi fika?' essentially means 'shall we grab a coffee?'

Gender The words for he and she are ‘han’ (han) and ‘hon’ (hohnn). A third gender-neutral personal pronoun, ‘hen’, was added to dictionaries in 2015.

‘Ursäkta mig’ (oor·shek·ta mey) which translates as ‘excuse me’ if you’re trying to squeeze past people on busy transport.

‘Förlåt’ (feur·lawt) means ‘sorry’, although it’s often reserved for serious apologies. Swedes often use the English ‘sorry’ to apologise for smaller errors.

‘Pratar du engelska?’ (pratt are doo eng·el·ska) means ‘do you speak English?’ – most likely the answer from Swedes you meet will be 'ja' or 'yes'.

‘Hjälp!’ (yelp!) call this out if you need help in an emergency.

If you’re getting unwanted attention you can shout ‘Försvinn!’ (feur·shvin), which means 'go away!'

‘Jag förstår inte’ (yaa feur·shtawr in·te) means I don't understand.




WATCH

[image: ]
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Bonus Family (Eddie Åhgren and various; 2017–22) Comedy drama about a blended family.

The Swedish Theory of Love (Erik Gandini; 2016) Documentary casting a critical eye over Sweden’s individualistic culture.

We Are the Best! (Lukas Moodysson; 2013) Three girls in Stockholm form a punk band in this drama set in the 1980s (pictured).

Pure (Lisa Langseth; 2010) A 20-year-old finds meaning through classical music in this drama.

Snabba Cash (Jesper Ganslandt; 2021–22) Netflix-made crime series about underground gangs.




LISTEN

True (Avicii; 2013) The debut album of celebrated late electronic producer and DJ Avicii (real name Tim Bergling).

Sweden In Focus (The Local; 2021-present) The team behind Sweden’s largest English-language news site The Local, discuss topical news stories.

Local Valley (José González; 2021) The fourth soothing indie-folk album by bestselling Gothenburg-based artist José González.

The Cold Swedish Winter (Danny Robins; 2014–21) BBC comedy drama podcast about a British stand-up comic living in a remote Swedish town.










THE FOOD SCENE


From vegan treats to globally influenced fine dining, Sweden’s food scene has advanced far beyond its staple meatballs and salmon dishes.



[image: ]

Swedish meatballs with mashed potatoes | SERGII KOVAL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

There is a reason Sweden became famous for its meatballs, long before Swedish flatpack-furniture giant IKEA started serving them in its store cafes. They’re the perfect comfort food during the country’s long, dark winters. And, there are plenty more hearty dishes to choose from as part of a tradition called husmanskost, which roughly translates as ‘home-cooked food’.

More refined dining is on offer in Sweden’s New Nordic restaurants. These venues champion innovative dishes, crafted from seasonal ingredients and with a strong focus on ethical production methods. Meanwhile, there’s a thriving international food scene in bigger cities, from high-end Asian-Swedish-fusion restaurants to gourmet burger diners, vegan-bowl bars and authentic falafel stalls.

When it comes to beverages, craft breweries and wine bars are increasingly making their mark. And let’s not forget Sweden’s fika tradition, which is all about unwinding with a cup of coffee and something sweet – the country is packed with cosy cafes.

Swedish Home Staples

Sweden’s harsh winter climate provides the backdrop to many of its beloved pantry staples. Foods with long shelf lives such as knäckebröd (crispbread) and havre (oats) remain popular, alongside pickled vegetables. During Easter, Christmas and Midsummer celebrations, pickled sill (herring) flavoured with ingredients from mustard to dill is a classic. Spices such as cinnamon, cardamom and saffron are cupboard essentials.



Swedes are big on dairy products. Alongside eggs and mild yellow cheeses, filmjölk (fermented sour milk) is a common fridge ingredient. When it comes to fruits and vegetables, the historic tradition of picking berries and mushrooms from Swedish forests never went out of fashion. Swedish media have reported an uptick in people trying to grow their own vegetables in the wake of the global climate crisis and the pandemic, too.


Best Sicilian Cakes & Sweets

KÖTTBULLAR

Swedish-style meatballs, served with creamy mash and lingonberries.

KRÄFTOR

Boiled crayfish are a summer treat, especially on the coast.

VÄSTER- BOTTENPAJ

Pastry pie filled with cheese from Västerbotten in the north.

TOAST SKAGEN

Shrimps on toast, named after a Danish port but adored in Sweden.

KANELBULLE

A cinnamon bun is a popular mellanmål, which means a between-meal snack.

INLAGD SILL

Pickled herring; a staple at seasonal Swedish lunch buffets.

SEMLA

A sweet pastry filled with cream and almond paste.



Vegetarians & Vegans

Swedes have a reputation for being health-conscious and championing sustainable lifestyles. While clearly not everyone fits that stereotype, the trend is evident, especially in larger cities. As a result, it’s relatively easy to find fresh, quality meals for vegetarians and vegans.

Most restaurants and cafes typically offer several alternatives to meat or fish. There’s also a growing number of bespoke venues, from budget vegetarian cafes to vegan fine-dining eateries, bowl-food bars and coffee shops serving vegan cakes. Even the country’s largest fast-food chain, Max, has a huge plant-based menu to choose from.

Outdoor Grills

Free public barbecues are a common sight in city parks and nature reserves, where some locals grill year-round, even when there’s snow on the ground.

Families and friends join forces to cook basic hot dogs (varmkorv) or plant-based alternatives. Usually served in buns and with ketchup or mustard and shop-bought fried-onion sprinkles. Perhaps not the healthiest or most creative meal, it is a budget-conscious way to bring people together. For hardy Swedes there’s often a hike to and from the barbecue to burn off calories.

[image: ]

Swedish barbecue | MULEVICH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Ölands Skördefest (skordefest.nu; September/October) Pumpkins and autumnal fare are on sale at this island harvest festival.

Smaka Good Food Festival (smakagoodfoodfestival.se; June) Stockholm park Kungsträdgården hosts this event focusing on healthy, sustainable produce.

Street Food Festivalen (streetfoodfestivalen.se; various) Street-food trucks join forces in Gothenburg, Stockholm and Malmö.

Stockholm Beer & Whisky Festival (stockholmbeer.se; October) Beer and whisky fans descend on a converted factory.

Nordic Craft Cider Festival (nccf.se; July) Compact garden festival in Strängäs, celebrating ciders from across the Nordics.

Great Swedish Beer Festival (greatswedishbeerfestival.se; October) Swedish craft breweries showcase inside a red-brick former slaughterhouse in Malmö.



[image: ]

Pictured: Ölands Skordefest | ROLF_52/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



Local Specialities

Swedes are specialists in comfort food.

Savoury Meals

Köttbullar (meatballs)

Toast skagen (shrimps on toast)

Västerbottenpaj (cheese pie)

Renskav (reindeer stew)

Pytt i panna (Swedish-style fry-up, often with diced potatoes, bacon, onion and eggs)

Janssons frestelse (creamy casserole made with potato, onion and anchovies)

Sweet Treats

Kanelbulle (cinnamon bun)

Semla (seasonal sweet roll filled with cream and almond paste, sold mostly in February)

Kladdkaka (chocolate cake)

Chokladboll (chocolate and oat raw ball)

Lussekatt (seasonal saffron bun, sold during wintertime)

Pepparkaka (ginger biscuit)

Traditional Drinks

Glögg (hot wine, available alcoholic and nonalcoholic)

Snaps (strong alcoholic spirit)

Äppelmust (nonalcoholic drink)

Dare to Try

Surströmming (salted, fermented herring)

Inlagd sill (pickled herring)

Lutfisk (dried white fish in lye)

Lakrits (Swedish liquorice)

Filmjölk (sour milk, an alternative topping for cereals)

Princesstårta (sponge cake with green marzipan and cream)

Smörgåstårta (savoury cake made up of layers of sandwiches)

Falukorv (smoked beef and pork sausage originating from Falun)

Fast Food, Swedish Style

Varmkorv (hot dog, served in convenience stalls and markets)

Polarklämma (flatbread wrap, usually with reindeer or cheese)

Falafel (Middle Eastern fritter that’s become a staple)

Kebabpizza (Kebab on a pizza base)

Kexchoklad (bestselling wafer and chocolate bar)

[image: ]

Toast skagen | ABOVE: MARIAKOVALEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Rolfs Kök Quality Swedish classics including fish stew and braised ox cheeks, in a contemporary industrial space with an open kitchen. €€

Vollmers Owned by two brothers, this fine-dining restaurant in Malmö has a reputation for attentive staff and creative seasonal dishes. €€€

Restaurant 1909 Cottage-style restaurant at the rustic but luxurious Sigtuna Stads Hotell. Seasonal cuisine with unobstructed lake views. €€

Sjömagasinet A waterfront brasserie on Sweden’s west coast, dishing up mouthwatering seafood and views. €€

Pelikan Hearty Swedish classics dominate the menu at this welcoming, wood-panelled venue in Stockholm, with midrange prices. €€€



THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Salads start to replace heavier winter suppers. Vegetables in season include beetroot, asparagus and iceberg lettuce. Nettle soup (pictured) is a traditional springtime dish to look for on restaurant menus.

[image: ]
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SUMMER

New potatoes, radishes and strawberries are among the fresh food staples at Midsummer celebrations. In August, head to the coast to try local crayfish, or find a forest and forage for blueberries (pictured).

[image: ]

DAVID BOKUCHAVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

AUTUMN

Source a Swede to help you safely pick the best edible mushrooms (pictured) to serve on toast. Soups made from root vegetables are also popular during autumn, and there’s plenty of game on menus.

[image: ]

SUSIE HEDBERG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WINTER

Hunker down indoors with comfort foods like meatballs or reindeer stew. At Christmas markets, sip on glögg (hot wine) and snack on pepparkaka (gingersnap biscuits) or lussekatter (saffron buns, pictured).

[image: ]
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How to… 
Hike the Kungsleden & Padjelantaleden


Besides countless day hikes, peak ascents and off-the-grid trekking, Lappland has two major long-distance trails: the 500km-long Kungsleden, bisecting Abisko, Sarek, Pieljekaise and Stora Sjöfallet National Parks, and the 139km-long Padjelantaleden in Padjelanta National Park.



[image: ]

Kungsleden hiking trail | JENS OTTOSON/SHUTTERSTOCK


MAPS & APPS

One-side Fjällkartan (kartbutiken.se; 1:100,000) maps cover a wider area around the Kungsleden, whereas Calazo (calazo.se; 1:100,000) maps are water-resistant. These are the best for each section.

Abisko–Kebnekaise Fjällkartan BD6 or Calazo Kungsleden Kebnekaise–Saltoluokta Fjällkartan BD8 or Calazo Kebnekaisefjällen Saltoluokta–Kvikkjokk Fjällkartan BD10 or Calazo Sarek & Padjelanta Kvikkjokk–Ammarnäs Fjällkartan BD14 (north) and BD16 (south) or Calazo Kvikkjokk-Ammarnäs Ammarnäs–Hemavan Fjällkartan AC2 or Calazo Ammarnäs-Hemavan

For Padjelantaleden, the best is Calazo Padjelantaleden (1:50,000).

Swedish Mountain Maps app is excellent



Decide When to Go

Hiking season is from late June to late September, with some passes covered in snow till July. Trails are busiest in July and August (mosquitoes too). September brings beautiful colours. Winter touring is from December to April.

Plan Accommodation & Transport

Both trails feature basic mountain huts, staffed by STF (Svenska Turistföreningen; Swedish Touring Association) custodians. Spaced out 10km to 20km from one another (first come, first served), some sell provisions; all have kitchens. Camp nearby to make use of the facilities. STF mountain lodges and hostels need to be booked (swedishtouristassociation.com).

Besides summer buses to some Kungsleden trailheads, there are boats (swedishtouristassociation.com/boats-in-the-mountains). Kallax Flyg (kallaxflyg.se) and Fiskflyg (fiskflyg.se) helicopters drop hikers inside the national parks. Padjelantaleden can only be reached via boat, then hiking from Kvikkjokk, boat from Ritsem, or helicopter.

Gear Up

Layers, waterproof gear and sturdy hiking boots are a must year-round. Essentials include first-aid kit, torch, matches, insect repellent, bug head net, durable tent, camping stove, fuel, sleeping bag and sleeping mat, repair supplies, map(s) and compass, and provisions. Potable water is everywhere. Binoculars and hiking poles are a great extra. Power packs are useful since STF huts don’t have electricity. A great planning resource is fjallsakerhetsradet.se.

Ski & Snowshoe Touring

It’s possible to tackle the Kungsleden during winter (December to April) by skiing or snowshoeing between huts. Rather than carrying your gear, opt for a sled. Wear woollen undergarments, ski trousers and a thin jacket with hood; avoid overheating. Sunblock and sunglasses are a must. Check the forecast and let your itinerary be known.









THE OUTDOORS

With its continental climate, extensive coastline, numerous national parks and mountain ranges, Sweden is a playground for land- and water-based fresh-air fiends year-round.

[image: ]

Surfing off Stockholm | BERGGREN, HANS/GETTY IMAGES ©

Lapped at by the waters of the North Sea, Baltic Sea and the Gulf of Bothnia, Sweden has a coastline hundreds of miles long that throws down a gauntlet to surfers, windsurfers, sailors and other water-sports enthusiasts. Inland, myriad lakes and rivers offer traditional thrills to canoeists and kayakers, while hikers and mountaineers can challenge themselves in craggy ranges on the border with Norway. In winter, cross-country and downhill skiers traverse the landscape.

Hiking

Whether you’re a trekker looking to scale Lappland’s highest mountain, or a coastal rambler, Sweden has trails to suit all abilities.

European footpaths E1 and E6 run from Varberg to Grövelsjön (1200km) and from Malmö to Norrtälje (1400km) respectively. Lappland’s Kungsleden is the best-known and most user-friendly trail. The 139km Padjelantaleden is a moderately challenging route. The mountainous part of western Jämtland is also popular, and there are countless day hikes and peak ascents in northern national parks.

Mountain trails in Sweden are well-marked; most have bridges across rivers and streams (though the Padjelantaleden has you fording rivers), and boggy areas are traversed using duckboards. Long-distance trails are lined with overnight huts and mountain lodges, maintained by Svenska Turistföreningen.




FAMILY ADVENTURES

Hit the baby slopes with the little ones in Åre.

Partake in cycling, kayaking and ice-skating tours around Stockholm with Stockholm Adventures.

Swim at sheltered coves with shallow waters off the Ulvön or Trysunda islands of the Höga Kusten.

Hike and camp the Abisko–Kebnekaise part of the Kungsleden with your teens.

Ride Icelandic horses amid the forests, lakes and rivers of Sámi country with Ofelaš, near Kiruna.

Visit the re-created Viking village at the Fotevikens Museum in Höllviken.

Paddle sea kayaks around the islets of the Gothenburg archipelago.

Ride a husky sled through the Arctic landscape as part of an introductory tour with Jokkmokk Guiderna.



Hiking season is June to mid-September, when trails are mostly snow-free. After mid-August the voracious mosquitoes have gone and autumn foliage is spectacular.

Sweden's forests and mountains are home to bear, lynx, wolves and moose (elk), while in Lappland you're very likely to spot roaming reindeer herds.

Skiing & Ice Skating

Between December and late April, large ski resorts cater to downhill (alpine and telemark) skiing and snowboarding. Sweden’s biggest ski resort is Åre, run by SkiStar (skistar.com) along with Sälen and Vemdalen, among others. Cross-country (Nordic) touring is hugely popular from December to April. The Kungsleden is the best long-distance trail for skiing. You can also ski along parts of the Vasaloppet ski-race track in Dalarna.

When the Baltic Sea freezes (once or twice every 10 years), tours of Stockholm’s archipelago are possible. You can also skate on the Gulf of Bothnia, and there’s skating from December to March on many city parks and Sweden’s lakes, as well as on indoor rinks of every town during public skating hours.

Sailing, Canoeing & Other Water Sports

Sweden’s 7000km-long coastline, with its 60,000 islands, is a sailor’s paradise, while inland, lakes, rivers and canals offer pleasant sailing, canoeing and kayaking in spring and summer. The main canals are the Göta Canal, the Kinda Canal and the Dalsland Canal. The windswept southern tip of Sweden, Skåne, provides ideal conditions for kiting and windsurfing; windsurfing is also popular in the Stockholm archipelago.

No Swedish summer is complete without swimming in lakes and the sea. There are sandy beaches along the southwest coast, rocky launch pads in Bohuslän, and a mix of rock slabs and coves on the islands.


BEST SPOTS

For the best outdoor spots and routes, see map on here
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Extreme Sports

MOUNTAIN BIKING

Hit the advanced and extreme tracks at Åre Bike Park on the slopes of Mt Åreskutan in Åre in summer.

VIA FERRATA

Clamber up the craggy rock face of Mt Skuleberget off the Höga Kusten along this lofty obsctacle course.

DOG SLEDDING

Bond with your own husky team during a multi-day dog-sledding expedition through Lappland wilderness with Jokkmokk Guiderna.

ICE DRIVING

Put a fast car through its paces along special tracks on frozen lakes around Arvidsjaur with Sports Cars on Ice.

CYCLING

Ride the Sydostleden Bicycle Trail from Simrishamn (Skåne) to Växjö (Småland), with castles, vodka tasting and smugglers’ haunt.

Ski CROSS-COUNTRY

Join 15,000 others in a high-octane, 90km-long event which retraces the steps of a historic messenger and finishes in Mora.

SNOWMOBILING

Carve trails in the snow atop Sweden’s cold-weather all-terrain vehicle on a safari with Arvidsjaur’s Snowmobile Adventures.







ACTION AREAS

Where to find Sweden’s best outdoor activities
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SWEDEN

THE GUIDE

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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STOCKHOLM & AROUND
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NORDIC STYLE QUEEN

Founded in the 13th century, Stockholm has a well-preserved historic core, but the city is no museum piece: it's modern, dynamic and ever-evolving.
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When it comes to cultural assets, Stockholm is scandalously rich. Take Gamla Stan. The city's oldest district is the stuff of storybooks. Complete with prerequisite royal palace, gabled buildings and razor-thin cobblestone streets, it's one of Europe’s most impeccably preserved historic centres. Across the city, world-class museums and galleries inform and entertain, with everything from glittering Viking treasures and an ill-fated warship to ABBA memorabilia and contemporary art. It's a stimulating, inspiring mix, where the past, present and future merge.

Stockholm is a city that moves with the seasons. Visit in summer and a beach-party vibe reigns, while winter is the perfect time to warm up in a sauna or become acquainted with the city's cosy cafes. Speaking of which, those cafes are among the best locations to get a handle on Stockholm's legendary sense of style. A fix of retail therapy is equally enlightening. From cult-status local threads, bags and textiles, to delicate handmade ceramics, local objects reveal much about the Swedish love of understatement, functionality and harmony.

Given the bounty of ingredients drawn from surrounding waters, fields and forests, it's not surprising that food is a serious passion. This is a city with a curious, open-minded palate. Whatever the global culinary trend, Stockholm is on it, from raw food and poke bowls to sustainable, locavore dining. Old-school, Swedish classics are equally revered. Whether it's fried herring, succulent meatballs or toast skagen piled high with prawns, traditions are both faithfully adhered to and tweaked by Stockholm's legion of ambitious, forward-thinking chefs.

Despite being spread across 14 main islands, Stockholm is a relatively compact city. Walking is often the best way to get around. Bridges connect most of the islands, while ferries, the tunnelbana (metro) and trains link the rest. Public transport is safe, smooth and efficient, covering every corner of the city and its surrounds.Speaking of which, with royal palaces, vintage villages and leafy nature reserves, you should certainly aim to spend some time exploring the greater Stockholm county and the idyllic islands of the archipelago.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GAMLA STAN, SÖDERMALM & AROUND

Historic heart, contemporary crucible.

NORRMALM & KUNGSHOLMEN

Commercial hub and city hall.

ÖSTERMALM, LADUGÅRDSGÄRDET & AROUND

Cuisine, couture and culture.

DJURGÅRDEN & SKEPPSHOLMEN

Top museums, royal parklands.

VASASTAN & AROUND

Restaurant goldmine, architectural stunners.

BEYOND STOCKHOLM

Adventures outside the city.







Find Your Way


Strewn over 14 islands, Stockholm can seem a baffling city to navigate at first. However, the city centre and inner neighbourhoods are easily walkable and with an excellent public transport system, getting to the more far-flung sights is a breeze.
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Plan Your Days

Much of Stockholm’s charm comes from aimless strolls beside the water and soaking up the atmosphere of a cosy cafe. Do make time, though, for its excellent museums – there's hardly a dud among them.
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DAY 1

Morning

• Join a tour of the royal palace, Kungliga Slottet (pictured). Afterwards check out the fascinating regal memorabilia in the Royal Armoury. With good timing you may also be able to catch the Changing of the Guard in the palace's outer courtyard. Enjoy lunch at Grillska Husets Konditori overlooking Stortorget.

Afternoon

• You could easily spend the rest of the day at the Nationalmuseum. But if modern and contemporary art are more your taste, continue to the island of Skeppsholmen, home to the exceptional collection of the Moderna Museet.

Evening

• Enjoy a performance at Operan and dinner and drinks at Bakfickan.






DAY 2

Morning

• Spend a few hours exploring the open-air architectural museum Skansen. A great alternative is Vasamuseet, dedicated to the resuscitation of a sunken 17th-century battleship. Also try to squeeze in Vrak – Museum of Wrecks. Lunch at Skroten.

Afternoon

• The ABBA Museum is huge fun, or learn about Swedish culture at the epic Nordiska Museet. If the weather is good, stroll through the park across to Ladugårdsgärdet for a glimpse of the future at the superb science museum Tekniska.

Evening

• Dine at lively Sturehof, then sip cocktails at Nori Bar.




DAY 3

Morning

• Join a tour of the Stadshuset to marvel at its spectacular interiors. If you're here between May and September also climb the city hall's tower for stellar views. Earmark grand food hall Östermalms Saluhall for lunch.

Afternoon

• Shop for local fashions and design around Östermalm and Norrmalm: retailers not to miss include Svenskt Tenn, NK and Iris Hantverk. For an insight into Swedish style over a century ago drop into the extraordinary Hallwylska Museet.

Evening

• Enjoy the photography exhibitions at Fotografiska; its restaurant is also excellent with one of the best views in Stockholm.



You’ll also want to...

Even taking seasons into consideration, the wealth of adventures to be had in the Stockholm area is breathtaking.

VISIT A ROYAL SUMMER RETREAT

World Heritage–listed Drottningholm is Sweden's Versailles.
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SWEAT IT OUT AT A SAUNA

Steam at Art Nouveau Centralbadet, then jump in the lake at Hellasgården.
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ENJOY NIGHTLIFE WITH THE LOCALS

From May to September, join the outdoor party at Trädgården. Concerts year-round at Kaijasalong.
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STEP INTO CARL MILLES' WORLD

Enjoy trumpeting nymphs and other mythical creatures at Millesgården, the artist's former home.
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SUP IN A TRADITIONAL TAVERN

Enjoy Swedish dishes with a local beer at pubs like Pelikan or Tennstopet.
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SEE STOCKHOLM FROM THE WATER

Join a kayak tour with Stockholm Adventures, or hop on a ferry from Slussen to Djurgården.
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SAIL TO THE ARCHIPELAGO ISLANDS

Take a day trip to fishing village Vaxholm or art showpiece Artipelag.
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GAMLA STAN & SÖDERMALM

Historic heart, contemporary crucible

Gamla Stan's cobblestones have seen it all, from bloody massacres to Nobel Prize winners. Dominated by the mammoth Kungliga Slottet (Royal Palace), Stockholm’s historic birthplace also packs in Renaissance churches, fascinating museums and romantic squares. It's not short of touristy cafes, galleries and souvenir shops, but on its less busy side streets you'll find a quieter, more intimate atmosphere that harks back centuries. Gamla Stan also includes two islets: Helgeandsholme, home to Sweden’s parliament; and Riddarholmen, location of Riddarholmskyrkan, the royal necropolis.

On a bigger scale is the island of Södermalm. Long a working-class stronghold, it's now home to some of the city's coolest neighbourhoods. Come here for indie fashion boutiques, vintage stores, art galleries, cafes, bars and music venues. There are also great views across lake Mälaren from elevated Monteliusvägen and a footbridge to the tiny island of Långholmen with its summer beach hangouts.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Fotografiska

2 Grillska Husets Konditori

3 Kungliga Slottet

4 Storkyrkan

SIGHTS

5 Evert Taubes Terrass

6 Judiska Muséet

7 Långholmsbadet

8 Medeltidsmuseet

9 Nobelmuseet

10 Riddarholmskyrkan

11 Riksdagshuset

12 Royal Armoury

13 Skinnarviksberget

14 Stadsmuseum

15 Tantolunden

ACTIVITIES

16 Eriksdalsbadet

17 Monteliusvägen

EATING

18 Bar Agrikultur

19 Bitza

20 Blå Dörren

21 Pelikan

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22 Debaser Strand

23 Judit et Bertil

24 Kvarnen

SHOPPING

25 6/5/4

26 Grandpa

27 Söders Retro & Design

28 Urban Deli Nytorget
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Fotografiska

LATE-NIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY SHOWS

Superbly curated exhibitions and long opening hours (10am- 11pm) are among the key attractions of this gallery devoted to photography. Housed in a renovated customs hall on the North bank of Södermalm, it also has one of the coolest locations in Stockholm. The views across the water from its award-winning plant-based restaurant Bread & Wine are sublime.


TOP TIP

Don't miss the Changing of the Guard in Kungliga Slottet's outer courtyard. The ceremony kicks off at 12.15pm Monday to Saturday and 1.15pm on Sundays and public holidays May through August. September to May, it's on Wednesday, Saturday, Sunday and public holidays.




Royal Armoury

Accessed off Slottsbacken, in the lofty vaults of the palace, this museum is a gem. Over 500 years of royal history is illustrated through unique items. With plenty of interactive elements and fun special exhibitions it's particularly well set up to entertain kids.



Grillska Husets Konditori

SWEET TREATS ON STORTORGET

This cafe, deli and bakery is run by the charity Stockholms Stadsmission. It's a choice spot for a cinnamon bun or shrimp sandwich, especially if you bag a seat overlooking Stortorget, Gamla Stan's most photogenic square. There's a shaded courtyard at the rear of the 17th-century building.



Kungliga Slottet

OFFICIAL RESIDENCE OF THE ROYAL FAMILY

Built on the ruins of medieval Tre Kronor castle, which burned down in 1697, this 608-room palace 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).
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Nobelmuseet

A CELEBRATION OF NOBEL LAUREATES

This small but fascinating museum occupies the Börsen building – the old Stock Exchange – which forms the north side of Stortorget, the historic main square in Gamla Stan. It charts the history of the Nobel Prizes and their recipients, with a focus on the intellectual and cultural aspects of invention. There's a wealth of touch-screen info to read, 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).
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Riddarholmskyrkan

The royal necropolis

Seventeen Swedish monarchs, from Magnus Ladulås in 1290 to Gustav V in 1950, have been buried at here. Standing on the islet of Riddarholmen, the church began as a Franciscan monastery in the 13th century.

Wall plates display the coats of arms of the Seraphim knights; the Order of the Seraphim is Sweden's highest chivalry award. Look out for the sarcophagus of Gustav II Adolf, Sweden’s mightiest monarch, who died in 1632. Apart from occasional concerts and special events it opens from mid-May to mid-September.






Why I Love Gamla Stan
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Simon Richmond, Text @simonrichmond

There are few places in Europe where 800 years of a city's history are so palpable. On the island where Stockholm was born you can take in the monumental Royal Palace and the soaring baroque stylings of Storkyrkan. But it's along its cobbled side streets and in its quieter courtyards and narrow alleyways such as Mårten Trotzigs gränd, that you best feel the antique atmosphere of the place. Look for the small details – such as Liss Eriksson's 15cm-tall Järnpojke (Iron Boy) statue behind the Finska Kyrkan, or the bronze sculpture and fountain Morgon by Ivar Johnsson in the circular courtyard Brantingtorget – and you'll soon find Gamla Stan working its magic on you, too.
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THE BERNADOTTES

With no viable Swedish heirs, courtier Baron Mörner invited one of Napoleon’s marshals, Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte (1763–1844), to be king. The Frenchman agreed, changing his name to Karl Johan, and the Bernadotte dynasty began. The current, Karl XVI Gustaf, was crowned king in 1973.



WHERE TO STAY IN GAMLA STAN & SöDERMALM

Castanea Old Town Hostel Superb hostel in a beautiful old building. Big mixed dorms, private rooms and good common areas. €

Långholmen Hotell & Vandrarhem Former prison on Långholmen island, now a hostel/hotel near trendy Hornstull. €€

First Hotel Reisen Stockholm’s oldest hotel in Gamla Stan has an impressive waterfront location. Rooms in classic Scandi style. €€€



MORE IN GAMLA STAN

Palace Apartments & Museums

SEE HOW THE ROYALS LIVE

As there's a lot to see at Kungliga Slottet, the best plan is to join one of the engaging guided tours (see kungligaslotten.se for the timetable). The 45-minute tour covers the impressive Hall of State housing Queen Kristina’s silver throne, rescued from the Tre Kronor fire; the Council Chamber, which is where the king meets with each new government; Gustav III's State Bedchamber, where the king died in 1792, two weeks after having been shot at the opera; and Karl XI Gallery, a riot of gold leaf, mirrors and chandeliers, considered the finest example of Swedish late baroque. If you're in a hurry, skip the Guest Apartments used by visiting heads of state, and focus next on the Bernadotte Apartments which reflect the interior-design tastes of Sweden's current royal family. King Karl XVI Gustav's Jubilee Room from 1998 is a refreshing burst of modern Swedish design. The Antikmuseum displays sculpture mostly collected by King Gustav III during his Italian journeys during the 1780s.



In the basement (accessible from Slottskajen) is Museum Tre Kronor covering the castle's history up until the catastrophic 1697 fire. The Royal Treasury (accessible from Skattkammaren) displays original ceremonial bling – crowns, sceptres, other Royal regalia and a 16th-century sword that belonged to Gustav Vasa. Also check to see if the 18th-century Royal Chapel is open (there's a public mass every Sunday and occasional concerts are held here).

Tour the National Parliament

SWEDEN'S MODERN SEAT OF POWER

Dominating tiny Helgeandsholmen are the buildings of Sweden's parliament Riksdagshuset (riksdagen.se). The older section, dating from 1905, includes the two chambers used when the country had a bicameral parliament; in 1971 Sweden changed to a unicameral system, so a modern chamber was constructed in the 1980s inside what used to be the Bank of Sweden. All this and more is explained on the fascinating, hour-long tour (in English, at 1.30pm on Saturdays and Sundays), which offers a compelling glimpse into the Swedish system of consensus-building government. Places are limited to 28 people so line up early.

Stockholm's Baroque Cathedral

WHERE KINGS WERE CROWNED

Used for royal weddings and coronations, Storkyrkan is both Stockholm’s oldest building (consecrated in 1306) and its cathedral. Behind a baroque facade, the Gothic-baroque interior includes the extravagant royal-box pews designed by Nicodemus Tessin the Younger, and Berndt Notke’s dramatic sculpture St George and the Dragon, commissioned by Sten Sture the Elder to commemorate his victory over the Danes in 1471. Also look out for the Parhelion painting, one of the oldest images of medieval Stockholm. Music concerts are regularly held here and are well worth attending.


I Live Here: Where to Find Jewish Stockholm
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Christina Gamstorp, director of the Judiska Museet, recommends other place connected to Jewish history and cultural life in the city.

Stora Synagogans 
The Grand Synagogue in Östermalm, completed in 1870 to a design by Fredrik Wilhelm Scholander (jfst.se).

NK 
One of the two founders of this department store was Josef Sachs, a Jewish businessman.

Norra Judiska Begravningsplatsen, Solna

The chapel was also designed by Scholander. Several famous Jewish people are buried here, including Nobel laureate Nelly Sachs, and actor Erland Josephson.



WHERE TO STAY IN GAMLA STAN & SöDERMALM

Rival Hotel Södermalm design hotel, with deco accents and cinema photography nodding to its picture-palace past. €€€

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. €€

Time Travel to Medieval Stockholm

THE BIRTH OF THE CITY

On the islet of Helgeandsholme, Medeltidsmuseet is a museum built around the 1530s foundations that were unearthed here in the 1970s. Walk through faithful reconstructions of medieval Stockholm homes, markets and workshops, some inhabited by hyper-realistic waxworks. Hands-on and multimedia elements bring the history to life. Highlights include the skeletal remains of the 1520s-era ship Riddarsholm; a chilling display about Gallows Hill; and a lifelike re-creation of Birger Jarl, Stockholm's founder.

Museum of Swedish Jewish History 

DISCOVER STOCKHOLM'S OLDEST SYNAGOGUE

The 15th-century building facing the cobbled square on Själagårdsgatan has been many things in its time, including the home of Stockholm’s first synagogue (1795–1870), a fact celebrated in the imaginatively designed Judiska Museet. Sections of the old synagogue's decorative wall murals have been uncovered beneath layers of paint, the scattered carved wooden pieces of the original early 19th-century pulpit has been miraculously reassembled, and contemporary artworks have been commissioned to tell the story of Jewish life and culture in Sweden. Check the website (judiskamuseet.se) for details of talks, concerts and the guided walks that the museum also offers.

Meet the People Who Made Stockholm

LEARN THE CITY'S HISTORY

Housed in a 1680 building designed by Nicodemus Tessin the Elder, the Stadsmuseum does a great job of covering Stockholm’s development from castle town to modern metropolis. The story is told mainly through the experiences of real individuals. Displays are imaginative, informative and hands-on fun; kids will love dressing up in the various costumes scattered throughout the three floors. And if you were wondering what all the construction around Slussen is about, also pop into the separate exhibition devoted to this; it's across the road on the lakeside corner of Guldgränd.

Classic Södermalm Alehouses

HOME COOKING AND 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, which was later a bank. Vaulted ceilings and warm timber panelling set an appropriate scene for beautifully executed Swedish classics like fluffy, soul-coaxing elk meatballs, accompanied with juicy lingonberries.


New Slussen

By 2025, this major Stockholm construction project should be complete. Slussen is named after the lock that regulates the flow of water between the Baltic Sea and lake Mälaren. Last updated in 1935, the lock has been rebuilt to reflect more stringent environmental standards and to cope with rising sea levels; there's also a new road bridge from Gamla Stan to Södermalm. New Slussen's bus station is being carved out from within the Katarina bedrock, and will have direct new connections with the metro and commuter rail lines. Overlooking the waterfront will be the new Katarina Park and the lock itself will double as a plaza with pedestrian and cycle lanes connecting Stockholm's two central islands.



WHERE TO EAT IN GAMLA STAN & SöDERMALM

Kryp In Book ahead for this cosy Gamla Stan restaurant that wows with creative takes on traditional dishes. €€

Meatballs for the People Swedish comfort food in Södermalm. The dozen meatball options also include ones for vegans. €€

Chaikhana Book ahead for dainty afternoon-tea spreads at this delightful teahouse. It also hosts tea-tasting events. €€




A WALK AROUND GAMLA STAN

On Gamla Stan’s back alleys and quieter side streets it can seem like Stockholm is almost unchanged since medieval times. Starting from 1 Gamla Stan metro station, head north along Munkbroleden to 2 Riddarhuset, the House of Nobility (riddarhuset.se). This 17th-century palace is where the Swedish nobility once gathered to govern. 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 Kristina. 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 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 (Merchant's Street), browsing the shops, to reach the triangular 'square' at its end, where you'll find the 7 St George & the Dragon statue; it’s a 1912 bronze replica of Berndt Notke's 15th-century wooden original inside Storkyrkan. Head off to the right and continue along Österlånggatan to 8 Järntorget. On this 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 set of steps that connect to Prästgatan. Follow this street to Tyska brinken, turn left and back downhill towards your start.
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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 head here to sample the flavourful plant-based cuisine at Växthuset; order the seven-course menu as most of the inventive dishes are small. On Friday and Saturdays 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 popular club has a full-on festival atmosphere with everything from ping pong and video games to street food, live music and DJs.
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Pelikan offers lofty ceilings, wood panelling, beautiful murals and no-nonsense waiters in waistcoats. Come here to enjoy classic husmanskost (home cooking) – think roasted reindeer, Västerbotten cheese pie and Arctic char. The herring options are particularly good (try the 'SOS' starter, an assortment of pickled herring). There's a hefty list of aquavit, too.

Dating from 1908, Kvarnen is also an old-school Hammarby football-fan hangout. Come early to this handsome beer hall hung with large works of art for a pint and a classic Swedish meal. As the night progresses, the nightclub vibe takes over.

Urban Sunbathing & Swimming Spots

SPLASH AROUND IN LAKE MäLAREN

Summers are sweet at Långholmsbadet, a beach on the island of Långholmen that you can walk to from the western end of Södermalm. From 1724 to 1974, this mile-long, sparsely developed island was home to a prison (now a hotel and hostel). Consequently, it remains a leafy urban retreat with handsome wooden boats floating in the canal that separates the island from Södermalm.

Also popular for sunbathing and swimming is Tanto strandbad, a human-made beach that's part of Tantolunden in Södermalm's Hornstall district. One of Stockholm's most extensive and varied parks, Tantolunden's combination of allotments, open expanses, outdoor gym, play area and waterside walks make it a great getaway from the city centre.

Chilly lake water not your thing? Then try Eriksdalsbadet, the national swimming complex in Skanstull at the southern edge of Södermalm. Swim year-round in several indoor pools, including an Olympic-sized 50m one, and enjoy the gym and sauna. From May to September the complex also opens its big outdoor pool section.

WHERE TO DRINK IN GAMLA STAN & SöDERMALM

Gaston Intimate, sophisticated yet relaxed, this wine bar is where clued-in Stockholmers sip fine drops.

Folii In dusty pink and grey shades, intimate, laid-back Folii offers impeccably chosen wines by the glass.

Södra Teatern Multifunctional culture palace with bars and restaurants. In summer its terrace provides dazzling city views.

WHERE TO SHOP FOR BOOKS IN GAMLA STAN & SöDERMALM

English Bookshop The best place for English books in Stockholm with a superb range and cosy, welcoming atmosphere.

Papercut Artfully curated selection of books, international magazines and DVDs in Södermalm, with a pop-culture focus.

Science Fiction Bookshop Sci-fi and fantasy treasures in a Gamla Stan storehouse of comics, graphic novels, games, toys and posters.

Take in Stockholm's Skyline

BEST CITY VIEWPOINTS

Evert Taubes Terrass on Riddarholmen is a tranquil spot where you are at eye level with lake Mälaren with open sightlines across the water to Stadshuset and Södermalm’s coastline. Taube, the terrace's namesake, was a beloved composer and troubadour; he's immortalised in the joyful statue on the terrace. High up on the northern shore of Södermalm, Monteliusvägen is a 500m-long walking trail. Midway along the wooden walkway there's the small Olle Adolphson's Park dedicated to the singer who used to live nearby; check out the enclave of pretty, antique wooden houses.

Nearby, it's a bit of a scramble to get up rocky Skinnarviksberget, the highest outcrop in central Stockholm, but worth it to enjoy this prime sunset picnic and party spot.

Södermalm's Hip 'Hoods

SOFO VS 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 west 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 classic bar Judit et Bertil.


BEST SECONDHAND SHOPPING

Judits & Herr Judits

A pair of carefully curated stores on Hornsgatan, each devoted to high-end pre-loved women's and men's fashions.

Humana

On Timmermansgatan (with a second store on Gamla Brogatan 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 on Hornsgatan and on Skånegatan in SoFo. The selection of goods is wide and prices right. (stadsmissionen.se)
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NORRMALM & KUNGSHOLMEN

Commercial hub and city hall

Norrmalm is the city’s modern commercial hub; both the main train and bus stations (Centralstationen and Cityterminalen respectively) are located here. Bulldozed in the 1960s, the district claims some of the capital's most controversial architecture, most notably the five Hötorget buildings, lined up like 72m-tall dominoes. It's also home to department stores, retail chains, hotels and cultural heavyweights Operan and the Nationalmuseum.

In contrast, residential Kungsholmen has come a long way since it was nicknamed 'Starvation Island' during the 19th century, when putrid factories, poverty and disease were the norm. Today it's all about revamped industrial buildings and gentrification. Architectural blockbusters Stadshuset (City Hall) dominates the east end of the island. Head to the west for Rålambshovsparken, one of Stockholmers' favourite parks. It's also a great island for long, beautiful waterfront strolls or a jog or cycle.


TOP TIP

Smedsuddsbadet, the largest beach in Stockholm city centre, is on the south shore of Kungsholmen. At the first sign of warm weather in spring, locals flock here to soak up the sun after the long, dark Swedish winter. To find the beach, follow the footpath along Norr Mälarstrand west beside the water towards Rålambshovsparken.
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Stadshuset

DEFINING THE STOCKHOLM SKYLINE

The mighty red-brick city hall, designed by Ragnar Östberg and completed in 1923, is the pinnacle of Swedish National Romantic style. Around 350 city bureaucrats work here and the annual Nobel Prize banquet is held in its enormous Blue Hall each December. Drop by on the weekend and you'll find it's also a very popular place to get married.

Entry to the building is by guided tour, lasting around 50 minutes; English tours usually take place on the hour between 10am and 3pm daily. You will pass through the Blue Hall, which looks like a vast Italian loggia; the Council Chamber with its soaring vaulted and painted ceiling; and the Prins Eugen Gallery with its beautiful panoramic mural of the city skyline, painted by the talented brother of Gustav V. The highlight is the Golden Hall, a dazzling floor-to-ceiling design by Einar Forseth incorporating some 18 million gilded mosaic pieces.

You'll need a separate ticket to climb the 106m tower (open June to end of August), of which there are only 27 issued for each session. It offers stellar views and a great thigh workout on its 365 steps. City Hall's lakeside park is pretty in all seasons, with its views of Riddarholmen across the water. Two statues by Carl Eldh guard the steps, and Christian Eriksson’s Engelbrekt the Freedom Fighter graces a pillar in the corner of the park.
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Dining at City Hall

There are a couple of good options for dining at Stadshuset. Join the city employees at the Ragnars Skafferi cafe for a great-value buffet lunch (11am to 2pm Monday to Friday). Or dine like a Nobel Prize winner in Stadshuset's handsomely decorated basement restaurant, Stadshuskällaren (stadshuskallarensthlm.se), where you can go a la carte or order the same menu as served at the previous year's Nobel Prize banquet.



Kulturhuset

HOUSE OF CULTURE

This seven-storey wall of glass forming the south side of Sergels Torg is where Stockholmers meet to hang out and experience the arts and culture. There's something here for nearly everyone from the various-sized theatre venues of Stadsteatern and a cinema, to a couple of art galleries, space to play chess and libraries, including one with a fine selection of graphic novels in many languages. Even if none of that appeals, drop by to have a meal or coffee in Theaterbaren, in its buzzing main cafe/bar, or the rooftop Panorama. They both have great views over Sergels Torg, particularly after nightfall when the fountain studded with a 37.5m glass obelisk by Edvin Öhrström glows in vivid colours.
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Nationalmuseum

SWEDEN’S LARGEST ART MUSEUM

Sweden’s premier visual arts and design collection is a joy to behold. The opening act is Carl Larsson's stunning murals inspired by the nation's art history that flank the museum's stairwell and top-floor foyer. Galleries across three floors display some 5000 pieces in chronological order beginning with the 16th century and coming up to the modern day. Enjoy masterpieces by Rembrandt and epic works such as Gustaf Cederström's Bringing Home the Body of King Karl XII of Sweden as well as classics of 20th-century industrial design, even an IKEA sofa. The cafe and gift shop are also fantastic.

Hallwylska Museet

THE HOME OF A COLLECTOR

Completed in 1898, Hallwylska Museet was once the luxurious home of Wilhelmina von Hallwyl and her husband Walther. The Renaissance-inspired mansion is decorated in a lavish mix of 17th- and 18th-century styles, but it is the eye-popping antique and memorabilia collections that take centre stage. Something of a compulsive hoarder, Wilhelmina kept detailed catalogues of everything in the house, broken down into 67 categories. Her tastes were diverse and ran from armoury and kitchen utensils to porcelain and toys. Don't miss the picture gallery in the attic.
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MORE IN NORRMALM

A Night at the Opera

DRAMATIC THEATRE AND RESTAURANTS

Home to the Royal Swedish Opera and Ballet companies, Operan 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 take a peak at the dazzling Guldfoajén (Golden Foyer) at the Stalls Circle level.

At the rear of Operan, the Michelin-starred Opera-källaren 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 Opera Bar (for which you'll need to book), and the 1960s-styled Bakfickan where the counter seats make it ideal for solo dining. Both serve the same menu of upscale comforting Swedish classics.


MORE SAUNAS

Atop Downtown Camper is the Nest Wellness, a contemporary-styled sauna experience, coupled with a gym, penthouse-fab lounge and an outdoor heated swimming pool with fantastic rooftop views. And for a more basic but traditional sauna there's Hellasgården.




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.



WHERE TO STAY IN NORRMALM & KUNGSHOLMEN

City Backpackers Clean rooms, friendly staff, free bike hire and excellent facilities, including sauna, laundry and kitchen. €

Downtown Camper by Scandic Fun youthful vibe with activities including a running club, skateboarding and films. €€

Hobo Hotel The cheapest rooms at this hip Brunkebergstorg pad are small and windowless, but well-designed. €€


Stockholm Adventures

This seasoned operation (stockholmadventures.co) 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.



WHERE TO EAT IN NORRMALM & KUNGSHOLMEN

Vetekatten A cardamom-scented labyrinth of cosy nooks and antique furnishings in Norrmalm that's perfect for light meals. €

Rutabaga One of two operations by Mathias Dahlgren in 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. €€



A Classic Department Store

FIRST WITH THE LATEST

A fixture on Hamngatan since 1915, NK (standing for Nordiska Kompaniet) is Stockholm's classiest department store. You can see its rotating neon-clock sign from most parts of the city centre. It stocks all the top-name brands and local products you'd expect. The basement food hall is great for souvenirs and gourmet groceries, as well as a lunch break. Book well ahead for a meal, though, 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.

An Art Nouveau Bathhouse

SWIM, STEAM AND SPA

Centralbadet (centralbadet.se) is a blissful Art Nouveau–styled 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.

You don't need to enter the bathing area to soak up something of the complex's wonderful atmosphere at its cafe Ecobaren (ecobaren.se).

Specialising in healthy dishes made with organic ingredients, it's both 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.

Museum of Mediterranean Antiquities

MEET AN ANCIENT TERRACOTTA ARMY

Housed in an elegant late 19th-century bank, Medelhavs-museet is home to a beautifully displayed trove of Cypriot, Egyptian, Etruscan, Greek and Roman treasures.

The main hall is devoted to the Swedish expedition to Cyprus (1927–31), where the highlight is a collection of around 1000 small terracotta statuettes from a 1200 BCE sanctuary. Enter the old vaults through safe doors and go down to the basement to see a collection of mummies.

Upstairs, with a lovely view across to Gamla Stan, is the atmospheric Bagdad Cafe which has good food and is a nice place for a quiet drink.


Best for Live Music

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.




GAMERS' DELIGHT

SPACE is also home to the world's largest gaming centre with over 400 setups for players. To find out more about Sweden's successful gaming industry, Tekniska has a brilliant interactive exhibition.



WHERE TO DRINK IN NORRMALM & KUNGSHOLMEN

Röda Huset The 'red house' has a view over Sergels Torg. Its mixologists craft creative cocktails using Swedish ingredients.

Tak Year-round rooftop bar on Brunkebergstorg comes into its own in summer when the party moves outside.

Mälarpaviljongen Alfresco spot in Kungsholmen, open April to September. Food and cocktails are beautified versions of classics.



Tribute to a Talented DJ

SWEDISH POP CULTURAL 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. This engaging, immersive exhibition, inside digital cultural-centre SPACE, is devoted to Bergling's stratospheric but, sadly, brief music 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 to him tragically taking his own life in 2018.

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, and to the east by the Konserthuset fronted by Carl Milles' bronze sculpture of nymphs frolicking.

On the south side is Hötorgshallen, a multicultural food hall selling everything from sushi and local candies to fragrant teas. For the ultimate feed, squeeze into galley-themed dining nook Kajsas Fiskrestaurang for a huge bowl of soulful fisksoppa (fish stew).

Hötorget itself hosts stalls selling fruit, vegetables and colourful bunches of flowers. These are largely replaced each Sunday, from 10am to 4pm, by a flea market that's a prime hunting ground for unique souvenirs.
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ÖSTERMALM, LADUGÅRDSGÄRDET & AROUND

Cuisine, couture and culture

Östermalm is Stockholm at its most glitzy. Stureplan, a square that's famous for its oddball rain shelter Svampen ('mushroom'), is surrounded by celebrity hangouts. Flanking the plaza is Birger Jarlsgatan, a runway of luxe boutiques. It's not all champagne: Östermalm has museums and the Art Nouveau Dramaten theatre.

East of Östermalm are the parklands of Ladugårdsgärdet (‘field of barns’), part of the Royal National City Park where you'll also find several more great museums. To the north is Norra Djurgården, home to Stockholm University and location of the city's prime botanical garden and its natural history museum. And a little further east on the island of Lindgö is Millesgården, the sculpture garden, gallery and former home of artist Carl Milles.


TOP TIP

Hedvig Eleonora Church (hedvigeleonora.se) is a wonderful example of Swedish baroque architecture from the late 17th century and an Östermalm community hub. Do pop in, especially if you happen to be around on Wednesday at 12.15pm when there's a free 30-minute organ concert. Also check its website for details of classical-music concerts held here.
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Tekniska

MUSEUM OF TECHNOLOGY

Should robots have rights, and what will be the impact of AI on our lives? These are among the fascinating questions posed and examined in just one of the exhibitions at 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 has played a game designed by Swedes!). A new attraction is Wisdom Stockholm, an incredible wooden building with domed auditorium, screening 360 degree IMAX films in 3D, that will also be interactive.



Östermalms Saluhall

A HISTORIC FOOD HALL

This gorgeous gourmet food hall, first opened in 1888, inhabits an ornate brick building. It's 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, an institution in Stockholm, famed for its top-quality seafood. Dishes include shrimp sandwiches, gravadlax and fish soup, though it's always worth scanning the blackboard for the day's handful of specials.

Historiska Museet

Vividly re-creating Swedish history

From Iron Age ice skates and a Viking boat to medieval textiles and Renaissance triptychs, Sweden's national historical collection spans over 10,000 years of Swedish culture and history. Highlights include the exhibition on the Battle of Gotland (1361) which pitted the island’s farmers against professional soldiers in the Danish army. The museum's booty also includes exquisite altarpieces from the Middle Ages and the world's oldest organ. Its cafe offers pleasant courtyard seating during summer.
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Millesgården

HOME OF THE FAMOUS SCULPTOR

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 outdoor sculpture garden, designed to evoked the landscapes of Italy's Mediterranean coast, where Milles combined architectural elements from ancient Greece, Rome, medieval times and the Renaissance with his own beautiful creations. The views across to the city from the clifftop are spectacular.

The grounds include a crisp modern gallery for changing exhibitions of contemporary art (Carl and Olga themselves laid the tiles for the intricate black-and-white mosaic floor) and Anne's house named after Anne Hedmark, Carl's assistant who lived there after Milles' death; it's decorated by the renowned interior and furniture designer Josef Frank. The cafe Millesgården Lanthandel is also excellent.
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Svenskt Tenn

CLASSIC SWEDISH INTERIOR DESIGN

As much a museum of interior design as an actual shop, 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 his 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.


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).
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MORE IN ÖSTERMALM, LADUGÅRDSGÄRDET & AROUND

Museums of War & Peace

PERFORMING ARTS, MILITARY HISTORY

A pair of museums in Östermalm do an excellent job of covering opposite ends of the human experience. Housed in the 17th-century Crown Bakery, Scenkonstmuseet spans over 400 years of Swedish performing arts. For theatre, dance and music lovers it's a must.

It's also fun for kids with plenty of interactive exhibits: dress up in costumes, play the bongos and watch fantastic contemporary dance films. And it still has a good bakery and cafe. Nearby, the Armémuseum is devoted to Swedish military history.

Three levels of engrossing exhibitions explore warfare through art, weaponry and life-size waxwork reconstructions of charging horsemen and starving civilians.

There's also a no-punches-pulled graphic section on medieval torture methods, including what it meant to ride a sawhorse.

From All Corners of the Globe

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STOREHOUSE

Opposite Tekniska on Ladugårdsgärdet is another gem of a museum. Etnografiska Museet stages evocative displays on global cultures – you could spend hours alone pouring over the 6000 treasures in its Storeroom exhibition.

The collection of 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.

Stockholm's Tiniest Live Stage

ALL MUSIC GENRES COVERED

The most charming of Stockholm's live-music venues is Kaijasalong (kaijasalong.com), a cosy bar, with barely room for 30 people including performers, set up by Finnish-born Kaija in 1995.

It's now run by her 23-year-old granddaughter Saga and her partner Felix.



Their programming is eclectic and adventurous, ranging from the classical music of grandma's tenure to jazz, hip-hop, pop and even spoken-word nights.

The drinks and cocktail menu are good and affordable and the finger food – buns filled with classic Swedish ingredients – delicious. Book well ahead as this place is popular.

WHERE TO EAT IN ÖSTERMALM, LADUGåRDSGäRDET & AROUND

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 brasserie serves fabulous 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. €€

Hotel Diplomat Heritage hotel on the Östermalm waterfront. Elegant rooms with calming colours and art by Swedish creatives. €€€

Villa Dagmar Capri vibes at this Östermalm hotel. Rooms sport elegant print wallpaper, marble bathrooms and heated floors. €€€

Villa Källhagen Pleasant, modern hotel. Rooms have large windows overlooking the Djurgårdsbrunn canal and the royal park. €€
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Natural History Museum

CONNECT WITH NATURE

Just a few stops north of Östermalm on the metro is Stockholm University's campus, where you'll find the Natur-historiska Riksmuseet. Founded by Carl von Linné in 1739, this stately natural-history museum has moved with the times, installing plenty of interactive exhibits as well as the Cosmonova IMAX movie theatre and planetarium.

Of course, there are still the traditional displays of dinosaur bones and fossils, and whole forests’ worth of taxidermied wildlife, marine life and the hardy fauna of the polar regions.


Stockholm's Botanical Garden

Also managed by the Naturhistoriska Riksmuseet is the expansive Bergianska Trädgården (pictured) bordering Brunnsviken lake. It's a wonderful place for a picnic and stroll with sections devoted to Swedish flora, an Italian-style terrace and a Japanese-style pond. In summer you can pop into the Victoriahuset, an elegant greenhouse from 1900 built to display the giant water lily it's named for, while year-round, the Edvard Anderson Conservatory provides a balmy escape to a winter garden packed with flora from the Mediterranean, South Africa, Australia, California and the tropics.
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DJURGÅRDEN & SKEPPSHOLMEN

Top museums, royal parklands

The island of Djurgården, also known as Royal Djurgården, is likely to leave you smitten with its fairy-tale woods, cycling paths and acres of greenery. A mere footbridge from the city centre, the former royal hunting ground is littered with must-see cultural treasures including museums devoted to historic shipwrecks, vintage Swedish abodes, cutting-edge art and Swedish pop royalty. There are also a couple of fun amusement parks.

A brief ferry hop to the west is the small island of Skeppsholmen, also accessible by footbridge from Norrmalm. Almost all the buildings on the island date from when it was a naval base for the Swedish fleet. The navy began to move out in the mid-20th century, and since then many buildings have been converted into public attractions. These include a handful of superb museums, the best of which is Moderna Museet, housing one of Scandinavia's most important collections of modern art.


TOP TIP

The Royal Djurgården Visitor Centre (royaldjurgarden.se) rents out Dutch-style bicycles (you pedal backwards to brake) which are ideal for getting around the island park. From May to September it also has canoes, kayaks and pedal boats for hire. There's a good cafe here, too.
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Vasamuseet

17TH-CENTURY FLAGSHIP RESURRECTED

Vasa, the flagship of Gustav II Adolf, set off from Stockholm on its maiden voyage on 10 August 1628. Not half an hour later the vessel, which was slightly too tall and slightly too narrow, was tipped over by a gust of wind and sunk to the bottom of Saltsjön. In something of a miracle, what you see before you in this purpose-built museum is 98% the very same Vasa. It was raised from the seabed in 1961 and painstakingly conserved and reassembled like a giant 14,000-piece jigsaw.

First watch the 17-minute film which sheds light on the salvage operation and the vessel's conservation, then take the 25-minute guided tour that 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 re-create the faces and life stories of several of the ill-fated passengers.

Vrak – Museum of Wrecks

SEA OF MEMORIES

The Vasamuseet's new sibling museum does an outstanding job of explaining the world of marine archaeology. The Baltic's low salinity means that nowhere else in the world are there 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.
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Nordiska Museet

SWEDEN’S LARGEST CULTURAL-HISTORY MUSEUM

Celebrating its 150th anniversary in 2023, this prestigious museum 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 Sami 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. A giant wooden statue of Gustav Vasa by Carl Milles overlooks the main hall and there's a wonderful exhibit that showcases the impact of climate change on the people who live in the Arctic.



Rosendals Trädgård

BLOOMING MARKET GARDEN AND CAFE

The Rosendal Garden Foundation has run this flourishing market garden for over 40 years. Wander around the fruit, flower and vegetable plots, then head to the greenhouse cafe, an idyllic spot for pastries and coffee or lunch with a glass of organic wine. Much of the produce is biodynamic and grown on-site. Pick up gifts to take home from the plant shop and the on-site bakery, which sells everything from preserves and freshly baked bread and cookies to Rosendals’ very own cookbook.

[image: ]

Rosendals Trädgård | JEPPE GUSTAFSSON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Skansen

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 parklike area on a hillside, and traces the history of Swedish life through various traditional buildings, huts and houses.

Most of the buildings are inhabited by informative staff in period costume, cheerfully answering questions about the folk whose lives they’re re-creating. The glassblowers’ workshop is a popular stop: watching the intricate forms emerge from glowing blobs of liquid glass is transfixing. Part of the pharmacy was moved here from Drottningholm castle.

The Nordic Zoo, with moose, reindeer, wolverines, lynx and other native wildlife, is a highlight, especially in spring when baby critters scamper around.
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Moderna Museet

STOCKHOLM'S MODERN-ART MAVERICK

This Skeppsholmen museum has an outstanding collection of 140,000 artworks, including key pieces by prominent artists of the 20th and 21st centuries. The likes of Dalí, Matisse and Warhol are represented, but also look out for works by Scandinavians such as Hilma af Klint (1862–1944), Öyvind Fahlström and Vera Nilsson. The museum also stages a number of 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. Temporary exhibitions also cover international names.

There’s a fabulous restaurant inside Moderna Museet with panoramic views across to Djurgården, as well as the casual Cafe Blom next to ArkDes.

Scattered around Skeppsholmen are the museum's collection of 14 outdoor sculptures including works by Alexander Calder, Picasso, Niki di Saint Phalle and Jean Tinguely.

ABBA: The Museum

THANK YOU FOR THE MUSIC

There's much joy to be had at this celebration of the demigods of Swedish pop. The story of how Benny, Björn, Frida and Agnetha conquered the world is told through a mass of memorabilia and interactivity, including classic music videos, outlandish costume 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. Pose for a photo in the helicopter from the cover of ABBA's 1976 album Arrival; hone your dance moves alongside video avatars of the band; and do karaoke ABBA in a mini recording booth.
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MORE IN DJURGÅRDEN & SKEPPSHOLMEN

A Trio of Art Museums

THE ISLAND'S ARTISTIC STOREHOUSES

Opened in 1916 in a building designed by Carl Bergsten, Liljevalchs Konsthall (liljevalchs.se) mounts several major exhibitions a year of contemporary Swedish and international art. In 2021 Liljevalchs+, an exciting concrete extension to the rear studded with 6860 glass circles, added an extra 2400 sq metres of floor space. Head here from mid-January to March to view the Vårsalongen (Spring Salon), Sweden's oldest jury-judged art exhibition.

At Djurgården's southern tip, Prins Eugens Waldemarsudde was once home to Prince Eugén (1865–1947), a renowned art collector. Some of its rooms have been preserved as he left them. The museum stages top-notch temporary exhibitions several times a year, usually highlighting the careers of important Scandinavian artists. The main building and galleries, connected by tunnels, are surrounded by lovely gardens which are free to wander. Here you'll find many statues and a windmill from the 1780s.

Make your way to the far-eastern end of Djurgården to visit the Thielska Galleriet. The Art Nouveau home of financier Ernest Thiel (1859–1947) is now a museum for his superb collection of late 19th and early 20th-century works from Scandinavian greats including Eugène Johansson, Carl Larsson, Anders Zorn, Ernst Josephson and Bruno Liljefors. Thiel was also a patron of Edvard Munch – hence the museum's many works by the Norwegian painter.


THE PAINTER PRINCE

Prince Eugén was also a talented artist – you can see sections of one of his wall paintings on the top floor of Prins Eugens Waldemarsudde. To view his masterpiece mural of Stockholm join a tour in Stadshuset.



Museums on Skeppsholmen

COLLECTIONS OF ASIAN ART AND TOYS

The Östasiatiska Museet displays Asian decorative arts, including one of the world’s finest collections of Chinese stoneware and porcelain. Refreshing temporary exhibitions cover a wide range of themes. During the island's era as a naval dockyard, this long building was used to make the rope for the rigging and other shipping necessities.


Djurgården's Funfairs

The rides at Gröna Lund Tivoli (pictured)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 re-creates 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 anything from cheeky Karlsson dolls to cute little art cards with storybook themes.
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WHERE TO STAY ON DJURGåRDEN & SKEPPSHOLMEN

Backstage Hotel Chic party pad, adjacent to the ABBA Museum. Fans will adore the ABBA Gold suite. €€

Hotel Skeppsholmen 17th-century Skeppsholmen building, now a sleek design hotel. Good breakfasts and brunches on weekends. €€

Vandrarhem af Chapman & Skeppsholmen Storied vessel anchored off Skeppsholmen. The hostel's common areas are on land. €
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Who Really Were the Vikings?

That's the question that the Viking Museum (thevikingmuseum.com) on Djurgården sets out to answer. 'Where myths meets truth' is the museum's tagline, and there are plenty of hard facts, clearly presented on the reality of Viking life. Costumed guides, some of whom appear to have been employed for their resemblance to fictional Vikings, provide fun dramatic commentary, there's a section on Vikings in popular culture and it's all topped off by the kitschy fairground ride of Ragnfrid’s Saga.



The Toy Museum occupies the once-secret tunnels in Skeppsholmen's bedrock. Used as a Swedish military command centre during WWII and the Cold War, the tunnels now house an amazing and imaginatively displayed collection of toys and comics ranging from 15th-century dolls and vintage space ships to artwork and other memorabilia from Walt Disney. Kids will be thrilled and adults will be transported back to childhood.

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 (the 'thundering fiasco' that was the first Swedish whisky, for example). There are also temporary exhibits. At the bar sample tasting trays of either aquavit, gin or fruit-flavoured Absolut vodkas.

[image: ]

Spritmuseum | Mino Surkala/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT ON DJURGåRDEN & SKEPPSHOLMEN

Skroten Cafe and boat chandler in a boatyard on Skeppsholmen serving hearty fish soup and prawn sandwiches. €€

Hasslebacken Try upmarket Hasslebacken potatoes in the heritage hotel after which it's 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+. €€




CYCLE TOUR AROUND DJURGÅRDEN

There's an art theme to this round-island cycling route. Start at the 1 Royal Djurgården Visitor Centre where bikes can be rented. Cross the road to pedal through the 2 Blå Porten (Blue Gate) where non-royal visitors to the island used to have to pay an entrance fee. Follow Djurgårdsbrunnsviken, the channel that separates Djurgården from Ladugårdsgärdet to the north, until you arrive at 3 Life Rings by Elmgreen & Dragset. This complex tower of white- and red-striped lifebuoy is one of the contemporary sculptures that form part of the Princess Estelle Sculpture Park (preks.se). Further on, past the 4 Rosendals Slott (a small palace built for Karl XIV Johan in the 1820s, and an early example of a prefabricated house) and beside the footbridge across to Ladugårdsgärdet, is the dynamic aluminium and steel sculpture 5 Hoop-La by Alice Aycock. Pedal up the wooded hill to the south to find Yinka Shonibare's 6 Wind Sculpture, a remarkable piece which pulls off the trick of making bronze seem like a billowing print fabric. Take a break at the lovely glasshouse cafe in 7 Rosendals Trädgård. Refreshed, continue your cycle out to the far-eastern end of Djurgården to visit the 8 Thielska Galleriet, where you can see works by Edvard Munch among other Nordic artists. Return along the waterside on the island's south, pausing to take in the views from the grounds surrounding the gallery 9 Prins Eugens Waldemarsudde; in the garden you'll find sculptures by Rodin, Carl Milles and Carl Eldh. Make your way back to the visitors centre via the 10 Estonia Memorial Park (Estoniaminnesvården), commemorating the 1994 ferry disaster in which 852 people drowned in the Baltic.
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VASASTAN & AROUND

Restaurant goldmine, architectural stunners

The development of Vasastan, named after Gustav Vasa, didn't fully get going until towards the end of the 19th century. Its more modern buildings appealed to Stockholm's upwardly mobile and monied classes and it remains one of the city's most densely populated districts with a chilled, neighbourly vibe. There are stacks of excellent restaurants and shops, as well as a few interesting art galleries and cultural sights. Among these is the Stadsbiblioteket, an exceptional example of Swedish Grace architecture, and the historic studio of sculptor Carl Eldh.

About 3km north of Vasastan, in Solna, is Hagaparken, one of Sweden's best preserved historical parks. Crown Princess Victoria lives here in the Haga Slott and it's all part of the expansive Royal National City Park. To the park’s east is Brunnsviken lake, to the west Norra Begravningsplatsen, a landscaped cemetery opened in 1827 that includes the grave of Alfred Nobel.


TOP TIP

Vasaparken, a popular local park running alongside Odengatan, has something for everyone. There's a running track, football pitches (which transform into an ice rink in winter), mini-golf putting course, a hilltop yoga pavilion, quieter spots to sit and read, and a giant playground where kids can run wild.
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Sven-Harrys Konstmuseum

A PERSONAL COLLECTION OF ART

The golden brass facade of this art gallery gleams on the south side of Vasaparken. It stages temporary exhibitions on a variety of themes, but the main attractions are its rooftop terrace and sculpture garden, surrounding a replica of rooms from Sven-Harry’s former home: an 18th-century manor house on Lidingö, decorated with his art and furniture collection. Pieces on display include works by August Strindberg, GAN and Carl Fredrick Hill. Access to these rooms is by guided tour (in Swedish). On the ground floor is Guld, a stylish cafe-bistro with terrace seating.

Carl Eldhs Ateljémuseum

INSIDE THE SCULPTOR'S STUDIO

Carl Eldh (1873–1954) is one of Sweden's most celebrated early 20th-century sculptors. His former studio and home, a beautiful wooden building and garden next to Bellevue park, is an under-the-radar gem. Left like it was during Eldh's 30-year tenure, the building is stocked from floor to ceiling with statuettes, busts, sketches, models in stone and bronze, tools, and other personal belongings. It's open between April and October; see the website (eldhsatelje.se) for exact times and details of temporary exhibitions.
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SIGHTS

1 Astrid Lindgren's Hem

2 Carl Eldhs Ateljémuseum

3 Gustav Vasa Kyrka

4 Stadsbiblioteket

5 Strindbergsmuseet

6 Sven-Harrys Konstmuseum

EATING

7 Konditori Ritorno

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 Bonniers Konsthall

ENTERTAINMENT

9 Bio Capitol



Hagaparken

AN ENGLISH-STYLE PARK

Designed by Fredrik Magnus Piper, this extensive park is enlivened by the architectural follies that appealed to his patron 'Theatre King' Gustav III. There's the Chinese Temple, the Turkish Kiosk and the circus-like Koppartälten which consists of three metal tents, one of which is now a cafe. Download the Royal Walks app (kungligaslotten.se) to find out more.

Gustav III’s Paviljong (open May to September) is an example of neoclassical style; the decor reflects King Gustav III’s interest in all things Roman following his Italian tour in 1782. The steamy Fjärilshuset ('butterfly house') is ideal for a cold-weather visit.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN VASASTAN

Rolfs Kök

Smoothly run operation serving delicious renditions of Swedish classics, including crispy potato pancake with vendace roe, and red-wine-braised ox cheeks. €€

Babette

A white-neon rooster welcomes you to this boisterous bistro where a tiny open kitchen pumps out pizzas with satisfying crispiness and delicious toppings. €€

Lao Wai

Everything at this simple Chinese restaurant is gluten-free and vegan; tofu and vegetables are transformed into sublimely tasty dishes. €€
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MORE IN VASASTAN

Architectural Statements

CHURCH, LIBRARY AND GALLERY

Vasastan has some very handsome buildings, many dating from the early 20th century. The 60m-high dome of neo-baroque Gustav Vasa Kyrka towers over Odenplan plaza. Its baroque altar, modelled after one at Il Gesú, Rome's principal Jesuit church, was created in 1731 and features bas-reliefs of heavenly Jerusalem and allegorical depictions of the triumph of faith. The dome ceiling paintings are by Viktor Andrén, and the grand organ is occasionally used for concerts.

A superb example of Swedish Grace architecture is Stadsbiblioteket, a public library designed by Erik Gunnar Asplund and opened in 1928. The tangerine exterior is all straight lines with a discreet decorative frieze. Step inside to admire its central reading room with a soaring rotunda, its curvaceous walls lined with two floors of books. Contemporary architecture is represented by the massive, glass- and steel-sided triangular building at Torsgatan designed by Johan Celsing Arkitektkontor. On the ground floor is Bonniers Konsthall (bonnierskonsthall.se), a privately run, nonprofit organisation on a mission to promote contemporary art. Considered Sweden’s most cutting-edge art gallery, the shows mounted here include performance art and installations alongside more traditional mediums, all offering fresh blasts of creativity. There's also a reading room, a fab cafe and a busy schedule of artists-in-conversation sessions.

WHERE TO STAY IN VASASTAN

Generator Hostel Female-only and mixed dorms, plus private rooms at this slick operation with a pumping party scene. €

Hotel Ruth A 19th-century building transformed into a relaxed, family-owned boutique hotel with an arty vibe. €€

Stallmästaregården Classy boutique hotel with 49 parquet-floor rooms surrounded by nature near Hagaparken. €€


Royal National City Park

Also known as Ekoparken, Royal National City Park (nationalstadsparken.se) was designated the world’s first national urban park in 1995. Stretching from Sörentorp and Ulriksdal in the north to Djurgården and the Fjäderholm islands in the south, it covers 26 sq km and spans three municipalities – Solna, Stockholm and Lidingö. The park is home to rare plant and insect species, some of which live nowhere else in Sweden. Several tourist attractions, including Hagaparken and Royal Djurgården, are part of the park, so you'll probably end up wandering through it without even trying.



Retro Cinema & Cafe

MOVIE NIGHT IN STYLE

Dating to 1926, the Capital was Vasastan's largest and finest cinema. The old version shut in 1985, but thanks to a successful Kickstarter campaign, the movie house has recently been reborn as the swanky Bio Capitol (capitolbio.se), dedicated to screening indie, arthouse and retrospective films. There are four super-comfy auditoria in this art-deco-styled cinema and they make cinema-going fun again with special events such as screenings with afternoon tea served at your seat. Around the corner on Odengatan is another retro charmer: Konditori Ritorno (ritorno.se). This confectioner's and cafe dating to 1959 is a hit with writers, students and pensioners, its worn leather chairs, chandeliers and old paintings making it a perfect pit stop for a coffee and heavenly semla buns (wheat-flour bun crammed with whipped cream and almond paste).

Strindberg & Lindgren

FAMOUS SWEDISH WRITERS LIVED HERE

Writer and painter August Strindberg (1849–1912) is considered the father of modern Swedish literature. For the final four years of his life, he lived in a small apartment in a building called the Blue Tower. Today the rooms are maintained as the evocative Strindbergsmuseet (strindbergsmuseet.se). Peep into his closet, scan his study and library (containing some 3000 volumes), do a round of the dining room and take in the often-absorbing temporary exhibits.

Astrid Lindgren's Hem (astridlindgrenshem.se) is the flat where the world-famous childrens' book author lived and worked from 1941 up until her death in 2002. No Swedish author has been translated into as many languages as Astrid Lindgren and this is where she penned her classic Pippi Longstocking. Reserve in advance via the website for guided tours of the flat in English.
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WHERE TO EAT IN VASASTAN

Cafe Pascal Sip your coffee and tuck into a Reuben sandwich at this hipster cafe that doubles as a gallery. €€

Take Ramen Japanese-noodle heaven serving authentic bowls of ramen. The vegetarian version is packed with flavour. €€

Tennstopet Stuffed deer heads and gilded mirrors at a traditional pub and restaurant serving fine Swedish classics. €€

Tupungato/Shutterstock ©



BEYOND STOCKHOLM

Adventures outside the city

Greater Stockholm county offers a wealth of day-trip options. A top draw is Drottningholm Slott, the royal summer retreat and park that's a Unesco World Heritage Site. Also make time for Gripsholm Slott, home to the state portrait collection, in the lovely lakeside village of Mariefred; and for picturesque Sigtuna, Sweden's oldest town.

Superb hiking territory and forest landscapes lay 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, which includes centuries-old pines.

And then there's the Stockholm archipelago. Mention these magical islands to locals and prepare for well-earned adulation. Buffering the city from the open Baltic Sea, its seemingly endless sweep of rocky isles are a wonderland of dense forests, fields of wildflowers, red wooden cottages and bobbing yachts.


TOP TIP

The Archipelago Foundation (archipelagofoundation.se) owns and manages about 12% of the land in the Stockholm archipelago. With a focus on conservation and sustainable development, the foundation runs nature reserves, as well as hostels, self-catering accommodation, campgrounds and several historic sites.
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Drottningholm

A ROYAL SUMMER RETREAT

This Unesco-listed palace and park is 13km west of Stockholm on the island of Lovön. It was designed by Nicodemus Tessin the Elder and its construction began in 1662. On the one-hour guided tours of the palace, the guides provide insight into the cultural milieu that influenced some of the sumptuous decorations. Highlights include the maximalist State Bedchamber of Hedvig Eleonora, Sweden’s most expensive baroque interior; and the eye-boggling staircase, with statues and trompe l'oeil embellishments at every turn.

From the landing you can gaze out at the gardens, their geometrical design angled to impress. With a Hercules fountain, topiary and parterres these are well worth exploring. At the far end of the park is Kina slott (open May to September), a lavishly decorated Chinese pavilion built by King Adolf Fredrik as a birthday surprise for Queen Lovisa Ulrika in 1753. It has one of the finest rococo chinoiserie interiors in Europe.

Also don't miss the still-working Slottsteater (dtm.se). Completed in 1766; it’s the oldest theatre in the world still in its original state. The fascinating guided tour includes an Italianate room with fake 3D wall effects and a ceiling that looks like the sky.Picnic in Drottningholm park or grab lunch at Karamellan, beside the palace and with lake views from its outdoor seating.
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Getting There

It's roughly a 13km cycle out to the palace along a well-marked path. Alternatively take the tunnelbana to Brommaplan, from where the palace is a short bus journey.

For a more scenic and leisurely approach, Strömma Kanalbolaget (stromma.com) runs boats to the palace. These depart frequently from Stadshusbron daily between May and mid-September, with less-frequent departures in September and October. The journey is around two hours.
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Birka

WORLD HERITAGE–LISTED VIKING SETTLEMENT

This historic Viking trading centre (birkavikingastaden.se) on Björkö in lake Mälaren, 28.5km west of Stockholm, is a fantastic day trip. A Unesco World Heritage Site, Birka was founded around 760 CE. At its height the settlement controlled trade in the region until it was abandoned in the late 10th century as Sigtuna grew in importance.

The village site is surrounded by Scandinavia's largest Viking Age cemetery with around 3000 graves. Most people were cremated, then mounds of earth were piled over the remains, but some Christian coffins and chambered tombs have been found. The fort and harbour have also been excavated. To fully appreciate the site, visit the superb Birka Museum, which includes finds from the excavations, copies of the particularly stunning objects and a model of the village in Viking times. Strömma Kanalbolaget runs round-trip cruises to Birka from Stockholm; plan on a full day’s outing. Price includes museum admission and a guided tour in English of the burial mounds.

Stockholm Archipelago

SAIL OUT TO THE ISLANDS

Exactly how many islands make up the Stockholm archipelago is debatable but there's no argument that they are a unique and unmissable attraction. There are plenty of organised boat trips to the islands, including the day trips with lunch offered by Strömma Kanalbolaget. If you prefer to make your own way, there are ferries and even buses where there are bridge connections. To fully soak up the archipelago's ethereal tranquillity, an overnight stay is highly recommended, with Vaxholm a year-round destination. The peak season when most islands' accommodation and facilities are open is from 1 July to end of August.
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Rune Stones

The practice of erecting rune-inscribed memorial stones began in the late 900s CE and lasted until the early 1100s. They are early Scandinavian Christian monuments and there are hundreds of them scattered around Sigtuna and the wider Uppland region.





MORE BEYOND STOCKHOLM

Sigtuna

RUNIC INSCRIPTIONS, ANCIENT STONE CHURCHES

Sigtuna, 40km northwest of Stockholm and on the banks of lake Mälaren, is a picturesque and historic town. Take a train to Märsta, from where there are frequent buses to Sigtuna.

Founded around 980 CE, its main drag Storagatan is Sweden’s oldest main street. Around the year 1000, Olof Skötkonung ordered the minting of Sweden’s first coins here. Sigtuna also has stone-church ruins dating from the 11th century and a dozen rune stones dotted around town.

Start at the superb Sigtuna Museum, which covers the town's fascinating history ranging from exhibitions on Viking silver hoards to contemporary stories of refugees settling in Sweden. There's an illuminating section on how the Sigtuna Foundation became a quarantine hospital for some 600 Holocaust survivors in 1945. Most of Sigtuna’s original buildings went up in flames in late-medieval fires, but Mariakyrkan, survived. Pop into the brick-built church to view restored medieval wall paintings. Nearby are the ruins of 12th-century St Olof church and the even older ruins of St Per and St Lars. Billed as probably the smallest town hall in Scandinavia, super-cute Sigtuna rådhus (open July to August) dates from 1744 and was designed by the mayor himself. It’s on the main town square, opposite the tourist office in the 300-year-old Drakegården wooden cottage.


Tyresta National Park

Splendid hiking and wilderness scenery can be found in the Tyresta National Park (sverigesnationalparker.se), 20km southeast of Stockholm. Established in 1993, the 50-sq-km park is noted for its two-billion-year-old rocks and ancient forest, which includes 300-year-old pine trees. It’s a beautiful area, with rocky outcrops, small lakes, marshes and a wide variety of birdlife. Don't miss Naturum, an exhibition centre where you can learn about all 29 of Sweden’s national parks through exhibitions and slide shows. The centre itself is built in the shape of Sweden, complete with all 41 corners! There are even ‘lakes’ on the floor, indicated by different stones.



WHERE TO EAT IN SIGTUNA

Sigtunastiftelsens Gästhem The Sigtuna Foundation includes a hotel and restaurant. It runs a cultural program including music. €€

Sigtuna Stads Hotell Lakeside views from this petite, but luxe hotel. Its Restaurant 1909 is a fine spot for a classic Swedish meal. €€

Tant Brun Kaffestuga Delightful 17th-century cafe set around a pretty courtyard. Try the home-baked pastries and divine apple pie. €

Mariefred

PICNIC AT A LAKESIDE CASTLE

Mariefred is an excessively picturesque small town on the shores of lake Mälaren, 70km west of Stockholm. Take a train to Läggesta, then transfer to a bus for the further 4km to Mariefred.

The prime draw is Gripsholm slott, a fairy-tale-esque castle with round towers, spires, moat and drawbridge. There had been a fortress here since the 14th century but in 1537 Gustav Vasa ordered that a new castle be built; extensions and restorations continued down the centuries.

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, including Greta Garbo by Einar Nermans and Dag Hammarskjöld by Ben Shahn. New portraits are added every year. Other highlights include Karl IX’s bedchamber, intact from the 1570s, and in the upper armoury, Leo, a stuffed lion with comical close-set eyes and a blunted set of gnashers.

The castle grounds and gardens are perfect for a picnic. Look out for the two 11th-century rune stones standing by the access road to the castle; one has a Christian cross, while the other describes an expedition against the Saracens.

Also check out the old wooden railway station; between May and September vintage steam locos and carriages chug along the narrowest track ever used in Sweden for day trips to the castle at Taxinge Näsby and its famous cake buffet (oslj.nu).


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.
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Hellasgården

A NATURE RESERVE IN NAKA

A great place to escape to the countryside for hiking, swimming and enjoying a traditional sauna is Hellasgården (hellasgarden.se), a 15-minute bus ride from Slussen and 9km southeast of the city centre. Part of the 8-sq-km Naka Nature Reserve, Hellasgården is a long-established swimming and sports club, which apart from providing safe access to lake Källtorp from its jetties, also has an inexpensive sauna, a gym, kayak and mountain-bike rental, a cafe and basic overnight accommodation. On Mondays and Wednesdays women can visit the men's sauna for mixed bathing sessions. From the club, follow hiking trails around the lake and further out into the nature reserve.

WHERE TO EAT IN MARIEFRED

Annas Hembageri Fab bakery cafe. Does a great picnic lunch that includes a flask of hot tea or coffee and a picnic blanket. €

Sigtuna Stads Hotell Overlooking the lake, this 17th-century inn oozes atmosphere. Elegant guest rooms and a restaurant. €€

Rakstugan Kök och Bar Cosy kitchen and bar in a former barbershop. Serves delicious small plates using seasonal ingredients. €
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Skogskyrkogården

WORLD HERITAGE–LISTED BURIAL GROUND

Set in a pine woodland, 6km south of Gamla Stan, Skogskyrkogården (Woodland Cemetery; skogskyrkogarden.stockholm.se) is a serene and beautiful graveyard. It's easily reached by metro from central Stockholm. Inaugurated in 1920, the cemetery was designed by the great Gunnar Asplund and Sigurd Lewerentz. It’s on the Unesco World Heritage List and is famed for its buildings as well as decorative elements by some of Sweden’s foremost artists. Screen goddess Greta Garbo is buried here. A visitor guide is available on the website and guided tours in English are available at 10.30am Sunday, from July to September.


Lidö

Lidö, in the northern archipelago about 75km north of Stockholm, is an island with a small cattle farm, guesthouse, restaurant and glamping business. It was dubbed 'Zero Island' following its 2019 experiment to see how sustainable it could become in a year.




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 around the luxe Seglarhotell (sandhamn.com), 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 boats. There's a gourmet restaurant and the white sandy beach Trouville is just under 1km away.



WHERE 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. €€

Sigtuna Stads Hotell Lovely studio and family room, and there’s a lounge and dining room inside a greenhouse. €€

Tant Brun Kaffestuga Simple, parquet-floor rooms overlooking Vaxholm harbour at this early 20th-century grand dame. €€€

Vaxholm

CANDY-COLOURED FISHING VILLAGE

Only 36km northeast of the city and connected by both buses and ferries, Vaxholm is an easy-access introduction to the Stockholm archipelago's extraordinary collection of pine-clad islands and islets. The main town at the island's east end, with its cobbled sloping streets, vintage wooden houses, excellent restaurants and idiosyncratic shops, is a charming destination in its own right.

The tourist office is located inside the rådhus (town hall), off Hamngatan. Just north of here are Vaxholm's oldest buildings, among them the fiskarebostad, an excellent example of a late 19th-century fisher’s house. Between June and September there's a cafe here, beloved for its dessert table, laden with a cornucopia of freshly baked treats.

The Vaxholm Fortress Museum (vaxholmsfastning.se) occupies a 19th-century building, but the fortress' origins go back to 1544. It repelled an attack by the Danes in 1612 and the Russians in 1719, among others. Inside, exhibition rooms explore the complex's history and the military's defence of the archipelago. Between May to September, when the museum is open, ferries to the island fort depart every 15 minutes from Vaxholm harbour. Another sightseeing option is to Bogesunds slott (bogesundsslott.se), 5.5km southwest of Vaxholm town. This castle, dating to the 17th century, is open for guided tours from June to August.

Artipelag

ART IN NATURE

The archipelago art destination Artipelag (artipelag.se) is the brainchild of Björn Jakobson, founder of the company Baby Björn. Its location is spectacular, 16km east of Stockholm, on a rocky outcrop overlooking the water and surrounded by a forest. To reach it take bus 474 from Slussen to Värmdö marknad where you'll change to bus 468, a 40-minute journey in total.

The building, designed by Johan Nyrén, is straight out of a Bond movie, all sharp angles and dramatic sight lines with cavernous galleries in which two blockbuster exhibitions are mounted each year. There's a good cafe and at the weekends, a restaurant. Follow trails around the forest to find contemporary sculptures: the golden, faceted Solar Egg by Bigert & Bergtröm glittering enigmatically by the water, and Lars Nilsson's winsome bronze statue Boy.

Kyrkogårdsön

HISTORIC FORTRESS ISLAND

The tiny island of Kyrkogårdsön, 40km northeast of Stockholm, is easy to visit on a day trip. The ferry stop, Siaröfortet, is named for a fortress built here in 1916. The fortress and its museum (siarofortet-se; open April to end of August) are the main draw, but the island is also one of several in the archipelago that was used as a cemetery (kyrkogård) for cholera victims. There's also great swimming, canoes for rent, boules and a sauna at the island's guesthouse.


I LIVE HERE: OTHER ARCHIPELAGO ESCAPES
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Hugo Olofsson and Olle Tejle, owners of Lidö Värdshus (lidovardshus.com), recommend other island escapes.

Arholma 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) 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 all islands in the middle of the archipelago. There are good restaurants and places to stay and they’re easy to reach from Stockholm.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE STOCKHOLM ARCHIPELAGO

Grinda Wärdshus En-suite rooms in four large houses on a tiny island, a little further east from Vaxholm on the main ferry route. €€

Arholma Nord Simply furnished rooms in five locations around the island, 83km northeast of Stockholm; includes buffet breakfast. €€

Finnhamn Hostels, self-catering cottages and apartments on this 900m-long island about 45km northeast of Stockholm. €€€









UPPSALA & CENTRAL SWEDEN
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DEEP-ROOTED TRADITION


Culturally rich cities teeming with students, vast forests reflected in glassy lakes and a deep commitment to folksy traditions: this is Central Sweden.



[image: ]

Dalarnas län DANITA DELIMONT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Situated not quite in the geographic centre of Sweden but rather in the middle of its most populated area, Central Sweden unravels southwest from Uppsala across a landscape of verdant forests and gleaming lakes. With a historic résumé awash in folk traditions, popular architecture and a once-colossal mining past that helped turn the country into a 19th-century industrial powerhouse, Central Sweden is the perfect distillation of all those things that make the country so…Swedish.

The nation's cul-tural heartland is Dalarnas län, where the soul of Sweden spread its roots. The idyllic villages of cottages painted Falu red (especially around Lake Siljan) inspired the bucolic architecture of a nation, while the endearing Dalahäst (carved wooden horses) are recognised worldwide as a symbol of 'det avlånga landet' (the elongated country). Even the famous traditional sausage, falukorv, was born in the kitchens of the Falun copper miners.

Anchored to the south by the culturally rich urban centres of Örebro, Uppsala and Västerås, it's easy to shift between city breaks and nature-focused respite here – no matter where you are, you're never far from a brewery or a birch forest. Castles typical of Scandinavian folklore abound, but so do the Unesco-listed historic mines and ironworks that anchored the former kingdom's economic growth. Water is everywhere, from the rivers snaking through some of the biggest cities to the glistening lakes that dominate in every direction. And the sugar on the kanelbullar? It's all within easy reach of Stockholm and Gothenburg.
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THE MAIN AREAS

UPPSALA

Dynamic university city with fascinating museums.

LAKE SILJAN

Picturesque villages, industrial treasures, Dalarna traditions.

ÖREBRO

Castles, rivers and craft beer.







Find Your Way


The counties of Dalarna, Södermanland, Värmland and Västmanland cover an expansive 63,782 sq km of Central Sweden and include cities such as Uppsala, Västerås and Örebro, all of which strike that coveted balance between convenience and culture.
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Plan Your Time


Uppsala and Central Sweden is perfect for bouncing between urban comforts and the great outdoors. Make the most of it by taking advantage of both.
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Just Passing Through

Morning

• If you're looking for a stopover conveniently located between Stockholm and Gothenburg, Örebro (pictured) packs a little of everything. Spend a morning wandering Stadsparken with the photogenic Örebro slott as a backdrop. This idyllic greenspace, carved by the Svartån (the Black river), has been voted Sweden's most beautiful.

Afternoon

• Head to the nature reserve for lunch at Naturens hus before heading to Wadköping museum village for coffee and cardamom rolls at Jeremiabageriet.

Evening

• It's craft brews at Örebro Ölhall and an excellent restaurant on Stallbacken for dinner.






A Few Days to Travel Around

• Head to Dalarna, where small towns like Tällberg, Mora and Leksand dot Lake Siljan, one of Sweden's most picturesque lakes, charming your meatballs off with their painted wooden cottages, wonderful handicrafts and local delicacies. Along with neighbouring counties, Dalarna is the heart of Sweden's former industrial past.

• Don't miss day trips to the copper mine at Falun, the silver mines at Sala and the ironworks at Ängelsberg.

• Stay at the historic Green Hotel in Tällberg, a cosy base for exploring the area, and don't miss a meal at Tällbergsgårdens Hotell, one of the region’s best restaurants.




A Week or Two to See It All

• Start in Uppsala, enjoying cultural attractions by day and student-led diversions by night. Head to Falun, where the Falu Gruva mine reveals insights into Swedish culture.

• Hang around for a day or two at Lake Siljan, enjoying charming lakeside villages like Tällberg.

• Sweden's biggest lake, Vänern, beckons with outdoor adventures around Karlstad; make your way back to Örebro, a wonderful stop for castles and craft beer.

• Nearby, the idyllic wooden town of Nora dishes out ice cream for the memory books. Returning to Uppsala, don't miss the ironworks at Ängelsberg.



Seasonal highlights

Central Sweden's 'official' tourist season is short and sweet, from Midsummer to 15 August. Outside of that it's a roll of the dice.

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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May

Uppsala goes all out for Walpurgis: rafting on the Fyris, pickled herring galore and May Day ceremonies around the university library.
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June

Örebro Open Art lures international art savants biennially; Leksand's Midsommarfirande is Sweden's biggest summer solstice extravaganza.
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July

Lake Siljan swells with car buffs for Classic Car Week in Rättvick; parades of beautifully restored vehicles liven the lakeside promenade.
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August

Perfect highs of 21°C and an average of only nine days of rain make for idyllic conditions around Uppsala and beyond.

[image: ]

Rita Image/shutterstock ©

September

Seasonal closures and weekend-only openings may dampen the mood, but the colourful autumn foliage is relentlessly beautiful.
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December

Short days and cold weather means you'll need a warm winter parka, but Central Sweden during the holidays is particularly lovely.
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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 population (230,000), earning it the nickname the City of Eternal Youth. The city's 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 around one of Sweden’s oldest cities.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Museum Gustavianum

SIGHTS

2 Fredens Hus

3 Upplandsmuseet

4 Uppsala Konstmuseum

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5 M/S Kung Carl Gustaf

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6 Bryggeriet Ångkvarn

7 DomCraft

8 Drottninggatan

9 Miss Voon

10 Palermo

11 Sankt Larsgaten

12 Sankt Olofsgatan

13 Stationen




TOP TIP

Don't miss the opportunity to meet the hottest guy in Uppsala: Jona! This half-man, half-fish bronze statue on Östra Ågatan is heated year-round – join throngs of freezing tushes on the torrid makeshift park bench for a quick booty warm up.



The Hills Have Eyes

ANCIENT BURIAL MOUNDS

Some 300 burial mounds dating from the 6th to 12th centuries dot the landscape at the fascinating and impressive 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 impressive grave field and accompanying sites.

Start your visit off at the Gamla Uppsala Museum, where a small exhibition displays the bounty uncovered in the royal mounds. Head out to the sight itself, where 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 in her 20s or 30s. Though the mounds are fenced off, kids used to go sledding here and Hans Christian Andersen went inside before the excavation entrances were sealed off in the mid-1800s.

It's worth strolling the perimeter of the mounds before popping over to the 12th-century Gamla Uppsala kyrka to admire the extraordinary detail of an 11th-century rune stone incorpo-rated into the church's exterior in the 1800s. A well-formed dragon is clearly visible. Afterwards, down a glass of mead at Odinsborg on top of the flat-topped mound Tingshögen – they've been serving the fermented honey elixir since the 1890s.


BEST ETHNIC TREATS IN UPPSALA

Kafferummet Storken

Sprawling hideaway above Stora Torget; the stuck-in-time ethos bodes well for long chats and Greek-leaning nibbles and heartier mains. €

Taste of Bangla

Elevated 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 are delicious. €€



WHERE TO SHOP IN UPPSALA

Läslusen

Bookstore specialising in Scandinavian children's books and Swedish-designed toys.

Norrgavel

Browse this Swedish design chain for stylish linens and minimalist homewares.

Godsmagasinet

Pop into this former train warehouse for hip Scandinavian threads, ceramics and more.




UPPSALA ON TWO FEET

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 Järnbron – an iron bridge dating to 1846 – 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 the park like granite soldiers from the Viking Age. The most famous is No 489, known colloquially as the Woman's Stone. 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. It displays the astonishing Carta Marina and Codex Argentus (520 CE), the most complete document written in the Gothic language. 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.
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The Weird & Wonderful Museum Gustavianum

QUIRKY CURIOS

The delightfully weird and well-organised Museum Gustavianum is Uppsala's aged wonder. It counts as Uppsala University's oldest standing building (constructed between 1622 and 1625), is topped by a restored sundial and houses its most important collection of preserved oddities and cultural quirks. Closed for renovation until the spring of 2024, the new and improved museum will cement Gustavianum's place as Uppsala's cabinet of curiosities, a destination museum harbouring everything from Egyptian mummies and dried sea creatures to Viking helmets and Celsius’ very own thermometer. On the ground floor, explore the high-level sword craftsmanship of the pre-Viking Vendel period. Head upstairs for a new, updated exhibition on the history of Uppsala University: medieval student notes, an early light bulb and an ancient vacuum pump tell tales of scientific discovery and knowledge transfer.

On the 2nd floor is the fascinating 17th-century Augsburg Art Cabinet, a rotating curio with 1000 ingenious trinkets that was given to Swedish king Gustavus Adolphus in 1682. It counts as the university's most high-dollar objet d’art. It's the world's only remaining Hainhofer cabinet manufactured in Augsburg with its collection of objects intact. The other can't-miss highlight is Olof Rudbeck’s vertiginous anatomical theatre, a candy-coloured cupola of horrors where executed criminals and other unfortunates were dissected in full view of 200 spectators until 1766.
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I LIVE HERE: TAPS & TACOS IN UPPSALA
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Henric Häggqvist (Twitter: @HencePence) is a researcher of economic history at Uppsala University. His perfect day in Uppsala goes something like this:

Jorden är blå som en apelsin

A beautiful place with art and music, serving all-day breakfasts and fika (coffee and cake) from around the world.

Tapicante

The Fyris river runs through the heart of the city. I always enjoy strolling along it, which inevitably leads me to one of the best taco places in Sweden.

Taps Beer Bar

Before dinner, after dinner…no time is a bad time to enjoy a glass of beer, whether it’s on tap or poured from a bottle. Taps is the top choice in Uppsala, with great staff and atmosphere.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN UPPSALA

Hotel & Vandrarhem

Spotless dorm rooms across from the train and bus station; tiny but convenient. €

Foundry Hotel

Fully equipped, great-value apartments in a converted foundry (1898); river views. €

Grand Hotell Hörnan

Historic 1907 family-run jewel on the Fyris; 37 rooms balance tradition and modernity. €€

Uppsala Nights

LOCAL BREWS, SKY VIEWS

There is no shortage of nocturnal diversions in Uppsala – the city rotates through some 50,000 students per year, nearly one-fourth of the city's total population, and they're thirsty.

From local breweries to trendy train station brasseries, there's something for everyone on a night out in Uppsala.

Students gather 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 like Palermo and see what's on.

Craft beer fans should head to Uppsala's beloved Bryggeriet Ångkvarn, a low-key option with prime riverside seating on Östra Ågatan.

That was started by a devout homebrewer and his brother-in-law, a Scottish-trained brewmaster. Fans of maltier beers will be at home here.

Hopheads should head to 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, which shares a kitchen with Domtrappkällaren in the former student prison downstairs. It draws a livelier, more artsy and beer-serious crowd.

Trendseekers should book one of the Parisian-accented tables hugging Uppsala's grand 1866 train station – Stationen recalls a bygone era of Euro-elegance with its plaid wallpaper, green subway-tiled bar and near endless seating across three environments (London, Paris, Rome) inside the decommissioned station.

Stylish Miss Voon is Uppsala's version of a sky bar, edging off a glassed extension of the roof at Elite Hotel Academia.

The signature mixology here pairs nicely with panoramic city views. Skål!


BEYOND GAMLA UPPSALA

If you're looking for more ancient burial sites, the southeastern Sweden island of Öland is chock full, including the Bronze Age site at Mysinge Hög and the ancient grave field at Gettlinge.



Set Sail for Skokloster

classic castle

If you've been inside a few of Central and Southeastern Sweden's castles, you know it's unusual to be thrilled with their interiors – they are often empty, underused or off limits entirely. Enter Skokloster slott.

This gorgeous baroque castle, the largest private palace that has ever been built in Sweden, harbours an interior worthy of the regal exteriors of Sweden's renaissance castles.

The castle is most interestingly reached on a 19th-century ex-steamship from Uppsala. The MS Kung Carl Gustaf sails the Fyris south from near Islandsbron bridge into the waters of Mälaren lake from mid-May to mid-August.


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 set menu, paired with wine, is the showcase experience. €€€

Hambergs Fisk

Uppsala's top seafooder is a gourmet fishmonger, deli and bistro that tops everybody's list for good reason: flavour-packed seafood dishes made with prime ingredients. Reservations essential. €€€



WHERE TO SLEEP IN UPPSALA

Elite Hotel Academia

Sleek business hotel set in a former post office; it’s next to the train station. €€

Best Western Hotel Svava

Furnishings in this business hotel skew retro-functional, evoking mid-century design. €€

Boet

Four luxurious rooms share a kitchen, fireplace, terrace and garden in this home. €€€

[image: ]

Skokloster slott | Alexander Farnsworth/Getty Images ©


ATLANTIS FOUND?

At least one person thought Gamla Uppsala could very well have been the lost city of Atlantis. Scientist, writer and all-around colourful character Olof Rudbeck (1630–1702) asserted in his 1679 book Atlantica that Gamla Uppsala was the seat of western culture. Rudbeck amassed copious evidence 'proving' that Old Uppsala was, in fact, the mythical lost city that has alluded western philosophers and historians for centuries. While Atlantis was likely just a figment of Plato's (and therefore Rudbeck's) imagination, Gamla Uppsala is no stranger to myth and conjecture. From talk of 10th-century golden temples to waterfalls in the TV series Vikings, speculation has swirled around the burial site for centuries.





Free Uppsala!

lots to see and do

University students are notoriously strapped for cash, and the scholars in Swedish academia are no exception. Luckily, Uppsala is rich with 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, 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.

History buffs will want to take a wander around Disagården, a relocated 19th-century farming village turned open-air museum behind Gamla Uppsala; it consists of 26 timber buildings and a stage that serves as the focal point for Uppsala’s Midsummer celebrations.

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 for peace.


GETTING AROUND

Bicycles rule in Uppsala (pick up wheels at Ski Total Cycle), but the historic quarter is best explored on foot. Upplands Lokaltrafik runs public transport within the city and county.





Beyond Uppsala
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West of Uppsala, two bygone powerhouses of early industry emerge in Central Sweden: Sala's historic silver mines and Ängelsberg's Unesco-listed ironworks.



Outside the reaches of Uppsala's urban spread, the hinterland of Central Sweden unravels across the tiny län of Västmanland, a beautiful swathe of forests of spruce, pine and birch, broken up by glassy lakes and rivers. Rustic summer cottages dot the shorelines here, serving as tranquil refuges for fleeing city-dwellers, but this idyllic landscape hides a few less typical attractions as well. Less than 90 minutes from Uppsala are two icons of Sweden's early industrial development, standing remarkably preserved much as they were centuries ago. In Sala, a silver mine once responsible for Sweden's 16th- and 17th-century riches awaits; in Angelsberg, the Unesco-listed Engelsbergs Bruk counts as one of Europe's most important early industrial ironworks.
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TOP TIP

You'll need to descend 300 steps to visit Sala's mine. It's quite frosty down there – dress warmly!
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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 50km of tunnels make for a maze of insight into a 17th-century treasure.




DETOUR: VäSTERåS

At first glance, Västerås, Sweden's sixth-largest city, leans a little bit too much on modern shopping centres, industrial overloads and sprawling suburbs, but the cobbled streets, higgledy-piggledy houses and flourishing flower gardens of its old town are actually an utter delight and worthy of a pit stop. If you make it here, head to Karlsgatan 2, comprising the former Västmanland Länsmuseum (county museum) and Västerås Konstmuseum (an art gallery) in a culture-heavy reimagined industrial block near Centralstation; and Anundshög, Sweden's biggest burial ground, where mounds, stone-ship settings and a large 11th-century rune stone highlight an arsenal of prehistoric curiosities.





Of Silver & Sala

CENTURIES-OLD SILVER MINE

Sala, a 37-minute train ride (or one-hour drive) west of Uppsala, was built on the back of silver. The town itself was constructed as a miner's settlement on order from King Gustav II Adolf in 1624, and while it’s aesthetically pleasing, there’s not a lot here to hold your attention. No, it's the remarkable mine outside town, Sala Silvergrua (Sala Silver Mine), that’s the main drawcard in the region.

The historic mine supplied the Royal Swedish Crown with silver from the 15th century to 1908 (primarily for coinage, but we're sure there was a teapot or two as well).

The mine completely shuttered during the pandemic, so the visitor experience will be in a state of rebuilding for a few years, but don't let that stop you from booking a room in the rustic, character-filled early 20th-century miner's quarters at Marketenteriet Vandrarhem. Though miners never slept here (the mine closed before it was used for its intended purposes), you can just imagine the morning and evening hubbub in the creaky, barn-like building steps from the 257m-deep Drottning Christinas mine shaft. Don't miss taking the plunge into the mine on a guided tour, available to two separate depths (and directly correlated to one's claustro-phobic tendencies): 60m or 155m.



There's plenty to see and do above ground at this vast mine complex, too.

Preserved outbuildings include a brewhouse, engineer's residence, gunpowder house, steam engine house and a gambling house, among others. Sala Silvergrua is located 2km south of the town centre. It’s a pretty walk along the Gröna Gången (Green Walk).

WHERE TO EAT IN SALA

Måns Ols utvärdshus

Historic restaurant perched on Långforsen lake; serves high-quality, buffet lunch. €€

Mat O Prat Pa Norrmanska

Feast on burgers and Lebanese meze inside the 18th-century courtyard. €€

Café Jernvägen

Salads, flatbreads and coffee and beer are the highlights of this train-station bistro. €€

Forged in Ängelsberg

WORLD-HERITAGE IRONWORKS

Looking more like a collection of gingerbread houses than an industrial relic, Engelsbergs 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, and a whole town sprang up around them. Today, it is considered one of the most important industrial monuments in the world. You'll find the bygone village in the middle of a forest – complete with a babbling, Eden-evoking stream – via a 90-minute drive west of Uppsala.

The mill was established in 1681 and during its 18th-century heyday, the high-quality iron produced here helped propel Sweden to a global leader in the ironworks sector.

Over 50 buildings form the complex, making Engelsberg one of the world's most important ironworks in operation at the time, including manufacturing, administrative and residential edifices.

Technical equipment belonging to the blast furnace and forge – including a water wheel, crusher, blowing machine and hammers – are amazingly still in working order despite operations at the mill shutting down in 1919.

Wander the perfectly preserved estate, which includes a mansion and park, workers’ homes and industrial buildings, throughout the year.

Alternatively, in summer, you can take a guided tour of the forge.

Nearby, grab lunch at Nya Servering, which is paired with a good view across Åmänningen lake to Barrön island, where the world’s oldest surviving oil refinery is located – it was opened in 1875 and closed in 1927.


SIGURD THE DRAGON SLAYER

The vivid, 3m-long Viking-era rock carving Sigurdsristningen, carved into the bedrock around 1000 CE, illustrates the story of Sigurd the Dragon Slayer, a hero whose adventures are described in Beowulf and the Icelandic sagas. The story inspired Wagner’s Ring Cycle, and The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings also borrow from it. You can visit the carving near Sundbyholms slott and Mälaren lake, 95km southeast of Ängelsberg close to the Södermanland town of Eskilstuna. Nearby are the 16th-century Renaissance castle Stora Sundby slott on Hjälmaren lake, and, echoing Engelsberg Bruk, the Rademacher Forges, which showcases 17th-century ironworking traditions.




Getting Around

Sala is reachable by train from Uppsala and well-suited for walking and biking (ask at Sala Turistbyrå). Getting to Ängelsberg requires a car, but the site is walkable upon arrival.





LAKE SILJAN
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Roughly 377 million years ago, a meteorite larger than the island of Mauritius slammed into the Earth right about here, generating an explosion equal to 500 million atomic bombs. Today, evidence of Europe’s greatest meteor impact manifests itself in the geography, geology and culture around Dalarna, including the Falu red cottages that characterise Sweden’s architecture (the paint was originally created from the Falun mine's iron-rich tailings). The related Siljan Geopark is currently under development, comprising a massive ring 60km in diameter that encompasses most of the Siljansringen – the ancient crater of which Lake Siljan is but a part. The lake itself marries sparkling waters with lush forested landscapes, outdoor activities and a rich tradition of folk art. Ogle Dala horses being carved by hand in Nusnäs, learn about the life of one of the nation's best-loved artists, Anders Zorn, in Mora, or just relax and enjoy life in lovely Tällberg.
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DRIVING AROUND LAKE SILJAN

The 354-sq-km Lake Siljan is one of Sweden's most picturesque. This 138km round-trip driving tour starts out of Siljan's postcard moment, 1 Tällberg, a village of mostly private Falu-hued cottages climbing the landscape from the shores of the lake. Head 15km south following Hjortnäs Siljansvägen, Hjortnäsheden Siljansvägen and Siljansvägen to 2 Leksand. Outside the town's raucous midsommar celebration, Leksand is a sleepy settlement, home to beloved crispbread (Leksands Knäckebröd). Stop for a cinnamon roll at Siljans Konditori before touring the mansion of Munthe’s Hildasholm. The 45km drive northwest along Lundbjörken Moravägen on the lake's western side is less developed. 3 Sollerön is the largest island on the lake and home to Dalarna's largest Viking-era grave fields. Continue northwest until reaching Europaväg 45/E45. Follow it an additional 4km northeast to 4 Mora, the lake's biggest settlement and home to the world's biggest cross-country ski race, the Vasaloppet. Also here is Zornmuseet and Zorngården, the museum and fascinating home, respectively, of renowned Swedish painter Anders Zorn (1860–1920). Follow Europaväg 45/E45 east out of Mora to Färnäs. It's a 5.7km drive south along Hansjonsgatan and Nusnäs bygata to 5 Nusnäs, where one of Sweden's most endearing symbols, the hand-carved, hand-painted Dala horse, is produced. Continue southeast for 30km on Route 70 into 6 Rättvik, to tackle the impressive 628m-long Långbryggan, Scandinavia’s longest wooden pier. It concludes in a few benches and a small patch of grass – an ideal picnic spot in summer. For panoramic lake views, the nearby Vidablick Utsiktstorn (a viewing tower), frames the lake's entirety from 28m high.
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TOP TIP

Lake Siljan's towns are all walkable, but your own vehicle will afford you the freedom to explore the more beautiful nooks and crannies of the lake outside its major towns.





[image: ]

Midsommarfirande, Leksands | Travis J. Camp/shutterstock ©

Siljan Summer

SWEDEN'S MOST FAMOUS MIDSOMMAR

Sweden's largest Midsommarfirande (Midsummer's Day) celebration takes place around Lake Siljan with the maypole-dancing furor reaching its most dizzying peaks in Leksand, where upwards of 20,000 merrymakers take part. You'll need to book accommodation six months in advance, especially if you want to stay in Tällberg, where hotels offer midsommar packages. The weeklong celebrations usually start the weekend before the solstice, with villages around the lake taking turns hosting festivities. Make the most of it by village-hopping and taking in some of the most colourful merriments – expect parading villagers in folk garb, a high-spirited, fiddle-led soundtrack and an army of strong-armed men raising the maypole. On Midsommarafton (Midsummer's Eve), plant yourself on prime lakeside real estate in Leksand for views of the church boats loaded down with costume-clad rowers arriving with the garlands to decorate the maypole. The celebration here starts quite late – around 7.30pm – so locals will be feasting at home before things get wild (an invitation to a midsommar meal at someone’s house is not to be missed). Once the pole is raised and the music kicks off, join thousands of your newfound friends in the circle dance around the maypole.


I LIVE HERE: MORA NIGHTS, SILJAN WINTERS
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Mattias Olsson is a woodworker at Nils Olsson Dalahästar in Nusnäs, the most famous Dala horse producer in Sweden.

Moraparken

A perfect night out in Mora? Bowling, of course! After you’ve thrown a few strikes and spares, have a nice meal at the restaurant in the same location. The food is delicious and the service is just great.

Gesundaberget

Another thing that is absolutely amazing about living around Lake Siljan is going to the ski resort in winter. It’s a 3-for-1 deal: great skiing, a perfectly placed restaurant on top of the hill…and a great view.

Vasaloppet

And don’t forget the world's biggest and oldest cross-country ski race – 90km of kick-and-glide from Borga to Mora.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND LAKE SILJAN

Green Hotel

Historic Tällberg residence turned lodge-style hotel; good restaurant and lake views. €€

Moskogen

Kitsch decor aside, the lunch buffet is hearty and homey with excellent desserts. €€

Tällbergsgårdens Hotell

Locavore haute-Swedish dominates at this institution with lake views. €€€



Beyond Lake Siljan
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An icon of European industrial heritage lies below ground in Falun, the cultural heart of Sweden's copper-mining legacy.



Falun, the capital of Dalarnas län (Dalarna County), somehow manages to strike just the right balance between industrial and adorable, keeping one foot in its past, when it was home to one of Sweden's most important copper mines, and the other in the present, where it has reinvented itself as a cultural capital following the mine’s closure in 1992. The Unesco-listed Falu Gruva is reason alone to make the 45-minute drive from Leksand, Lake Siljan's southern gateway. But Dalarna's folk art, food and customs, much of which owes its existence to the town's industrial past, is yet another reason to visit this hub of traditional culture, the very embodiment of Sweden in miniature.
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Falun | Torben Knauer/shutterstock ©
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Dalarna County | Nicholas Ahonen/shutterstock ©

Falling for Falun

HISTORIC COPPER MINE

Falun is perfect day-trip fodder for anyone exploring the Lake Siljan region; after all, several of Swedish culture's most quintessential icons owe a debt to the Dalarna capital, either as byproducts of the copper-mining industry (eg the famed falukorv smoked sausage or the customary Falu red, painted on summer cottages everywhere) or as inspiration for one of the country's most famed painters.

A visit here begins at the World Heritage-listed Falu Gruva copper mine. Tradition says a goat called Kåre first drew attention to the copper reserves when he rolled in the earth and pranced back to the village with red horns. 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 (it happened during midsommar) before plunging 400 steps down through carved pyrite bedrock into the mine itself, where 50km of tunnels reveal what was once 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.
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Falu Gruva | CHROMORANGE/Wieland Hollweg/Alamy Stock Photo ©


CONCERTS IN THE QUARRY

Ranking right up there with great North American concert venues forged from ambitious natural settings (amphitheatres like Red Rocks in Colorado or the Gorge in Washington), Dalhalla was carved from an old quarry in the middle of the forest 9km north of Rättvik. The sunken, open-air venue, which benefits from incredible acoustics and a stunning setting, hosts rock, theatre and opera performances throughout its summer season, but the venue itself – dug 55m into the limestone bedrock – is as much an attraction as the performances. From July to October, you can visit the theatre on guided tours (non-event days only).



WHERE TO SLEEP IN FALUN

Clarion Collection Hotel Bergmastaren

Modern hotel in a 1930s building that once housed offices. €€

Falun Strandby

Contemporary cabins sleeping two to six come with kitchens and wi-fi, set on Runn lake. €€

Scandic Hotel Lugnet Falun

A ski-jump design mimicking Lugnet ensures this hotel stands out. €€
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Dalarnas Museum | Werner Lerooy/shutterstock ©
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Carl Larsson-gården | Margit Kluthke/shutterstock ©

In the afternoon, take in a trio of fascinating cultural museums: the Dalarnas Museum boldly chronicles Dalarna's traditions from its pretty perch along the Faluån river; 4.5km northeast of Stora Torget, 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. The latter is located 13km northeast of Falun in the picturesque village of Sundborn.


Getting Around

Attractions outside Falun, such as Carl Larsson-gården and Lugnets Skidmuseum, require either your own wheels or Dalatrafik city buses.





ÖREBRO
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Örebro, Sweden's seventh-largest city by population, is a culturally rich travel hub with origins dating to the 13th century. The city's centrepiece attraction is its magnificent medieval castle, which sits on an island in the middle of the gorgeous Svartån (Black river), which flows through town and is swarmed with ducks bobbing between spots of water lilies. The city originally sprang up as a product of the textile industry, but it continues to gain steam as a university town; Uppsala University has been offering courses here since 1960. In 1999, Örebro University College became Sweden's 12th university, and the presence of students on bikes, in cafes and in parks is more evident with each passing year. Örebro's proximity to Stockholm, which is fast outgrowing its borders, makes it an appealing city for young families, while the equally short distance to Vänern lake lends the city a relaxed, on-holiday vibe.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Örebro Slott

SIGHTS

2 Kulturkvarteret

3 Stadsparken

4 Stallbacken

5 Wadköping Museum Village

EATING

6 Gro

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7 Örebro Ölhall




TOP TIP

Don't miss trying Örebro's favourite fish, gös (pike perch), plucked from nearby Hjälmaren lake. You'll find it on the menu at many restaurants around town, but the best spot to try it is Katrinelund on the lake 28km east of Örebro.
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Örebro slott | emilsall/shutterstock ©


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 on order from King Gustav I in the 16th century, it's one of Scandinavia's finest early Renaissance buildings.




A WALK ON THE WILD SIDE

Carved by glaciers, Tiveden National Park – home of trolls and one-time highwaymen – makes for wonderful walks in the wilderness. Located 84km southwest of Örebro, the park, reopened in 2017 after extensive renovations, is noted for its rare old-growth forests, and has lots of dramatic bare bedrock, extensive boulder fields and a smattering of lakes. Several self-guided walks, including the 6km Trollkyrka (‘troll church’) 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.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN ÖREBRO

Tivedstorp Vandrarhem

Hostel with grass-roofed cabins, 3km north of Tiveden National Park visitor centre. €

Livin Station Hotel

Family-run hotel with 17 rooms right off Örebro Centralstation; a railway theme pervades. €€

Clarion Collection Hotel Borgen

Neo-Gothic gem looks like an extension of Örebro slott. €€€

Perfect Weekend: Örebro

CASTLES, CULTURE AND CRAFT BEER

Örebro's impressive centrepiece is the huge and romantic Örebro slott, whose massive moat filled with water lilies is actually the river Svartån. Begin a perfect weekend in Örebro here, circling the castle grounds to find that flawless angle for a photo of the hulking 14th-century edifice reflected perfectly in the moat. The outside is far more dramatic than the interior, which includes 20 or so company offices as well as the home of the county governor. In summer, you are free to wander on your own or take a guided tour. The most interesting sight is the fantastic intarsia-style King's Door depicting King Gustav I along with his son and grandson.

The riverside promenades and surrounding parklands make up the wonderful 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 in order to make room for 'modern' architectural feats such as the Krämaren shopping centre and the Medborgarhuset (one of the foremost examples of 1960s Swedish modernist architecture). Though it feels like a Hollywood studio lot, the period buildings – including Kungsstugan (the 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 from Stallbacken, a pretty square comprised of several traditional houses that have been restored and 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 water tower. Designed by architect Sune Lindström in 1958, the 58m-tall tower affords 360 degree views of Örebro as well as Hjälmaren lake to the east of the city. The Riyadh Water Tower in Saudi Arabia was modelled after Lindström's design.

Start your evening off sampling 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), its 40 some taps feature Swedish and international brews. Dine at climate-smart restaurant Gro, which leans vegetarian but also features meat and fish plucked from the local bounty.

Shake off the hangover the next morning over some of the city's best coffee (and no doubt the most scenic surrounds) at Naturens hus, a destination-worthy cafe idyllically located in the middle of the Oset and Rynningeviken nature reserve. Spend the morning exploring the nature trails among the wetlands, pastures and meadows here – it's especially rich in birdlife – all less than 4km from the city centre. It's worth hanging out here long enough to return for lunch at Naturens hus – it's that good!

Before dinner north of the river at intimate and locally-focused CV Köket, pop into the city's newest pride and joy, the Kulturvarteret, which famed Swedish architectural firm Wingårdhs arkitekter designed. It contains the city library and other cultural institutions, but its striking composition – a Svartån-reflecting glass-and-steel exterior and incredible birchwood interior – is the star of the show.


I LIVE HERE: A WALK THROUGH ÖREBRO
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Daniel Gacic (@Apexbrewingcompany) is the head brewer at Apex Brewing Company, one of Sweden's top craft breweries.

Oset and Rynningeviken

I recommend that you start your day in Örebro with a stroll around this nature reserve, stopping at Naturens hus for coffee.

Svartån River

Follow the river past Wadköping museum village up to Örebro slott. Nearby is Örebro Ölhall, where you can have a nice lunch and choose from a large number of beers.

Dinner and Drinks

Cross town to the Örebro Saluhall food court for the best drinks in town at Chilango. Finish off your evening with good wine, craft beer and the best Neapolitan pizza in town at Fatcuz.



WHERE TO EAT IN ÖREBRO

Jeremiabageriet

Drop by Wadköping for some of Sweden's tastiest cinnamon buns and cardamom rolls. €

Ingeborgs

One of the best dagens; dine amid stained glass from Swedish churches. €€

A-mano

Elevated Italian fare, think sole with birch shavings, polenta and cress oil. €€€

Adventures Around Hjälmaren Lake

NATURE, CYCLING AND GOURMET EATS

Örebro's reputation as a place to indulge in urban luxuries, eat and drink well, and immerse oneself in cultural fare and creature comforts cannot be denied, but the city's proximity to nature is not to be outdone. The Oset and Rynningeviken nature reserve, a set of preserved wetlands on the western shore of Hjälmaren lake, sit just 3km from Örebro slott and the city centre. It's a perfect jumping-off point for exploring Sweden's fourth-largest lake, a haven for nature lovers and gourmands alike.



From Örebro, cyclists should follow the 40km Hemfjärden runt cycling route, stopping for famed shrimp sandwiches at Café Ässundet about halfway along the circuit. Enjoy spectacular lake views, Iron Age burial fields and eye-catching oak groves along the way (the route involves a small cycle ferry, MF Åbäket, with a voluntary 30kr fee that can only be paid with the Swish app, so foreigners generally ride free). Foodies should check out Katrinelund, 28km east of Örebro, where head chef Roger Hjälm oversees two excellent restaurants (one open year-round) plating Insta-worthy, locally driven dishes like Hjälmaren pike perch, beef from Göksholm and wild garlic pesto.

Prefer a walkabout? Don't miss Vinön island, reachable on a free, 25-minute ferry ride from Hampetorp (36km southeast of Örebro). Spend the night in summer and hike the island's west coast on the 4.5km loop to Norra badet. Hint: the ferry is a much cheaper tour of the lake than the official boat tours!

[image: ]

Hjälmaren lake | Marcus Lindstrom/Getty Images ©


WHY I LOVE ÖREBRO
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Kevin Raub

Örebro is the perfect microcosm of Sweden – a storybook medieval castle encircled by a beautiful river, an architectural potpourri of design spanning from the Middle Ages to last Monday, the ever-present natural world creeping onto the city’s doorstep and a laundry list of exceptional restaurants, bookended with a healthy craft beer scene. If you want it to feel like a vibrant city, it delivers; if that's too hectic, however, strolling along the Svartån river through the lovely Stadsparken or heading out on a relaxing 3.5km bike ride from the castle to the middle of a nature reserve – for lunch, no less – feels like a holiday.




Getting Around

Örebro's city centre, with its extensive riverside promenades, is perfect for walking; Lanstrafiken Örebro city buses serve attractions further afield such as the Oset and Rynningeviken nature reserve and Svampen.





Beyond Örebro
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One of Sweden's most idyllic wooden towns tempts visitors south of Örebro; to the east, Värmland's waters invite paddling adventures.



Sitting quaintly in the historic province of Västmanland is Nora, one of Sweden's best-preserved wooden towns. Just a 35-minute drive south of Örebro, it's an ideal spot to slow down and enjoy its captivating features: attractive cobbled streets, old-world steam trains, mellow boat rides and – perhaps most importantly – decadent ice cream. West of Örebro are the shores of the EU’s largest lake, Vänern. The closest base is Kristinehamn, roughly one hour's drive from the city, but if you’re willing to go a touch further, Karlstad and Torsby are better for outdoor enthusiasts. Both offer plenty of recreational diversions on the lake and the equally superlative Klarälven river – Sweden's longest waterway when combined with the Göta älv.


TOP TIP

Nora Glass serves only three or four freshly churned ice-cream flavours daily, but they’re always worth queuing for.
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Nora | TRABANTOS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©
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Nora Glass | LINA LUNDIN/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


TIMBER TOUR

Wooden townscapes like Nora once dominated Sweden; in modern times, however, many buildings have since been relocated or destroyed. If you're looking for similarly preserved towns, head to gorgeous Eksjö, 240km south of Nora.




FAMILY FUN IN NORA

You don’t need to be a child to appreciate the entertaining boat trips to Alntorps island in the middle of Norasjön. In summer, boats depart from the southern part of the lake's Strandpromenade between 10am and 5.30pm daily. A walk around the island takes about an hour, and there are swimming spots, miniature golf and an ice-cream kiosk. The Nora Bergslags Veteran Railway is a vintage steam train that takes you 10km southeast to Järle or 2.5km southwest to the excellent old mining village at Pershyttan. Pick up tickets for both activities at Nora Turistbyrå, the local tourist office.





Scream for Ice Cream in Nora

DELIGHTFUL DESSERTS AND WOODEN ARCHITECTURE

The crime fiction of Sweden's first detective novelist, Maria Lang, hails from Nora, one of Sweden’s most seductive old wooden towns. Lang used this charming hamlet, which sits snugly on the shores of beautiful Norasjön lake, as the model for the fictional city of Skoga, where most of her novels were set.

Swedish fans of this precursor to the wildly popular genre of Nordic noir flock here, but Nora has plenty more to offer than whodunnit mysteries.

People also come from far and wide for what is arguably the most famous ice cream in Sweden. Join the queue at Nora Glass, whose incredible ice cream has been made here for more than 80 years.

Walk off the calories while taking in some of Nora's local culture. Göthlinska Gården, a manor house just off the main square, was built in 1739 and is now a museum featuring furniture, decor and accoutrements from the 17th century onward.

The fantastic collection of buildings at the end of Prästgatan is Kvarteret Bryggeriet. Once housing a brewery and other industrial endeavours, the complex has been flipped into a creative quarter containing several art galleries, artist studios, workshops, bars, restaurants and – you guessed it – a brewery.

A local collective also puts on a knockout gallery show in the main building each summer.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN NORA

Nora Stadshotell

Elegant, can't-miss building on the main square; 36 simple white-furnished rooms. €€

Strandstugan

Delightful wooden cottage on the lake serving coffee and home-baked goodies. €€

Bryggerikrogen Nora

Everybody's favourite at Kvarteret Bryggeriet, focused on Swedish ingredients. €€

Aquatic Adventures in Värmland

RIVER RAFTING AND LAKE CANOEING

Bounded by the Norwegian border to the west and the EU's largest lake to the south (Vänern, with a whopping 4800km coastline), the diverse scenery of Värmlands län, made up of mountains, fields, forests, lakes and streams, has inspired many Swedish artists and is the beloved 'cottage country' of many Swedish families.

It's a wonderful spot for pursuing outdoor activities on the Klarälven river and around Vänern.

The pleasant and compact riverside settlement of Karlstad, the largest city in Värmland, is a useful base for pursuing outdoor activities.

Surrounded by tributaries that creep down into the lake just south of town, Karlstad is a pretty university town that can afford you a bit of culture and nightlife to supplement aquatic adventures.

In summer, get out on the water with Vänerkajak, which rents stand-up paddleboards as well as one- and two-person canoes out of Borgmästarholmen, just north of the city centre.

Alternatively, you can enjoy a 3½-hour boat cruise on the lake; the Stella Polaris leaves from the harbour behind the train station.

All-you-can-eat shrimp lunch (that's right!) with salad and dessert is included.

Don't miss the locally sourced creations of top chef Niklas Pettersson at the excellent Matbrucket, inside a gorgeous glass-encased pavilion at the Värmlands Museum.

In Torsby, 103km north of Karlstad, Vildmark i Värmland offers the region's most unique activity: timber-rafting on the Klarälven river, which is inspired by Värmland’s historic log drivers.

Rafting packages range from one to eight days, and some of them include the opportunity to build your own raft in true Huckleberry Finn style.
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Kayaking, Karlstad | JOHNER IMAGES/GETTY IMAGES ©


KARLSTAD CULTURE

Karlstad is home to a few fantastic museums to bide your time between lake adventures. The award-winning and imaginative Värmlands Museum occupies two buildings on Sandgrundsudden (reclaimed land now converted into a pleasant park) near the library. Its multimedia displays cover local history and culture from the Stone Age to current times, including music, the river, forests and textiles (its Life in Värmlands exhibition is one of the best curated you'll ever see). Next door, the moody landscapes of renowned watercolour-artist Lars Lerin, who hails from Värmland, are dramatically displayed in arresting fashion at the Sandgrund Lars Lerin Museum.




Getting Around

Nora, Torsby and, to a lesser extent, Karlstad are small and best navigated on foot, though you'll want your own wheels to truly explore the landscapes of the Klarälven river and Vänern lake.











GOTHENBURG & THE SOUTHWEST
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ISLANDS, LAKES AND SWEDEN'S SECOND CITY


Gothenburg is known for its sophisticated urban delights, but venture beyond the city limits for a watery landscape of lakes, islands, beaches and canals.
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Linné, Gothenburg | MIKAEL TIGERSTRÖM/GETTY IMAGES ©

Welcome to Gothenburg (Göteburg). Sweden's second-largest city, this is the place that gave the world Volvos, Ace of Base and one member of ABBA (Björn). The vibrant canal city is over half a million strong, thriving on shopping, mornings at the museums, promenades along the rocky coastline and plates piled high with seafood. Indeed, the city has become something of a dining destination in recent years, with Swedish staples and local specialities complemented by genuine ethnic cuisine – over one-quarter of the population in this diverse city was born outside Sweden. It’s also one of the top family destinations in the country: Liseberg amusement park and the Universeum are standout attractions, ideal when icy rain is lashing the beaches.

Outside of the regional capital is the rugged Bohuslän Coast that extends to the north: a procession of granite islands, bays, picturesque red-and-white fishing villages and an easy-going summer vibe created by a million holidaying Swedes. 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 post-industrial museums and mighty locks to leisurely kayaking on canals and lakes.

If you're flying into this part of the world, Gothenburg's modern airport is a convenient access point, with flights to many destinations across Europe.
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THE MAIN AREAS

GOTHENBURG

Sweden's bustling second city.

BOHUSLÄN COAST

Rocky and dramatic.

VARBERG

Nude bathing by a mighty fortress.







Find Your Way


Southwest Sweden is a huge, sparsely populated area dominated by lakes and forest, but despite this, infrastructure is excellent with roads (and occasionally railways) linking the main population centres.
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Plan Your Time

Southwest Sweden can be approached in a number of ways, from an intense, no-sleep Gothenburg city break to three weeks lazily kayaking the Bohuslän Coast.




Weekend Break

Gothenburg was a city made for a weekend break. From the airport, make a beeline for one of the city's museums, like the Konstmuseum. In the afternoon, head for Haga Nygatan for shopping and cinnamon buns, followed by a performance at the Göteborgsoperan.

Spend Sunday at the Volvo Museum or exploring the archipelago on a boat trip, followed by a seafood lunch.




A Week or More

After a few days in the city, head out to the archipelago, either on an organised trip or in a hired kayak.

From here, you can go island-hopping up the Bohuslän Coast (pictured).

With more time, another week could be spent kayaking the Dalsland Canal, or lay down the paddles for less strenuous entertainment in places like Trollhättan and Lidköping.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

The weather remains chilly but Easter is celebrated with gusto everywhere. In late spring the region finally emerges from the cold.

SUMMER

Two big festivals dominate the summer: the 24 June Midsummer celebrations and August's Way Out West music festival, both held in Slottsskogsparken.

AUTUMN

In late autumn the first snows flurry around Gothenburg's blustery streets and lodge between the cobbles of Haga and Linné.

WINTER

The Liseberg Christmas market sees the park transformed into a winter wonderland. The Göteborg Film Festival takes place in January.

Jonas Tufvesson/shutterstock ©, right: Mikhail Markovskiy/shutterstock ©



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, fun-fair 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, and 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 kid’s attraction), the terrifying rides at Liseberg amusement 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!


TOP TIP

The best way to reach Gothenburg from Landvetter Airport (27km west of the city) is on the Flygbussarna bus. First and last service depends on flight schedules. Buy tickets either on board or online (flygbussarna.se). A taxi to the centre costs around 520kr.



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. The park draws thrill seekers no matter the season to rides like 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.

The amusement arcade is huge and contains a mix of hands-on retro games and state-of-the-art interactive games. Entry to the park grounds is reasonable, but note that you pay for individual rides using coupons or an armband.

One of the best times to come is during the run-up to Christmas when the entire park is transformed into a winter fairyland, the likes of which you would be hard pushed to find anywhere else in Europe. A million fairy lights illuminate a thousand Christmas trees, sprayed convincingly with fake snow (it doesn't actually snow that much by the sea) and there's a large ice rink, which is free if you bring your own skates.

A special nostalgia tram called the Lisebergslinjen runs from Gothenburg's Centralstation to the park several times an hour at peak times; pay on board. When it comes to refuelling in between rides, there are myriad options within the park: Austrian schnitzel, a vegan buffet, Swedish fish and even Hungarian langosh. Be sure to check the website (liseberg.se) if you're planning on a trip here, as opening days and hours vary.
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SIGHTS

1 Konstmuseum

2 Linné

3 Maritiman

4 Naturhistoriska Museet

5 Sjöfartsmuseet

6 Stadsmuseet

7 Universeum

8 Världskultur museet

ACTIVITIES, COURSES TOURS

9 Hagabadet

ENTERTAINMENT

10 Liseberg

SHOPPING

11 Haga Nygata




Gothenburg on Foot

Start at Gothenburg's market hall, 1 Saluhallen, one of the best places in town to pick up local specialities or a cheap meal. The aromatic selection of cheeses, meat, baked goods and deli foods is the best in the city. It's a pleasant stroll through the Kungsparken and Hagaparken into Haga before climbing up to the 2 Skansen Kronan This fortress, built to defend the city in the 17th century, somehow survived the demolition of Gothenburg's defences in the 19th century. It's a bit of a climb from Haga Nygatan but worth it for the sweeping views. Descend from the fortress and head for the canal. Cross at Pustervik to reach 3 Feskekörka. You can just about spot the Fish Church from the Skansen Kronan – this isn’t actually a church but a fish market. Built in 1874, the large chapel-like building has been undergoing renovations for several years, but should be open by the time you read this. From the Pustervik bridge take Kungsgatan then Västra Hamngatan, which crosses the canal and stop at 4 Kronhuset. Constructed as a military store, this is one of the city’s original 17th-century buildings. It's now an arts-and-crafts centre. It's a short stroll along Kronhusgatan and Östra Hamngatan to your next stop, 5 Göteborgsoperan. The city's opera house, whose design resembles a huge ship’s hull, is representative of Gothenburg's ocean-going traditions. It's the place to go for high-brow entertainment. Cross the inner city centre via Östra Hamngatan to central Kingsportsplatsen from where you cross the canal to the next stop, 6 Trädgårdsföreningen. Laid out in 1842, this green space is home to tiny cafes and Europe’s largest rosarium. From the northeast corner of the Trädgårdsföreningen take busy Ullevigatan to 7 Ullevi. The city's huge stadium was originally built for the 1958 FIFA World Cup and is the second largest in Sweden.
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Haga & Linné

DISTINCTIVE NEIGHBOURHOOD DUO

These two fascinating, former working-class districts of Gothenburg sit side by side, south of the original 17th-century historical core, and are the place to head to find Gothenburg at play. After the glitz of the central shopping areas, Haga and Linné come as a pleasant surprise, though they are quite different from one another. Allow a whole day to explore both.

Slated for demolition in the 1980s, Haga is a low-rise grid of timber-clad houses centred on the twee shopping street of Haga Nygatan.

Once the haunt of sailors, dockers, prostitutes and street urchins, the only grit you'll find in Haga these days is lodged between the area's millions of cobblestones; the neighbourhood is now the haunt of artists and thirtysomething professionals.

An unexpected highlight here is the Hagabadet, originally a bathhouse built for the poor, but now, in line with the area’s complete gentrification, a pampering spa with Roman baths, Pilates classes and its own brand of luxury cosmetics.

With its tall, ornate 19th-century tenement blocks, wide avenues, and intriguing indie and secondhand shops, larger Linné (named after Carl von Linné, the Swedish ‘father of modern taxonomy’) is markedly different.

It’s the best place to head for nightlife in Gothenburg, and the streets are lined with restaurants, bars and cafes, often inhabiting converted warehouses and factories.

The green lung of Linné is the huge Slottsskogsparken, ideal for strolling or picnicking on the huge lawns. It's also one of the city's prime jogging and running locations with kilometres of paths, and is the venue for some of Gothenburg's top annual festivals.


WHY I LOVE GOTHENBURG
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Marc Di Duca

As a sworn museum fanatic, Gothenburg is a box of treats I can pick from time and time again, especially when the temperatures plummet. Whether checking out the exhibitions at the Världskulturmuseet, perusing world-class art at the Konstmuseum or rifling through the city's past at the Stadmuseum, I never tire of the city's engaging and imaginatively presented repositories of the past. Another thing I love about Gothenburg are the giant cinnamon rolls and princess cake, but the less said the better.
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Poseidon fountain | VIENINSWEDEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

GOTHENBURG'S BEST FESTIVALS

Göteborg Film Festival

One of Scandinavia’s top film festivals, usually held in January.

Way Out West

This three-day music and film festival is held in mid-August in Slottsskogsparken.

West Pride

Western Sweden's biggest LGBTIQ+ event takes place in early June.

Midsummer

The 24 June celebrations take place at the Slottsskogsparken.

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 has to go to the Konstmuseum. This huge building brings the Kungsavenyn to an abrupt, commanding halt at its southern end.

Before entering, take a minute to admire Gothenburg's most famous public artwork, the bronze Poseidon fountain out front. This statue once scandalised strait-laced citizens, who insisted on drastic penile-reduction surgery.

Inside the cavernous building a feast of art awaits, with many of history's greatest names on display. The exhibition is arranged chronologically over six floors: the higher you go, the more recent the era. 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 (including Knight with Falcon), while the baroque period is represented by Canaletto, among others.

On the top floor, Picasso gets an entire octagonal room to himself and trailblazers such as Renoir, Monet, Degas, Chagall, Cézanne and Gauguin splash colour across the walls.

The most valuable work in the collection, meanwhile, gets its own room – Van Gogh’s instantly recognizable Olive Grove, one in a series of paintings he completed while at a psychiatric hospital in Saint-Rémy-de-Provence. Interestingly, the classic works are imaginatively interspersed with contemporary installations throughout.

Scandinavian masters such as Bruno Liljefors, Edvard Munch, Anders Zorn and Carl Larsson have pride of place in the Fürstenburg Galleries, with other highlights including a superb sculpture hall and the Hasselblad Center, home to rotating photography exhibitions featuring Nordic artists.

Allow at least two hours to see the museum’s highlights.
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BEST SHOPS IN GOTHENBURG

Kungsportsavenyen

City's main street is lined with everything from luxury boutiques to supermarkets.

Haga Nygatan

Cobbled street for that 1000kr dreamcatcher or Moomin-themed slippers.

Nordstan

Though the North Town shopping mall is a giant , 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.

Linnégatan

Shop-lined avenue in the Linné district.

Björk & Secondhand

Large thrift shop in Linné with vintage clothes, some English books and bric-a-brac.

Beyond Retro

Biggest secondhand clothes store in Sweden, located in the Arkaden centre.

Flaggskeppet

In Stora Badhusgatan, pick up a Swedish flag, boat hook or lighthouse model.



WHERE TO EAT IN GOTHENBURG

28+

Serves French -Swedish fusion cuisine for over 30 years. €€€

Project

Leather-and-crystal design with seasonal menus. €€€

Koka

Elegant eaterie serving modern Swedish cuisine. €€€
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Gothenburg for Kids

FUN AND LEARNING, SWEDISH-STYLE

Like most of Sweden, Gothenburg is well arranged for travel with children. Most museums have kid-friendly play rooms and many restaurants offer child menus. And regardless of age and interest, there’s no shortage of things to do.

With its heart-stopping rides, amusement arcades and fast food galore, Liseberg will always be top of the charts for most families. Buy tickets in advance to avoid having to stand in the queue with impatient offspring.

Inquisitive personalities, meanwhile, will enjoy Universeum, where visitors get to explore a humid rainforest, complete with trickling water, tropical birds and butterflies flitting through the greenery. Get hands-on at the science exhibitions, where themes range from nanotechnology and space travel to mixing music. This is Sweden's best museum for kids.
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Johner Images/Getty images ©

Not only for children, Maritiman is the world’s largest floating ship museum, consisting of 20 historical craft, including fishing boats, a light vessel and a firefighter, all linked by walkways.

Some parts of the permanent exhibition at the Världskulturmuseet (Museum of World Culture), where ethnography, art and global politics collide, were actually designed by kids. It’s a great place to hang out with little ones.

Gothenburg’s city museum, Stadsmuseet, set aside an entire section just for younger visitors, where they can ride a typical blue-and-white tram and climb the city towers. The Viking exhibition here always impresses schoolkids, particularly the remains of the Äskekärrkeppet, Sweden’s only original Viking vessel.

And if you need some quality outdoor time, fear not – the city has plenty of green spaces, in addition to the dozens of beaches that line the coast.


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 for the winter.

Paddan City Boat Tour

Tour the old 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 on board a historic steamboat.



WHERE TO EAT IN GOTHENBURG

Feskekörka

When it reopens, it should reclaim its top seafood spot. €

Sjömagasinet

Top-notch seafood dining in a waterside location. €€€

Feskar Brittas Kro

Barge selling fish dishes made with ingredients straight from auction. €€

Visit a Swedish Icon

DRIVE SAFELY

When it comes to Swedish brands, car manufacturer Volvo is rivalled only by IKEA when it comes to global reach. But unlike IKEA’s omnipresent modern furnishings, you don't have to assemble your Volvo on a carpeted floor at home – the company thankfully takes care of that part of the business at their massive factory 13km west of Gothenburg. Intrigued? Then make the trip here to visit the excellent Volvo Museum.

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.

But things quickly improved, and by the 1930s the company was churning out cars, trucks and buses at an impressive rate.

The museum presents Volvo’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 the UK television series The Saint, an exhibit of Volvo’s seatbelt patent, 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.

There are lots of hefty buses, lorries and earth-moving equipment on display, too.

As Sweden's best automotive museum, it's worth suffering the trip out into Gothenburg's industrial badlands for a visit. Fittingly, it is a bit tricky to reach if you don’t have a car.

First, take tram 5 or 10 to Eketrägatan, then switch to bus 32, alighting at Arendals Skans. Note that this bus does not run at weekends.


ACTIVE GOTHENBURG

Running

Gothenburg is home to the world's largest half-marathon (Göteborgsvarvet), which takes place in mid-May and attracts 60,000 participants. The city's flat(ish) parks are great places to run.

Cycling

Gothenburg has a comprehensive network of cycle paths and a shared bike system, which means a bit of two-wheeled exploration is easy to organise.

Hiking

The Gothenburg Archipelago Trail extends for 27km and takes in islands, beaches and hard-to-reach swimming spots.

Kayaking

There's no better way to explore the archipelago than paddling your way round.



WHERE TO EAT IN GOTHENBURG

Göteburgare

Vegan burger specialists at Andra Långgatan 11. €€€

Andrum

Been-here-forever meat-free buffet restaurant with an outdoor terrace. €

The Green Room

Unexpected vegan buffet within the Liseberg park. €

Other Gothenburg Museums

WORLD CULTURE, LOCAL HISTORY

When sleet is splattering the canals, you know it’s going to be a museum day. The question is, which one?

It’s difficult to sum up Världskulturmuseet (The World Culture Museum) in a single sentence, but you should expect an examination of every aspect of how humans cohabit, alongside the challenges that humankind currently faces: climate change, globalisation and threats to democracy.

[image: ]
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Complimenting these themes are eclectic temporary exhibitions that tackle geopolitical and ethnographic themes.

Visitors to Stadsmuseum are treated to a broad overview of the city’s history. Pass through the atmospherically gloomy Viking exhibition, which includes silver treasure hoards, weaponry and jewellery, as well as an original vessel, before learning about the founding of the canal city in the 17th century, livened up with some scandalous and amusing stories about the colourful characters of the era.

The Naturhistoriska Museet (Natural History Museum) is home to an incredible range of taxidermy, from the ungulates of the savannah to the big cats, the extinct Stellers sea cow, all manner of birds and pickled creatures of the deep.

A definite highlight is the world’s only stuffed blue whale (visitors used to be able to walk into the belly until an amorous couple was caught in flagrante).

Gothenburg's least-visited museum is the Kortedala, likely because it is out in the suburbs and only open on Sunday afternoons.
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But if the stars align, definitely check out this retro space, which consists of a two-room flat on the 1950s Kortedala estate furnished in period style. Take tram 6, 7 or 11 to Allhelgonakyrkan.


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 hilltop 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 Centralstation. Watch trains pull in with views of the city beyond.



WHERE TO ENJOY COFFEE & CINNAMON BUNS

Evas Paley

Grand old fika stop with a cosy atmosphere and cakes piled high.

Cafe Kronhuset

Gothenburg's oldest cafe claims it has been around as long as the city.

Junggrens Cafe

Traditional, late 19th-century cafe on the Avenyn.

Husaren Cafe

Where the giant version of the cinnamon bun was first baked.

Cafe Hebbe Lelle

Great place to savour the cinnamon bun.

Maritime History

THE SEAFARING PAST

A few steps from the central shopping action is Maritiman, the world’s largest floating ship museum. It’s made up of 20 historical craft, bobbing around on the river and linked by walkways. 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 is not open every day; definitely check the website before visiting.

Southwest of the city centre, Sjöfartsmuseet focuses on the 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.
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Gothenburg Pass

The city pass (gocity.com/gothenburg/en-us) includes entry to many of the city's attractions, discounted and free tours, and, for a bit more, unlimited access to the public transport system. As with any discount card, the question is always: is it worth it?




EAT LIKE A LOCAL

Oysters

These shellfish have been harvested along the coast for as long as humans have inhabited the area; dozens of restaurants offer them.

Hagabullen

Giant 'tear-and-share' cinnamon cakes were first fashioned at the Husaren Cafe in Haga.

Herring

A couple of slices of pickled herring on knäckebröd (crispbread) is as Swedish as it gets.

Princess Cake

Typical princesstårta is a sponge cake clad in green marzipan.

Prawn Sandwiches

A local favourite; no festival is complete without them.




GETTING AROUND

Västtrafik runs all public transport (buses, trams and ferries) in and around Gothenburg. The network is relatively comprehensive but slightly more expensive than comparable systems in other cities. Also be aware that some services do not run at weekends, most notably (and oddly) the bus that takes visitors to the Volvo Museum.





Beyond Gothenburg
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At the mouth of the Göta älv is an archipelago of low rocky islands that are a joy to explore.



Divided into north and south, the islands of the Gothenburg archipelago are scattered off the western coast like biscuit crumbs. Some of the islands are large enough to support inhabitants, while others protrude only a few metres above the sea’s surface. The islands to the south belong to Gothenburg municipality, while those in the north have their own administration. Another difference is that the southern islands are car- free, while the northern islands have enough residents to justify vehicle transport. These often idyllic isles and outcrops make for a relaxing day trip from Gothenburg. If you have the time, spend a week exploring all of them on an island-hopping odyssey, best experienced in a sea kayak.


TOP TIP

There are nine major islands; Brännö is the most popular for overnight stays. In Swedish, the suffix ö means ‘island’.
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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 needs, head to the amazing Kanotcentrum Göteborg in Karl Johansgatan.
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Southern Islands

ARCHIPELAGO ON GOTHENBURG'S DOORSTEP

Ferries to the car-free southern islands leave from Saltholmen terminal, reached by tram 11 (or 9 in summer) from central Gothenburg.

The ride to Saltholmen takes about 35 minutes, followed by an additional boat trip of 30 to 60 minutes. Ferries accept Västtrafik tickets.

Brännö is the most popular destination for overnight stays and also the easiest to reach.

It’s best for sandy beaches and walking trails: from the church in the centre of the island, follow the cycling track through the woods towards the west coast.

A 15-minute walk from the end of the track leads to a stone causeway and the uninhabited island of Galterö – a weird treeless landscape of rock slabs, ponds and usually deserted beaches.

One notably odd attraction is the island's outdoor dance floor, which draws crowds on weekend nights from July to mid-August.

The island of Styrsö has two villages (Bratten and Tången) where ferries tie up. Bratten was once a herring processing centre before it became a fashionable bathing resort in the 1860s. Tången is a fishing community with a couple of cafes and access to hiking trails, one of which leads to Stora Rös, the archipelago's highest point (60m) and a WWI lookout.

To the east of Styrsö, half of Donsö consists of a village. There's kayak hire here and a hiking trail to a viewpoint in the south of the island.

Vrångö is the southernmost island that is inhabited year-round. The ferry docks at Mittvik, on the east side; it's about a 10-minute walk to the west coast, where there's a good swimming beach.

WHERE TO SLEEP IN THE ARCHIPELAGO

Nimbus Öckerö

Well-appointed hostel and cabins on Öckerö with shared kitchen and playground. €

Skärgårdshotellet Hönö

Understated Swedish design on Hönö; 16 spacious rooms and a good restaurant. €€

Styrsö Tången B&B

Both comfortable and stylish, this Art Nouveau villa is our top pick on Styrsö. €€


MöLNDALS STADSMUSEUM

This warehouse-like museum is housed in an old police station in the small town of Mölndal, south of Gothenburg. The collection here consists of some 10,000 items, focusing largely on 20th-century nostalgia, ranging from textiles and toys to a re-created 1930s worker’s cottage. It’s an evocative place: plunge into racks of vintage clothes, pull out hidden treasures and learn the secrets of each piece in the digital catalogue.

If hunger strikes, the excellent in-house cafe serves simple fare that includes sandwiches and cakes, with summertime seating right by the rapids.

From Gothenburg, catch a Kungsbacka-bound train to Mölndal station, then bus 751. Alternatively, the museum is an 800m walk east of the station.
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Northern Islands

OCEAN-BOUND ADVENTURES

Car ferries to the northern islands leave from the Lilla Varholmen terminal and are free to ride. To get to Lilla Varholmen without a car, take bus RÖD; the ride takes about 40 minutes.

The short ferry ride from Lilla Varholmen makes Björkö, one of the larger islands in the north, the most accessible archipelago getaway, just 30 minutes from Gothenburg by car. There are some great beaches and a bay here, plus lots of small uninhabited islands to explore in a kayak.



The main island in the northern archipelago, Öckerö is almost all village, but that means it also has the most services and activities, including kayak and bike hire, restaurants and accommodation. It makes for the best base if you’re exploring the entire archipelago.

Joined at the hip with Öckerö, big Hönö also has a lot of houses and places to stay, along with heaps of rocky beaches, hiking trails and a large harbour. The Fishing Museum is the only indoor attraction.

The northernmost of the archipelago's islands, Rörö is only reachable by ferry from Hälsö (or neighbouring Hyppeln), which is also linked by bridge to Öckerö. It’s known for its hiking trails through a nature reserve and has a surprising number of places to stay.

Vinga is the southernmost of the northern islands and can only be reached by kayak.

It has an impressive rocky landscape and good swimming, and has been home to a lighthouse since the 17th century. There's scarcely anything else on the island.

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 restaurant and cafe serves excellent seafood; live music in summer. €€

Marstrand

ROYAL GETAWAY

Around 40km north of Gothenburg, the island of Marstrand makes for a quick and rewarding day trip from the city. A well-known local summer retreat, it was put on the map by King Oscar II and entourage who took to the waters here in the 1880s. Before that, this was the herring capital of Europe, and its seafood is still an obvious draw.

Away from the plates of prawn and herring, the biggest attraction on the island is the Carlstens Fästning, a fortress erected in the 1660s after the Swedish takeover of Marstrand and Bohuslän. Marstrand's ice-free port was key to trade, so King Karl X Gustav built the fortress to defend it. The port continued to be fought over for decades.

Carlstens has also been a prison, known for especially brutal conditions. Take the tour or just walk up to admire the enthralling views of the archipelago. The best time to visit Marstrand is between May and September, though things can get crowded in July and August.

Over the winter, many businesses shut up shop and you might have the island all to yourself. From Gothenburg's Nils Ericson bus terminal, take the Marstrand Express bus (at least hourly) directly to the passenger-only ferry terminal. The ferry crosses over to the island every 15 minutes and is included in your bus ticket.


KUNGäLV

A stop-off on the way to Marstrand, the small town of Kungälv is a rewarding day trip and escape from the hustle of central Gothenburg, 20km to the south. The original village is a charming spot for aimless wandering, its pastel-hued timber houses buckling and leaning over the cobbled lanes as if plucked from a fairy tale.

Bohus Fortress guarded the border between Sweden and Norway, and was built south of town where the Göta river splits in two. Once an important stronghold, it lost its significance following the founding of Gothenburg in the 17th century.

To reach Kungälv, take the Marstrand bus. The journey takes around 20 minutes.
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GETTING AROUND

Ferries are the only way to get to the islands. The northern islands of Hälsö, Öckerö, Hönö and tiny Fötö are linked by bridges and causeways across which you can drive.





BOHUSLÄN COAST
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Spectacular, stark and intensely beautiful, western Sweden's Bohuslän Coast is one of the country's natural treasures. The landscape here is a wild mix of 8000 craggy islands that have been flung like shattered toffee into the sea, dotted with rickety fishing villages caught between sky and briny waters. Island-hopping is the way to go, or just pick a pretty spot for lounging on broad, sun-warmed rocks, feasting on the region’s superb seafood and taking kayaking trips to uninhabited isles.

All of the towns along the coast make for good bases, though Lysekil is the most central settlement. The coast offers a wide range of sleeping options, from lighthouses on rocky islets to cosy B&Bs in tiny fishing villages. When it comes to eating out, make like the locals and take advantage of the bounty of the oceans, whether you prefer to self-cater from markets and delis or splash out on restaurant meals.


TOP TIP

Renting a car certainly pays dividends in this part of Sweden, though in theory you could do the entire trip using public transport. If you're reliant on buses and boats, it's best to use the travel-planner feature on the Västtrafik website to avoid long connection times, especially in winter.
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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. €



BEST UPMARKET PLACES TO STAY ON THE BOHUSLäN COAST

Stora Hotellet Bryggan

Wonderful Fjällbacka boutique hotel providing a trip ‘around the world in 23 rooms’. €€€

Hotel Smögens Havsbad

In Smögen, this wooden pile offers light Scandi-style rooms, many with sea views. €€€

Strandflickornas Havshotell

Beautifully appointed boutique hotel in Lysekil, overlooking the Gullmarn Fjord. €€€

Orust & Tjörn

ALLURING ISLAND DUO

Sweden’s third-biggest island, Orust is comprised of lush woodlands and several breathtakingly cute fishing villages. It also has a thriving boat-building industry, with over half of Sweden’s sailing craft made here. The largest settlement is Henån, but one of the prettiest is Mollösund in the southwest – it's the oldest fishing village on the entire Bohuslän Coast. Tightly packed pastel houses descend to a gorgeous harbour and there are several scenic walking paths for gentle days out in Sweden's fresh sea air. There are lots of tiny islands off Orust, but the most easily accessible is Käringön, a place of wide-gabled houses, whistling masts and some good swimming spots. Take the ferry from Tuvesvik.



To the south of Orust, and linked seamlessly by road, is the island of Tjörn, a place that attracts artists and sailing enthusiasts alike. The former come for its striking landscapes, while the latter are drawn to one of Sweden’s biggest sailing competitions, the popular Tjörn Runt regatta, which takes place here in August. Art lovers also flock to the Nordiska Akvarellmuseet, Sweden's top watercolour museum in the village of Skärhamn. The waterside building has exhibits by the likes of Arne Isacsson, whose watercolours defined the form for a generation of artists in Bohuslän, and Lars Lerin's compelling cityscapes, seemingly illuminated from within.

The ‘herring island’ of Klädesholmen, to the far south of Tjörn, is one of the west coast’s most flawless spots. A mash-up of red-and-white wooden cottages, its tiny herring museum tells you all you need to know about Sweden's enduring love for its favourite fish.
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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 on the edge of civilisation, yet without having to forego 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 MIDRANGE PLACES TO STAY ON THE BOHUSLäN COAST

Strandvillan Hostel & Hotell

Turn-of-the-century-style hotel in Lysekil, a few steps from the tide. €€

Mollösunds Wärdshus

Pretty hotel located on the harbourside in Mollösund. €€

Emma's Bed and Breakfast

Stately house dating back to 1734, with bright and airy rooms. €€



Lysekil

ENGAGING FJORDSIDE RESORT

With a population of around 15,000, grand old Lysekil is one of the largest settlements on the Bohuslän Coast and makes for a good base from which to explore the wider area. Not quite as twee as other seaside resorts, Lysekil makes up for it with many places to stay and eat.

The town retains some interesting architecture from its spa days, such as old bathing huts and Curmans villor, the wooden seafront houses. Crooked street Gamla Strandgatan has a too-cute 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, which cuts past Lysekil. A whole array of weird, wonderful and surprisingly colourful sealife awaits as you wander through the underwater tunnel – it's a great place to bring budding marine biologists. If you fancy seeing the area's wildlife in its natural surroundings, you can buy a ticket for a seal safari here, too.

Across the fjord is Fiskebäckskil, a village of fairy-tale cobbled streets and timber-clad cottages. After wandering the lanes, take a peek into the interior of the church that resembles an upturned boat, with votive ships and impressive ceiling and wall paintings galore. It's linked to Lysekil by hourly ferry. The entire western end of the Stångenäs peninsula on which Lysekil lies is occupied by the Stångehuvud Nature Reserve. Visitors can keep an eye out for wildlife here (mostly birds), in addition to swimming and tanning (weather permitting) on the red rock slabs that jut out into the sea.


ÅSTOL

Tiny Åstol looks to be straight out of a curious dream – a tiny, barren chunk of rock dotted with rows of gleaming white houses that seem perched on top of each other from the sea. Amble round the car-free streets, soak up the views of the other islands and feast on the likes of fish stew and smoked salmon at Åstols Rökeri, a wonderful fish smokery with a summer restaurant attached. Most people visit as a day trip; there is accommodation around Tjörn, but minimal options on Åstol. You can reach Åstol by ferry from Rönnäng on Tjörn, with services running once or twice every hour between 5.30am and 11.30pm.
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BEST BUDGET PLACES TO STAY ON THE BOHUSLäN COAST

Tofta Gård

An old farmhouse surrounded by little cottages; great STF hostel on the coast in Orust. €

Siviks Camping

Built on pink-granite slabs, Siviks is the best-located campground in Lysekil. €

Makrillvikens Vandrarhem

Characterful hostel in an old Smögen spa bathing house. €

Smögen

BUZZING BOHUSLÄN RESORT

Located on the coast near Kungshamn, lively Smögen has a slightly different feel to it than other Bohuslän villages. It's famous throughout Sweden as a youthful destination, its boardwalk heaving with bars and plenty of shops scattered around the harbour. Away from the waterfront, steep steps lead up to rows of rickety fisher’s houses and into a labyrinth of lovingly restored cottages and pretty summer gardens, a joy for aimless wanderers.

Beyond the overpriced drinks and self-conscious Swedish drinkers, Smögen is mostly about seafood, and the early morning fish auction is always a flurry of activity. Fishing boats offload their catches of prawns, lobsters and fish at the Smögen harbour, and the spectacle makes it a great time to head to the waterfront. Most of the catch is actually sold online these days. If you don't manage to get up early enough for the auction, the village has plenty of seafood restaurants.

If you have your own set of wheels and kids in tow, the amusingly named Nordens Ark, 19km northeast of Smögen, is a home for animals and plants from countries with a similar climate to Sweden’s. It also runs breeding programs for critically endangered species, such as the Amur tiger and Amur leopard. A 3km path allows visitors a glimpse of the animals in their spacious enclosures, and guided tours are available daily in high season. The small windswept island of Hållö is great for photographers, but the main attraction here is the lighthouse, where you can even stay the night. Frequent ferries run from Smögen harbour in summer.


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 clogged up 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 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.
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BEST MIDRANGE PLACES TO EAT ON THE BOHUSLäN COAST

Old House Inn

Quaint restaurant on the main square with an international menu and live music. €€

Åstols Rökeri

Smoked salmon is the star of the menu, but there's also fish stew and shellfish. €€

Emma’s Café, Grill & Vinbar

Right on the harbourside, this cafe-restaurant offers organic dishes and hostel beds. €€€

Tanum Rock Carvings

MESSAGES FROM THE BRONZE AGE

Like many prehistoric humans who felt the need to leave their mark on the world, Bohuslän’s Bronze Age population seem to have been prolific rock carvers, recording their beliefs, rituals, triumphs and tragedies – in this case, by etching them into granite slabs.

Many of these 3000-year-old rock carvings (hällristningar) survive to this day. The Tanum plain, around Tanumshede, is particularly rich in carvings, and Unesco has listed the entire 45-sq-km area as a World Heritage Site. At the time of carving, the rock walls would have been quite close to the water's edge, as the sea in that era was 15m higher.

The Vitlycke Museum is an informative, interactive introduction to the carvings, shedding light on their origins, offering interpretations of what each particular carving might have meant and speculating about what the daily life of a Bronze Age local might have been like. To the south lies Aspeberget, the location with the densest concentration of carvings. You can tell that Bronze Age lives were dominated by two things: boats and violence, the latter coming in the shape of men with rather large axes.

Towards the coast lies the third-largest site, Litsleby. A nautical theme prevails, but the boats are eclipsed by the huge image of a god believed to be Odin, brandishing a spear. Look closely and you'll spot dogs, a pair of bare feet and a spearman on horseback.

Strömstad

SEASIDE FUN, HISTORICAL RELICS

Fishing port, seaside resort and minor spa town: what doesn't Strömstad do? Its lanes are lined with ornate wooden buildings, echoing those of Norway just across the border. Most visitors come here for the superb sandy beaches at Capri and Seläter, but there are a handful of engaging sights should your skin begin to redden. A trip to the Koster Islands is one interesting way to spend the day. Strömstad also has a museum filled with old local photographs, but the most fascinating attractions lie outside of the town. Open by appointment only (contact the tourist office), the Romanesque stone Skee Kyrka is about 6km east of Strömstad and has a 10th-century nave. There’s also a painted wooden ceiling and an unusual 17th-century reredos with 24 sculptured figures. Nearby lie Iron Age graves, a curious bell tower and a mid-Neolithic passage tomb (c 3000 BCE). One of Sweden’s largest, most impressive stone-ship settings (an oval of stones, shaped like a boat) lies 6km northeast of Strömstad. There are 49 stones in total, with the stem and stern stones reaching over 3m in height; the site has been dated to 400 to 600 CE. Across the road is another huge site containing approximately 40 Iron Age graves. An interesting way to reach the location is to take the walking trail from the north of the town.

About 10km south of Strömstad is the tiny island of Resö. There's a cute harbour, great swimming beaches, a grocery store for picnic supplies, a flea market on summer weekends and a charming summertime restaurant, Lexö på Resö, with great views over the water.


KOSTER ISLANDS

When you've seen everything in Strömstad, why not take a boat trip from the town's north harbour to the beautiful mini-archipelago called the Koster Islands, a group of forested outcrops that constitute Sweden's most westerly isles. Tiny North Koster is hilly and has good beaches. Larger South Koster is flatter and better for cycling – you can rent a bike here – and hiking trails riddle the island. The islandscape south of the two main isles just begs to be explored by sea kayak.

There are several restaurants and two large beaches at Rörvik and Kilesand. Trips are booked through the tourist office and boats run every 30 minutes throughout summer, less frequently at other times of the year.




GETTING AROUND

Västtrafik operates all public transport in Bohuslän, including many of the ferries. Bus services to most places runs fairly frequently, though some services tail off at weekends and in the winter months.





Beyond the Bohuslän Coast
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Sweden's eclectic southwestern hinterland is a thinly inhabited region of lakes, rivers and forests, punctuated by some interesting off-beat towns.



Inland from the coast, southwestern Sweden spreads out in a million shimmering lakes that punctuate the forested landscape. In fact, Dalsland is often described as Sweden's lake district. As with most sparsely populated areas – there are around seven people for every square kilometre – the area has become a magnet for outdoorsy folks, especially kayakers, and hiring out kayaks, canoes and camping gear is generally easy to do. The Dalsland Canal, a 250km waterway, is perfect for summer adventures, paddle in hand. Away from the outdoor action and an easy day trip from the coast, the town of Trollhättan is a must for film fans, while lakeside Lidköping has some interesting rainy-weather attractions.


TOP TIP

For a real kayaking treat, paddle north from the town of Ed on the fjordlike Stora Le lake to Norway.
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Dalsland Canal

A KAYAKING ODYSSEY

The magical 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 other boat enthusiasts during the summer months.

Paddling in glorious solitude is what the Dalsland is about. If you can't get your own kit to Sweden, there are at least 10 locations along the canal network where you can rent kayaks and canoes, additional equipment and camping supplies, and get advice on routes. A great central place is Bootshaus in Bengtsfors, where you can also find accommodation. If gentle days on the water are not challenging enough, then join the Dalsland Kanot Maraton endurance race that sees competitors racing their canoes over a gruelling 55km course in mid-August. If you fancy captaining your own boat, you can rent a Nimbus 2600 from Dalslands Kanal AB (weekly rental only) and chug gently through tranquil rural scenery, negotiating locks en route. Want to be a passenger? MS Storholmen and MS Dalslandia run short passenger trips along the canal from Håverud.

Also in Håverud is the Kanalmuséet, which initiates visitors into the history of the Dalsland Canal, completed in 1868. The canal's most famous engineering feat is Håverud's triple-decker aqueduct, which carries it over the river. A railway, meanwhile, passes above the aqueduct and a road bridge crosses above them both.

Accommodation during the short summer season comes in the form of seasonal campsites that are found at regular intervals. Otherwise look for hotels, guesthouses and hostels in towns such as Bengtsfors, Håverud and Åsensbruk.


IN & AROUND HåVERUD

Tiny Håverud is a busy crossroads, so to speak. In addition to its aqueduct, there are several attractions outside town worth seeking out. In Upperud you'll find the Dalslands Museum & Konsthall, a comprehensive collection of local art, woodwork, ceramics, ironware and Åmål silverware. The small sculpture park in the grounds features an anarchic wooden tower by eccentric artist Lars Vilks. Skållerud is home to a shiny red 17th-century wooden church with well-preserved paintings and baroque fittings, while the atmospheric Högsbyn Nature Reserve, 8km north of Håverud, offers woodland walks and bathing. Bronze Age carvings adorn rock slabs here, featuring animals, boats, labyrinths, sun signs, and hand and foot marks.



BEST BUDGET PLACES TO STAY IN DALSLAND

STF Hostel Håverud

Wonderful location overlooking the canal in Håverud, with cosy rooms. €

Happy Celery Glass Cabins

Stay in a secluded glass cabin surrounded by greenery; vegan meals. Near Bengtsfors. €

Dalsland Camping & Kanotcentral

Camping and lakeside huts just outside Bengtsfors. €

WHERE TO EAT IN LIDKöPING

Mellbygatans | Ost & Delikatesser

This bistro is best in town for a memorable lunch.€€

Restaurang Bakgårn

One of the town's top places to eat, specialising in local fish and a meat-heavy menu. €€

Restaurang Sjöboden

Head to the tiny village of Spiken for lake fish at the harbourside restaurant. €€€


DALSLAND–WEST VäRMLAND RAILWAY

This historic rail line runs between Bengtsfors in the north and Mellerud in the south, giving visitors the chance to see the region from the comfort of a passenger car. Period locomotives cross the Dalsland countryside, taking in the sights and crossing the railway bridge over Nils Ericsson's ingenious aqueduct, which spans the canal in Håverud. The train ride can be combined with a return trip on turn-of-the-century canal boat MS Storholmen along the canal to Långbron and Bengtsfors. You can also return via MS Dalslandia.

Visit the railway's website (dvvj.se) for schedules and prices. There are normally two services a day in both directions (mid-June to August) and the one-way trip takes around an hour.
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Trollhätan

HOME OF SWEDISH FILM

‘Trollywood’, as it’s colloquially known, is home to Sweden’s film industry. A number of local and foreign flicks have been shot in and around town, 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). In the right weather, Trollhättan itself has the air of a surreal film set: looming warehouses, foggy canals, crashing waterfalls and a futuristic cable car all give it a bizarre and thrilling edge. The locks and canals have been the town's lifeblood for centuries, and Trollhättan has made the most of its industrial heritage, with red-brick warehouses housing some superb museums.



Two of these stand out for particular attention: the kid-o-centric Innovatum Science Center is a fantastic destination with all sorts of wacky interactive gadgets for kids of all ages – from weird skateboards you sit on, gyroscopes, whirlpool machines, a machine that allows you to control a ball with your brain waves to oversized Lego blocks for little ones. The Saab Bilmuseum is a must for car fanatics and Swedish design buffs with its gleaming Saab car models ranging from the first made (a sensational 1946 prototype) and the Sonnet Super Sport (only six in existence) to the futuristic no-emissions Aero X.

Trollhätan does have one major 'natural' attraction – its famous waterfall. Northeast near the Hojum power station, crowds gather on the bridge in anticipation of a mighty cascade of unleashed water. Normally, the water is diverted through the power station, but at set times the sluice gates are opened.

Lidköping

ENGAGING LAKESIDE STOP-OFF

Set on the massive Vänern lake, this town of 25,000 souls has a pretty centre that's worth a couple of hours' exploration. The real attractions, however, lie some distance out of town, but it's an easy local bus ride there and back.

Some 23km north of Lidköping, the area's main draw comes in the form of Läckö slott. This castle is an extraordinary example of 17th-century Swedish baroque architecture, though there's been an edifice here since 1298.

Admission includes a 40-minute guided tour, with access to the most interesting rooms, including the representative apartments, the count’s private chambers and the banquet hall where guests enjoyed 55-course meals.

Husaby, 15km east, is inextricably linked to Swedish history. Legend has it King Olof Skötkonung (d 1022), the country’s first Christian king, was baptised in a nearby spring by the English missionary Sigfrid. Husaby Kyrka dates from the 12th century, but the base of the three-steeple tower may be that of an earlier wooden structure. Inside are striking medieval paintings and thousand-year-old rune stones.

The ‘flowering mountain’ Kinnekulle (306m), 18km northeast of Lidköping, features unusually diverse geology and plant life, including mighty ancient oaks. It’s also home to rare creatures, including the greater crested newt and short-horned grasshopper.

There are numerous short nature trails, or you can backpack the entire 45km-long Kinnekulle vandringsled (walking trail). The tourist office provides maps and brochures to the area.


HUNNEBERG & HANNEBERG NATURE RESERVE

Vänersborg, at the southern outlet of humongous Vänern lake, was once known as ‘Little Paris’, a nickname most likely applied by someone who had never seen the real thing. About 8km east of town is the Hunneberg & Hanneberg Nature Reserve, which covers two craggy plateaus. There are 50km of walking trails, and the deep ravines and primeval forest provide cover for plenty of elk (moose) – the area has been a royal hunting ground for over 100 years.

Kungajaktmuseet Älgens Berg, the royal hunting museum, is at the entrance to the reserve, and tells you everything you could ever wish to know about the broad-antlered animals. It also offers organised hikes and elk safaris for groups.




GETTING AROUND

Bus is the way to go in southwest Sweden, with most towns linked to Gothenburg and (usually) each other by Västtrafik. Lidköping, Vänersborg and Trollhättan are linked to Gothenburg by train.





VARBERG
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About 70km south of Gothenburg lies the pretty seaside town of Varberg (population 27,000), an easy hop, skip and a train ride away. The population more than triples in the short Swedish summer, thanks to miles of rock and white-sand beaches that extend to the north and south. Within the town itself is a strong nude bathing tradition at the Kallbadhuset baths, and there are also designated and segregated beach areas set aside for typical Nordic days minus threads. Away from the tanning bodies, Varberg is dominated by its fortress, a hefty pile that has often played an important role in the area’s history, but which now hosts an excellent museum centred on the remains of one of the most important bog people ever discovered in Scandinavia. Varberg’s pretty central square is where you’ll find the church, tourist office and several restaurants and cafes.

Walking Varberg

Five minutes' walk from the train station is the most instantly recognisable piece of architecture in Varberg, the Kallbadhuset, a Moorish-style outdoor bathhouse that stands on stilts above the seawater. Trashed twice within a decade by storms (1884 and 1902), this incarnation dates from 1903. After a bracing dip, head to the sauna. Sunbathing areas (nude) are divided into male and female sections, with steps leading down into the water. There's also a cafe for those who prefer to keep their clothes on.

Set high on a bluff overlooking the sea, just a short walk from the Kallbadhuset, is Varberg's big attraction, the fortress.

The exhibitions on the Halland region, Sweden's hunting traditions and medieval life at the fortress, plus the small art gallery focusing on the impressionist Varberg School of the late 19th century are interesting enough, but the real star of the show is Bocksten Man.
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Below the fortress starts the strip of nudist beaches that extend along the Strandpromenaden. Don't expect white sand; these beaches all consist of large smooth rocks, all with easy access to the water.

Beaches are segregated by gender: the first two, Kärringhålan and Skarpe Nord, are women only; a few minutes further south is Goda Hopp, the men's bathing spot.

Apelviken, 2km south of Varberg, is Sweden’s best spot for windsurfing and kitesurfing. At the southern end of Apelviken, Surfcenter (apelviken.se) rents boards and also gives surfing and windsurfing lessons from late May to August.

In town, the Fahlén Surfshop rents out surfing, kitesurfing, windsurfing and paddleboarding gear.
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WHERE 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 bistro lunch menu and à la carte dinner. €€

John's Place

One of the best steakhouses in western Sweden, and priced accordingly. €€€


BOCKSTEN MAN

The main man at Varberg Fortress is the Bocksten Bog Man, a 35-year-old who was murdered and impaled sometime in the 14th century in a peat bog near Bocksten Farm, and discovered 600 years later in 1936. Several well-preserved bodies have emerged from Scandinavia's bogs over the decades, but this nobleman is special for one reason – his clothes look as though they might have come off the loom a few months ago. His body lies in a glass case, his shock of hair dyed red from the mineral-rich bog water, his cloak and trousers in cases opposite. Research in 2021 found that his hair was probably dark and his clothes dyed blue.




GETTING AROUND

Copenhagen-bound trains run hourly from Gothenburg Centralstation to Varberg. At the time of writing, the station at Varberg was being relocated underground in a major infrastructure project that will completely transform the area.









MALMÖ & THE SOUTH
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Where medieval meets modern


Once part of Denmark, this southern swathe of fertile farmland dotted with medieval towns and cities is now one of Sweden's most cherished and visited regions.
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Largely comprising the region known as Skåne (aka Scania, pictured), with the eastern region of Blekinge thrown in for good measure, this southern slice of Sweden had its profile raised when the majestic Öresund Bridge connecting Denmark and Sweden opened to road and train traffic in 2000. Since then, it's gone from strength to strength, with holidaymakers colonising its pristine beaches in summer, history buffs hanging out in its magical medieval towns and bon vivants from around the globe heading to the regional capital Malmö to admire its architecture, party at its festivals, eat in its top-notch restaurants and immerse themselves in its progressive arts scene.

This is a territory that rewards the slow traveller. There are plenty of opportunities for hiking, especially in the southeastern corner known as Österlen, and the Scanian cycling routes are the most famous in the country, stretching along the dramatic coastline and traversing countryside rich in Viking heritage and natural beauty. Inland, organic produce is sold in farm shops, garden cafes make tempting pit stops and every small village or town seems to possess at least one exquisite medieval church or picturesque half-timbered building. History is a living thing here, something that the locals cherish and that draws visitors back time after time. Travel here and you're sure to feel the same.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Malmö

Modern city with a historical heart.

Lund

University town with a medieval centre.

Ystad

The south coast's holiday hot spot.







Find Your Way


Travel times in Skåne are relatively short, particularly between the major drawcards of Malmö, Lund, the Falsterbo Peninsula, Ystad and Ales Stenar.
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Plan Your Time


Following Skåne's scenic coastline in a leisurely loop between east and west makes for a great itinerary, particularly if you can build in side trips to inland attractions such as the medieval city of Lund.
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On a Flying Visit

• With only one day, the destination is clear. Malmö is Sweden's third-largest city and the region's cultural-life hub. It's also home to one of the country's most exciting culinary scenes, so spending much of your time eating and drinking is justifiable – head to Solde Kafferosteri or Djäkne Coffee Bar for a caffeine fix, Bagaren och Bonden or Ruths for lunch, and Lyran or Kollektivkrogen for dinner.

• In between meals, admire the old and new architecture in Gamla Staden and Vastra Hamnen, pop into historic St Petri Kyrka and indulge in a swim and/or sauna at the Ribersborgs Kallbadhus (pictured).






A Scoot Through Skåne

• If you're strapped for time, spend one day in Malmö exploring Gamla Staden. Visit the Moderna Museet Malmö, enjoy a coffee break at one of the city's exceptional cafes and bakeries, and savour a seasonally inspired dinner at convivial Kollektivkrogen.

• On day two, pop in to the Domkyrka (cathedral) in Lund to watch the mechanical figures of its astronomical clock. Then travel north to learn about one of the world's most iconic brands at the IKEA Museum in the otherwise-uninspiring town of Älmhult, before travelling through farmland to finish up on the coast of Österlen, southern Sweden's summer-holiday heaven, where you can laze on a beach or ride a stage of the famous Sydostleden Bicycle Trail.




Hitting the Highlights

• Start in Lund – wander the cobbled streets and visit the magnificent Domkyrka. Head to Malmö for exceptional eating interspersed with a wander around Gamla Staden and a visit to the famous beach or bathhouse at Ribersborg.

• Next, hit the Viking trail in Höllviken on the Falsterbo Peninsula. The re-created Viking village at Fotevikens Museum is a favourite of the young, the old and the (very) hairy. Proceed eastwards to the largely intact medieval town Ystad and the extraordinary megalithic site Ales Stenar, a boat-shaped group of ancient standing stones picturesquely perched on Kåseberga Ridge. End with the medieval fortress at Glimmingehus, inland from bustling holiday town Simrishamn.



Seasonal highlights

In summer, Skåne's beaches, hiking trails and cycling routes lure visitors. But its mild climate makes it popular all year.

MAY

Foodies head to Österlen on Ascension weekend to attend the artisinal Matrundan Culinary Festival; summer-only businesses begin to open.
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JUNE

When summer hits, the living is easy. Locals carouse on Midsummer's Eve and the LGBTIQ+ community parties at Malmö Pride.
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AUGUST

Malmö hosts a weeklong free street festival, beer lovers head to Helsingborg for Brewskival and Ystad has an international jazz festival.

[image: jpg]

Dan Race/shutterstock ©

SEPTEMBER

Kivik Apple Market Festival celebrates the apple harvest. Birdwatchers flock to the Falsterbo Peninsula for the autumn migration.
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OCTOBER

The weather cools and activities move indoors. Lund hosts the annual Choral Festival in venues including its magnificent cathedral.
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NOVEMBER

Halloween-esque decorations proliferate in the lead-up to All Saints Day. Hardy souls indulge in ice swimming at bathhouses.
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DECEMBER

Candlelit St Lucia Day processions are held on the 13th. Most locals take holidays from Christmas to Epiphany.
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MALMÖ
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The past two decades have been an exciting time for Sweden’s fastest-growing metropolis. The establishment of Malmö University and construction of the Öresund Bridge have totally reinvigorated the city, linking it with Copenhagen and, by extension, the rest of Europe. 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 industries (IKEA among them) are moving their head-quarters here, lured by the city’s mild weather, youthful and diverse population, focus on innovation and proximity to Denmark.

All of this makes Malmö a great destination to visit. Respect for the city’s rich built heritage goes hand in hand with socially progressive and sustainable 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 different nationalities.

Explore Malmö’s Historic Centre

COBBLED STREETSCAPES AND 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, compact nature and lack of car traffic make it a delightful pocket to explore on foot or bicycle.

When wandering the streets, you will see many charming half-timbered houses, the dominant building style in medieval times. These buildings have external and internal walls constructed of timber frames but the spaces between the frames and other load-bearing elements are filled with materials such as brick or plaster.

The oldest half-timbered house in the city is Thottska Huset (1558) on the corner of Östergatan and Humlegatan, and other notable examples include the buildings in St Gertrud Quarter, a courtyard complex at Östergatan 7B.

Threatened with demolition 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, bakery, wine bar and boutiques.

Other half-timbered buildings can be found in nearby streets.

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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SIGHTS

1 Apoteket Lejonet

2 Gamla Staden

3 Kockska Huset

4 Kungsparken

5 Malmö Konsthall

6 Malmö Museer

7 Malmö Saluhall

8 Moderna Museet Malmö

9 Rådhuset

10 Residenset

11 Slussplan

12 St Gertrud Quarter

13 St Johannes Kyrka

14 St Petri Kyrka

15 Stortorget

16 Thottska Huset

17 World Maritime University

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

18 Pedal Boats

EATING

19 Kollektivkrogen

20 Lilla Torget

21 Slottsträdgårdens Kafé

22 Bagaren och Bonden

23 Bageri Leve

24 Söderberg & Sara Stenugnsbageri

25 St Jakobs Stenugnsbageri




TOP TIP

Choosing accommodation: the harbour district is a good choice in summer due to its proximity to the beach and its many outdoor eateries, but it is less attractive in the colder months, when many businesses are closed and the winds can be bone-chilling.




BEST CAFES IN MALMÖ

Lilla Kafferosteriet

Occupying an atmospheric 17th-century house, this cafe is known for its freshly roasted and brewed coffee.

Solde Kafferosteri

This cute Davidshall coffee bar expertly roasts beans sourced directly from growers.

Pâtisserie David

The courtyard seating at this French-style patisserie located in the historic St Gertrud Quarter is delightful.

Djäkne Coffee Bar

Housed in a software-startup studio, this is weekday-only.




MALMÖ'S TOWN SQUARE

Located directly south of Centralstation (along Hamngatan), Stortorget is lined with historically significant buildings and is an excellent starting point to explore Gamla Staden (Old Town).



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 attractions at this popular tavern near Stortorget.


THE HANSEATIC LEAGUE

Visitors to Malmö almost inevitably comment on the number of handsome 15th- and 16th-century brick buildings in Gamla Staden and wonder how they came to be built. The answer lies in the history of the Hanseatic League, a medieval maritime confederation of merchant guilds, market towns and city states in central and northern Europe. Membership of the league brought with it tax-free agreements, cooperative security arrangements, diplomatic networks and many other privileges. As a major player in Europe’s herring trade, Malmö was welcomed into the league as a kontore (foreign trading post) from the 15th century. Its merchants grew rich as a result, building grand homes and warehouses to demonstrate their mercantile success.



WHERE TO STAY IN MALMö

Ohboy Hotel

Close to the beach, this minimalist hotel offers loft apartments. €€

Clarion Hotel Malmö Live

Guests enjoy great views from the sky bar and upper-floor rooms. €€

More Hotel Västra Hamnen

Apartments and a harbour location are a top choice for families. €€
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A Time Capsule of City History

VISIT MALMö’S CIVIC HEART

The largest and oldest of Gamla Staden’s three squares, Stortorget dates from 1540. In its centre is a large equestrian statue of King Karl X Gustav (1622–60), who ascended to the throne after the abdication of his maverick cousin, Queen Kristina. Edging the square are a number of significant buildings, including the Rådhuset (city hall) on the northeast side, which dates from the 1540s, and the gabled Residenset on the northern side. Originally two 16th-century houses, the buildings now forming the Residenset were merged in the 1720s to create a palatial residence for the governor of Skåne. When Malmö briefly became the seat of the Swedish government in 1806–07, King Gustav IV Adolf lived here. The graceful unifying facade with its central gable was added in 1849.

At the southeastern corner of the square is the city’s oldest pharmacy, Apoteket Lejonet (Lion Pharmacy). Now heritage protected and owned by the state, it opened here in 1896 and retains its original Art Nouveau interior, which features carved wooden shelves, antique medicine bottles and a glass-plated ceiling. Look for the vintage painted advertising signs on the northern exterior wall.

At the northwest corner of the square, fronting onto Västergatan, is Kockska Huset, an early 16th-century building that was built as a home for one-time mayor Jörgen Kock (1487–1556), whose governance led Malmö into a period of great prosperity.

Dine With a Group of Friends

DELICIOUS FOOD, UNUSUAL BUSINESS MODEL

Its owners describe Kollektivkrogen as ‘our living room away from home’ and 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 investing 35,000kr (approximately US$3400) and committing to working two shifts per month in 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 (two of only three salaried staff members) are both industry veterans. Brought together by a love of food and dream of working in the hospitality industry, the owners come from many professions and enjoy their shifts on the floor of the restaurant, in the kitchen or behind the bar. Service is friendly, the food is among the best in the city and the wine list is excellent, making this dining experience as satisfying as it is innovative.

Afternoons on the Water

NAVIGATE THE CITY BY PEDAL BOAT

In summer, a flotilla of jaunty pedal boats takes to the waters of the canals that wind their way through Malmö's historical centre and the Västra Hamnen (Western Harbour) district. Available for afternoon rentals from the Trampbåtarna Malmö kiosk in Raoul Wallenbergs Park near Gustav Adofs Torg, these easy-to-propel boats can take up to four passengers and are offered on a first come, first served basis between late April and early September. This is a wonderful way to take in city sights such as Kunsgparken, the slott (castle) and the historic kyrkogården (garden cemetery) abutting Gustav Adofs Torg.


I LIVE HERE: 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. Malmö's best cocktails.

Grand Malmö

A great nightspot. Global food, good drinks, live music and DJs.



WHERE TO STAY IN MALMö

Elite Hotel Esplanade

Well-equipped rooms overlooking the street or a courtyard. €€€

Duxiana

This stylish boutique option has a chic bistro and ultra-comfortable beds. €€€

MJs

A central location and one of the city’s most popular bars are the major draws here. €€€

Contemplate the Cutting Edge

VISIT TWO CONTEMPORARY ART SPACES

Malmöites are known for their focus on creativity – there are large numbers of technology startups and design studios here, as well as gallery spaces focusing on cutting-edge contemporary art. The most impressive of these galleries is undoubtedly the Moderna Museet Malmö (Malmö Museum of Art), a local branch of Sweden’s leading museum for contemporary art, the Moderna Museet in Stockholm.

Occupying a handsome 1901 power station designed by John Smedberg, a devotee of the Art Nouveau style, this purpose-designed gallery has a contemporary addition that sits within the original turbine shell but has a new entrance, reception space and upper gallery.

Since opening in 2009, the museum has hosted a high-profile program of temporary exhibitions that feature modern and contemporary work by Swedish and international artists. These exhibitions, the free entry and the pleasant foyer cafe make it the city’s number-one cultural attraction.

Those interested in art by contemporary local artists should also make their way to the Malmö Konsthall, an exhibition hall located near Triangeln train station. As well as the shed-like exhibition space, which is free to enter, the building houses the popular Smak restaurant (open lunch only).

Malmö’s Historic Churches

GOTHIC AND ART NOUVEAU GRANDEUR

In the Middle Ages, the profits from Malmö’s lucrative herring trade funded a frenzy of grandiose building projects in the city, including the Gothic-style St Petri Kyrka (St Peter’s Church). Originally Catholic, the church was inaugurated at the beginning of the 14th century, at which time locals bragged that it was one of the largest houses of worship in Denmark. In 1527, at the very start of the Swedish Reformation, a group of religious zealots destroyed or significantly damaged most of the church’s interior decoration, including 60 altarpieces. Soon after, its congregation converted to the Lutheran faith. The building was substantially rebuilt and remodelled in the late 19th century and the huge carved oak altarpiece, which dates from the early 17th century, was restored in the first decade of the 20th century. Don’t miss the medieval murals in the Krämarkapellet (Merchants Chapel), which is located to the immediate left as you enter the building. Covered by whitewash in the 19th century, the murals were uncovered a century later and though degraded, give a clear idea of the original decorative scheme.

In 1901, local authorities once again decided to build a grand parish church in the city. Inaugurated in 1907, the Evangelical Lutheran St Johannes Kyrka (St John’s Church) in Triangeln is a magnificent showcase of Art Nouveau architecture and design. Its architect Axel Anderberg specified a profusion of natural stone in many colours as well as a roof featuring enamel tiling. The interior is decorated with gorgeous stained glass, murals in pastel colours and carved decorative features.


BEST GLOBAL EATS IN MALMö

Dolce Siciliana

In summer, join the queue for freshly churned gelato; in winter, enjoy a bowl of house-made pasta. €

Damas

The draws at this Syrian eatery are the cheap-as-chips lunch buffet, varied dinner menu and sensational sweets. €

Namu

Artfully presented Korean food, with a focus on small plates to share. €€

Malmö Saluhall

Head to this food hall near Centralstation for poke, fish and chips, falafel, pizza and other global eats. €



WHERE TO EAT IN MALMö

Lyran

Small restaurant in Möllevången using local produce. €€€

Västergatan

Foodie destination with only a few tables. €€€

Vollmers

One of four restaurants in Sweden with two stars. €€€

Ruths

One of the city’s most affordable and welcoming eateries. €€

Sture

French-style brasserie established in 1912. €€
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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. Called 'Ribban' by locals, this long stretch of beach backed by parkland is a mere 2km from the town centre, accessed through Västra Hamnen or via Mariedalsvägan, the boulevard just west of Kungsparken and the castle. Popular with swimmers and sunbathers, the beach is also used by surfers, windsurfers and kitesurfers. Local operators Dynamic Windsurfing and Kitesurf Sweden offer lessons and equipment hire.

From the beach, there are excellent views of the Turning Torso skyscraper in Västra Hamnen and also of the Öresund Bridge connecting Sweden and Denmark, a structure made famous by the 2011–18 television drama Bron (The Bridge).

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; towels can be rented. 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, bodies and identities.

A Top Destination for Architecture Buffs

NOTABLE BUILDINGS FROM EVERY ERA

Malmö is an open-air museum in which architecture takes pride of place. Gamla Staden’s half-timbered medieval buildings are absolute gems, as is the huge cache of Art Nouveau apartments and commercial buildings that are scattered throughout the city. Art deco and modernism also made a significant impact, and the streets surrounding Gustav Adolf Torg are home to a number of eye-catching buildings in those styles. The most recognisable building in the city dates from 2005 and was designed by Spanish architect and engineer Santiago Calatrava.


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 is 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 7 enjoy free entry.



WHERE TO EAT IN MALMö

Johan P

A Mälmo institution, this old-fashioned restaurant is known for its fresh seafood. €€

Mygel

Located in Frihamnen, this vegetarian place is a passion project of five locals. €€

Möllans Falafel

The best place to source the city's favourite fast-food snack. €

Saltimporten Canteen

Always a vegetarian option at this weekday -only spot. €€

Known as the Turning Torso, this mixed-use twisting residential tower in the Västra Hamnen (Western Harbour) district was conceived as a free-standing sculpture and was the tallest building in Scandinavia when constructed (it has now been surpassed by the Skidmore, Owings and Merrill–designed Karlatornet skyscraper in Gothenburg).

More-recent notable buildings include the 2015 aluminium and glass building at the World Maritime University, overlooking the canal near Centralstation. Designed by Danish firms Terroir and Kim Utzon Arkitekter, this sculptural extension to a 1910 harbour master’s building is a wonderful addition to the city streetscape. 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.
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ÖRESUND BRIDGE

Opened in 2020 after a five-year construction period, the majestic Öresund Bridge (Øresund in Danish) straddles the strait between Denmark and Sweden, connecting the two countries. The longest road and rail bridge in Europe, it runs nearly 8km (5 miles) from Lernacken south of central Malmö to the artificial island of Peberholm in the middle of the strait. From Peberholm, a 4km (2.5 mile) tunnel takes traffic to Kastrup on Denmark's Amager Island, where Copenhagen's airport in located. Since the bridge opened, many Danes have relocated from Copenhagen to Malmö, attracted by its considerably lower accommodation costs and the fact that the train commute between the city and central Copenhagen is less than 30 minutes.



WHERE TO SHOP IN MALMö

AB Småland

Lifestyle store in Davidshall selling stylish and sustainable homewares with organic cafe.

Form Design Centre

Locally designed and made wares are sold upstairs in this exhibition venue.

Designtorget

Homewares and toys designed in Sweden are on offer at the popular store in Davidshall.



Take the Bakery Taste Test

CHOOSE YOUR FAVOURITE BAKERY CAFE

Like many Swedish cities, Malmö has an abundance of high-quality bakeries. This raises the stakes when a new bakery opens – the more competition, the higher the bar. As a consequence, Malmöites are spoiled for choice when it comes to enticing bakery cafes. When here, be sure to sample the sourdough breads, sandwiches, pastries and buns made at Bagaren och Bonden just east of Gamla Staden. Owner Karl Söderland credits the success of his business to his talented bakers, and also to the fact that everything sold in the bakery is organic. Challenging him for the title of Malmö's best bakery are Söderberg & Sara Stenugnsbageri on Master Danielsgatan, which sells excellent pastries; Bagari Leve in Triangeln, known for its Friday-only treat of delectable doughnuts; and local chain St Jakobs Stenugnsbageri, which owes its stellar reputation to its exceptional cardamom buns – and it has outlets across the city.

A Peaceful Retreat

RELAX IN MALMö'S OLDEST PARK

Originally called King Oscar's Park in honour of the Danish king Oscar II, Kungsparken (Kings Park) is a leafy city garden that was part of the slott's private grounds before being gifted to the city by the king in 1872. Designed by Danish landscape architect Ove Høegh Hansen, it was inspired by romantic English gardens and features lawns, a fountain, a grotto, ponds, large shrubs and exotic trees. The park's popular Slottsträdgårdens Kafé is set in the organic garden near the castle walls.


WHY I LOVE MALMö
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Virginia Maxwell

Exploring the local food scene is one of my favourite activities in every destination I research, and in Malmö the food is a true highlight. The city’s multicultural makeup means that global cuisines are heavily represented and there’s an array of restaurants serving some of the best Swedish and New Nordic cuisine in the country. Some of these are expensive fine diners, but others are as unpretentious as they are welcoming. The city’s status as a university city means that tasty cheap eats are also easy to source and there are many cafes, specialist coffee bars and bakeries to choose from. Finally, a warning: the local kanelbullar (cinnamon buns) and kardemummabullar (cardamom buns) are dangerously addictive!



WHERE TO SEE LIVE PERFORMANCES IN MALMö

Inkonst

Experimental music, dance and theatre club in the historic Mazetti Chocolate Factory.

Malmö Live

The city’s concert hall hosts performances by the Malmö Symphony Orchestra.

Kulturbolaget

Known as KB, this venue in Möllevången stages rock acts.

One Institution, Four Museums

SPOTLIGHT ON NATURE, TECHNOLOGY AND HISTORY

The city’s premier cultural institution, Malmö Museer comprises four dedicated museums housed in two venues: the Slottsholmen (Castle Island) and the nearby Technology & Maritime Museum. It’s particularly popular with local families and school groups, with plenty to keep youngsters engaged. Entry to both venues is covered by one ticket; children aged 19 and under get free entry.

Remains of the defensive structure built here in the 1430s for Erik of Pomerania are preserved in the castle that took its place, which was completed in the middle of the 16th century.

Inside, there are exhibitions about Malmö’s history as well as an armoury in the northwest cannon tower and three furnished chambers: the Great Hall, a reception chamber and a bedroom.

On the ground floor, accessed through the excellent gift shop, is a nature museum with an aquarium, old-fashioned natural-history dioramas and exhibits about dinosaurs and local fauna.

Upstairs, a changing program of temporary exhibitions showcase local art and design.

A short walk northwest of the Castle Island, 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, boats to play in and a range of interactive exhibits about space and science.
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THE FIKA PHENOMENON

In Sweden, drinking copious cups of coffee is a given. And when coffee is drunk, it's often during the ritual known as fika. Broadly defined as a short coffee break taken with friends, family or work colleagues in the morning or afternoon, it's a welcome respite from the working day and a much-loved element of the local lifestyle. Coffee is usually accompanied by something sweet – kanelbullar (cinnamon buns), kardemummabullar (cardamom buns), chokladbollar (chocolate balls covered in desiccated coconut), småkakor (shortbread cookies) and vaniljhjärtan (custard-filled shortbread hearts) are all popular fika treats.




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 & Videgårdm.




GETTING AROUND

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; 24-hour and 72-hour subscriptions are available. Alternatively, bikes, scooters and helmets for both adults and children can be rented at Travelshop on Centralplan in front of Centralstation.





Beyond Malmö
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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 is 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 re-created at the Fotevikens Museum, a popular tourist attraction in Höllviken.


TOP TIP

Summer is the best time to explore here, as museums are open, delectable farm produce is in season and the beaches beckon.
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Sample the Viking Lifestyle

OPEN-AIR VIKING VILLAGE IN HöLLVIKEN

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 local Vellinge municipality and Scandinavian Viking Explorer Group re-created a late–Viking Age village in Höllviken, 25km south of Mälmo, as an experiment in living history and experimental archaeology. Opened in 1995 and now one of Skåne’s most popular tourist attractions, the Fotevikens Museum includes 23 reconstructions of original Viking-era huts complete with historically appropriate furnishings and equipment. These are the types of structures that would originally have housed the village chieftain, the town’s jarl (commander of the armed forces), fishers and tradespeople such as blacksmiths, potters, woodworkers, weavers and tanners. Other museum attractions include a lethally powerful war catapult, a shield-lined great hall (the Thinghöll) and a re-creation of the 11m-long Eric Emune, one of four wooden Viking ships discovered in the mouth of the Bay of Foteviken just north of the museum in the 1980s.



The museum is open at Easter and then from May to the start of September but the best 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. Drawing aspiring Viking warriors from across Europe, it’s loads of fun and hugely popular – book ahead.


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 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.



BEST FARM SPOTS SOUTH OF MALMö

Ängavallen

Organic farm, restaurant and shop set in a landscaped park with accommodation. €€

Almaregården

Garden nursery with a bistro and a shop selling giftware and food. €

Hallongården

Pick your own berries in summer, or enjoy a sweet snack at the cafe year-round. €

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 mighty raptors, fly over the Falsterbo Peninsula every day during their migration in autumn. During this period, the Falsterbofagel-station (Falsterbo Bird Observatory) offers free guided birding tours on weekends departing from the lighthouse on the tip of the peninsula. Falsterbo is 32km south of Malmö and is easily reached by car or by bus from Centralstation.

Måkläppens naturreservat, 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, it’s a popular hiking destination but is only open to the public from November to January.

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 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 re-created Viking farm and a small museum showcasing finds from the archaeological dig. The site and museum are open from April to October.


BEST BEACHES SOUTH OF MALMö

Skanör

Near Falsterbo, this sandy beach is known for its candy-coloured bathing boxes and a restaurant nesting in the sand dunes.

Svanrevet

This popular nude beach is located on a reef of pristine white sand just north of Skanör.

Kämpinge

Mile-long sandy beach at Höllviken with a dedicated area for kitesurfing and windsurfing.
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GETTING AROUND

Falsterbo, Höllviken and Trelleborg are all easy drives south on the E6 linking Malmö and Trelleborg.

From the E6, veer west onto Hwy 100 at the village of Vellinge to reach Falsterbo and Höllviken. Regular buses travel between Malmö's Centralstation and all three destinations.





LUND
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Sweden's second-oldest city was founded by the Danes around 990 CE and was once the seat of the largest archbishopric in Europe (in its medieval heyday it was home to 27 churches). These days it's one of the loveliest towns in the country, surrounded by copses of beech trees and proudly retaining cobbled streets, historic half-timbered houses and a magnificent 12th-century cathedral in its atmospheric historical centre. Radiating around the cathedral is the country's oldest, most prestigious university (c 1666), whose 47,000 students comprise almost half of Lund's total population. The presence and sheer mass of these students, who are drawn from across Scandinavia and further afield, means that Lund has youthfully exuberant and diverse cultural and culinary scenes. This, combined with its rich heritage, make it an enticing and essential stop when exploring the Skåne region.
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TOP TIP

Lund is a popular destination for Swedes and Danes on weekend breaks, so its accommodation options are often expensive and fully booked on Fridays and Saturdays – be sure to make reservations at hotels and restaurants before your arrival.





Medieval Glory & Musical Gadgets

SWEDEN'S MOST MAGNIFICENT ROMANESQUE CATHEDRAL

Sweden has no shortage of handsome Romanesque churches, but Lund’s 12th-century Domkyrka (Cathedral) is perhaps the most spectacular. Consecrated in 1145, it was extensively restored in the 19th century, when the two clocktowers known as the Lunnapågarna (Puffins) replaced original counterparts.

Inside, a long nave leads to the apse, which is 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; interestingly, seven of the saints are female. Three 13th-century bronze pillars near the altar portray the archangels Gabriel and Michael and the cathedral's patron saint St Laurentius. The carved oak chairs at the front of the choir are decorated with images of real and mythical animals (see if you can spot the dragon and unicorn) and the late 16th-century pulpit also incorporates animal imagery.

The cathedral’s famous 15th-century astronomical clock – one of only three surviving in Europe – is found to the left as you enter the church. To see its two mechanical trumpeters raise their horns to herald a musical parade of the Three Kings and their servants in front of the Virgin Mary, visit at noon or 3pm from Monday to Saturday and at 1pm or 3pm on Sunday. Pre-dating the cathedral building, the crypt accessed to the right of the altar was built in as part of a previous structure in 1123 and features 41 cross-vaults and a profusion of decorated pillars and columns.


A SKÅNE PILGRIMAGE

As one of the most architecturally resplendent religious buildings in the Nordic region, Lund’s cathedral has always been an important pilgrimage destination. In medieval times the town was a popular stop on pilgrimage routes to St Birgitta’s grave in Vadstena and St Olaf’s grave in Nidaros, Norway. These days, the cathedral is the hub of the Pilgrim Way Skåne Blekinge, a project initiated by the cathedral. From Lund, pilgrims walk east to St Olof’s shrine in Österlen, stopping at four medieval monasteries on the way. A route north to Nidaros is also being tested. For information go to pilgrimsvagen.se or visit the Liberiet, a 15th-century library behind the cathedral, which has maps and information.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN LUND

Hotell Nordic Lund

A Best Western property offering rooms equipped with kitchenette. €€

Hotell Oscar

Well-equipped rooms in a historic townhouse just off Klostergarten. €€€

Grand Hotel

Lovely rooms, breakfast buffet and efficient staff – tiny bathrooms, though. €€€

Investigate Scanian Life Over the Centuries

OPEN-AIR MUSEUM FOCUSING ON SKåNE'S HISTORY

A museum of many parts, Kulturen I Lund is a perfect stop for history buffs and for those travelling with children. The main building hosts permanent exhibitions focusing on city history and design, as well as an eclectic rotation of temporary exhibits. Behind the main museum building, in two city blocks linked by an underpass, is an open-air museum comprising 30 or so historic buildings. Some of these occupy their original sites but most have been relocated here from other parts of Skåne. They include everything from the meanest birch-bark hovel to modest workers cottages, a blacksmith’s forge, a rectory and grand 17th-century houses. Most of the buildings are furnished and many are home to temporary exhibitions. A trail encourages visitors to learn how people in the region lived in past ages – ask for a trail map at the museum entrance.

One-Stop Eating & Shopping Spot

LOCAL DELICACIES AND FAST FOOD

Lund's Saluhallen (Market Hall) on Mårtenstorget has a long and eventful history. Opened in 1909, it originally comprised a main hall and smaller halls where cheese and fish were sold. Threatened with closure in the 1970s, the hall was saved after local residents mobilised to lobby for its retention. Since then, the two smaller halls have closed and a glass extension housing cafes and restaurants has been added. This is an excellent spot to shop for provisions or source a quick and cheap meal. Notable stalls include Petersborgs Gård, which sells fresh local produce as well as homemade traditional mustards, and Osthuset, which sells a range of Swedish and European cheeses.


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 is 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. €




GETTING AROUND

Lund is a 12-minute train trip from Mälmo's Centralstation, so can easily be visited on a day trip. The historical centre is extremely compact and flat, so is best explored by foot or bicycle. Fridhems Cykelaffär near Lund Centralstation offers bike rental.





Beyond Lund
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Wild beaches, a spectacular national park, gently undulating farmland and a fascinating design museum reward visitors who head north from Lund.



The coastline running north from Malmö to Mölle on the Kulla Peninsula is easily accessed from Lund and offers visitors plenty of opportunities for swimming, hiking, cycling and farm-door visits. It's also where the cultured town of Helsingborg, a popular summer holiday destination linked by ferry to Helsingør (Elsinor) in Denmark, is located. Heading northeast en route to Småland, a very different type of attraction welcomes design enthusiasts in the nondescript town of Älm hult. Here, in an adapted 1950s retail showroom, a museum celebrates the stupendously successful Swedish company IKEA and its visionary founder, Ingvar Kamprad.
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TOP TIP

Many businesses on the Kulla Peninsula only operate during summer and those that stay open year-round usually only do so on weekends.





A Showcase of Democratic Design

CELEBRATING IKEA AND ITS FOUNDER

Though his company is as global and ubiquitous as Amazon, IKEA's founder Ingvar Kamprad (1926–2018) always kept a much lower profile than does Amazon founder Jeff Bezos. However, in 2016 Kamprad made an exception and opened the IKEA Museum in Älmhult, 120km northeast of Lund in the neighbouring region of Småland. 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 what would become an extraordinary global expansion.

The museum’s main exhibit is divided into four sections. One looks at the history of Småland and its crafts and another tells Kamprad’s personal story. An interactive display celebrates the company's philosophy of ‘Democratic Design’ (form, function, quality, sustainability and affordability) and the recently refreshed IKEA Through the Ages exhibit takes visitors through the story of the company from the 1940s to the present day, showcasing some of the first IKEA furniture among many other displays.

Guided English-language tours of the museum are offered on Saturdays and Sundays at 3pm. The on-site Köket restaurant offers a menu inspired by – you guessed it – the company’s famous meatballs, and visitors wishing to overnight in Älmhult can stay in the IKEA Hotell in the same complex. Älmhult can be accessed by train from Lund's Centralstation; the IKEA Museum is directly behind Älmhult station. It's easiest to explore the northeast coast by car.
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BEST ACTIVITIES IN NORTHWEST 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 northwest coast.

Helsingborg

Beachgoing and dining at bustling waterfront restaurants are the major activities in this historic town.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND LUND

Mossagården

Organic farm with a garden cafe and shop 25km east of Lund. €

Flickorna Lundgren

Gorgeous garden cafe in Skäret on the Kulla Peninsula; open summer only. €

Mölle Krukmakeri

A compound in Mölle with a pottery, garden, cafe and pizzeria. €€



YSTAD
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The imposing Gamla Rådhuset (Old Town Hall) presiding over Ystad's central square is an indicator of the town's prosperous past, as is the presence of the nearby medieval church of St Mary and Greyfriar's Monastery. These two religious buildings, which are among the most impressive medieval structures in Skåne, are testimony to Ystad's importance in the Middle Ages, when its herring industry and its membership of the Hanseatic League brought it great wealth. The wonderfully intact town centre is a showcase of cobbled streets and colourful half-timbered buildings, many of which have been locations in the films and television shows featuring the town's most famous (albeit fictional) resident, police detective Karl Wallander. All this contributes to Ystad's status as a popular destination for Swedes who are holidaying in the surrounding Österlen region, as well as an attractive overnight stop for travellers making their way to or from Poland.


TOP TIP

Parts of the medieval centre are no-car zones and it can be difficult to find on-street parking, especially in summer. If you find this to be the case, there's a paid carpark behind the centrally located Continental du Sud Hotel on Hamngatan.
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A Venerable Church & Monastery

EXPLORING YSTAD'S ECCLESIASTICAL HERITAGE

One of Skåne’s oldest brick churches, Sankta Maria Kyrka (St Mary's Church) had its first iteration in the 13th century. Built in the Romanesque style, it soon underwent the first of the myriad renovations it has had over the centuries, adopting a Gothic form and style. The baroque tower was added at the end of the 17th century. While the exterior is relatively uninspiring, the interior is a different proposition, being adorned with an ornate baroque altar designed and manufactured between 1718 and 1733 by sculptor Johan Jerling. Above the altarpiece is a painting by a Lund artist, Carl Mört. This depicts Jesus, the Twelve Apostles and Mört himself (he’s to the right of the apostle in the red robe facing left). Other notable fittings and decorations are the baroque pulpit, a clutch of 16th-century portraits of prominent local families and a bizarre 16th-century crucifix that incorporates real hair on the Jesus figure.

A short walk from the church is the half-timber and red-brick Klostret i Ystad, formerly the Franciscan Gråbrödraklostret (Greyfriar’s) Monastery. Built in the 14th century, its original name acknowledged the grey habits its Franciscan residents wore. Now a museum showcasing exhibits about Ystad’s cultural history, it incorporates the 13th-century deconsecrated Sankt Petri Kyrkan, which is used for art exhibitions.

In front of the monastery is Klosterdammen, a charming park with a pond and cute wooden houses occupied by the pond’s resident ducks. This is a lovely spot for a picnic.


YSTAD'S NIGHTWATCHMAN

Since 1748 a nightwatchman has blown his long bronze trumpet through the little window in the clock tower of Ystad’s Sankta Maria Kyrka. The role was introduced to assist in spotting fires, a sadly regular occurrence in this town of flammable thatched-roof houses. If a blaze started, the watchman would blow his horn repeatedly and wave a red flag indicating the location of the fire, which was a signal for locals to rush to the scene and extinguish the blaze. The nightwatchman also kept his eyes peeled for the approach of smuggling ships. These days, the nightwatchman is employed as a tourist attraction only, sounding his trumpet every 15 minutes between 9.15pm and 1am.



WHERE TO STAY IN YSTAD

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 an excellent buffet breakfast. €€

Hotell Bäckagården

Central location, homely atmosphere and a communal rear terrace. €€

Tracing a Swedish Sleuth's Steps

PAYING HOMAGE TO INSPECTOR WALLANDER

In its medieval heyday, Ystad was known throughout Europe for its flourishing herring industry. These days, its major 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 and solves serious crimes in and around the town, and as well as his appearance in 10 novels, he has been brought to life on film and television by actors including Rolf Lassgård, Krister Henriksson and Kenneth Branagh. The Netflix series Young Wallander, which purports to depict Wallander’s early days as a policeman, is set in Malmö rather than Ystad and was created after Mankell’s death.

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 near the train station. Indoor scenes were often shot at the Ystad Studios, the largest film studios in Scandinavia, which offers guided Wallander tours in which participants can view costumes, scripts, storyboards and sets, including the police station from the first film adaptation, the office from the BBC series and Wallander’s living room from the second Swedish film series. Advance bookings are essential.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN YSTAD

Villa Strandvägen

Ystad's most classy dining option serves a delicious four-course tasting menu. €€€

Grandens mat

Convivial courtyard seating and a global menu focusing on pokē bowls. €€

Store Thor

Though the menu is lucklustre, the setting in a 16th-century vaulted cellar compensates. €€

Gusto

Bustling family-friendly choice serving Ystad's best pizza. €

Bröderna M

Family-friendly option serving pizza, pasta and burgers. €€




GETTING AROUND

Regular trains link Ystad with Malmö and Lund and ferries link the town with Świnoujście in Poland. The Old Town is easily explored on foot.





Beyond Ystad
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Here, nature holds sway. Nature reserves and long sandy beaches are the main drawcards for visitors, supplemented by the occasional monument.



Arranged like a string of pearls along the shore of Hanö Bay, the beaches, nature reserves and fishing villages that are strung between Ystad and Karlshamn are part of the region known as Österlen. Easily explored by car or bicycle, this southeastern slice of Skåne, which abuts the region of Blekinge, is home to historical monuments including the evocative standing stones at Ales Stenar and the medieval stronghold of Glimmingehus. But it's best known for bucolic farm landscapes, and wild coastal beaches and nature reserves. The latter are windswept and deserted in winter but can be busy in summer due to the many vacation homes.


TOP TIP

The beaches on this coastline are notorious for their dangerous offshore currents. To spot and avoid these, look for calmer waters with fewer breaking waves.



An Iron Age Enigma

MARVEL AT A MEGALITHIC MONUMENT

It’s true to say that the enigmatic nature of the extraordinary megalithic structure known as Ales Stenar (Ale's Stones) makes it one of Skåne’s most compelling tourist attractions.

Despite investigation, archaeologists haven't been able to agree on why this boat-shaped oval of standing stones was erected.

Some conjecture that the site marked a cenotaph or burial, but they haven’t found a grave to prove their thesis. Others believe they were constructed as a gigantic calendar, a theory supported by the fact that the central line points 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, 19km east of Ystad, were erected sometime between 500 and 1050CE.

The stones form the largest ship setting in Sweden (settings of stones arranged in the outline of a ship were built in Scandinavia from the Bronze Age to around 1000CE).

Ales Stenar is free to visit and always open. Access is via steep gravel stairs. The 360-degree views from the site are magnificent.

Visit the Ghosts of Knights Past

MEDIEVAL FORTRESS WITH ALL THE TRIMMINGS

It calls itself a castle, but the medieval stronghold of Glimmingehus, 30km northeast of Ystad, is really a fortified manor house.

The early 16th-century structure is worth a visit, with parapets, false doors, moats, a drawbridge and the reputation as being home to multiple ghosts. It opens to the public from April to October.


BEST BEACHES BEYOND YSTAD

Sandhammaren

East of Ystad, this is one of Skåne's most beautiful beaches.

Mälarhusen

Just north of Sandhammaren, shallow with dunes and squeaky sand.

Täppet

In Åhus, this sandy beach has shallow water so is popular with families.

Rörum

South of Stenshuvud National Park, with a pine tree backdrop.

Stenshuvud

In the national park, with fine white sand and shallow water.






SWEDEN'S SCENIC SOUTHEASTERN BIKE TRAIL

One of Sweden’s three national cycling routes, the 274km Sydostleden Bicycle Trail links the harbour town of Simrishamn in Österlen to the city of Växjö in Småland. Divided into seven sections with easy to moderate difficulty, most of the trail consists of car-free paths and is easy to follow (look for the number 2 on red-and-white signs). From 1 Simrishamn, the route makes its way to 2 Stenshuvud National Park, the apple orchards at 3 Kivik, the picturesque village of 4 Vitaby, the 5 Hallamölla Waterfall and 6 Christinehof slott, an 18th-century manor house, before arriving at the village of 7 Brösarp, 50km away. The second stage (53km) is easy, following the coastline to the medieval town of 8 Åhus, where you can enjoy a tour of the Absolut Experience Centre (book ahead). Veer inland to the town of 9 Kristianstad, where a visit to the Renaissance-era Trefaldighetskyrkan (Holy Trinity Church) is obligatory. The next two stages (both an easy 33km) travel from Kristianstad across the 10 Sölvesborg Bridge, the longest bicycle and pedestrian bridge in Europe, and around Puvaviks Bay to 11 Karlshamn with its attractive Art Nouveau building stock – consider having a break at its Kalibadhuset Karlshamn, a resplendent modern sea bath and sauna. The route then heads 31km to the village of 12 Fridafors. From there, it's 77km to the city of 13 Växjö in Småland. Those who choose to cycle from north to south (ie from Växjö to Simrishamn) can continue on another national route, the 260km Sydkustleden Bicycle Trail, which runs southwest through Ystad, Trelleborg and Malmö to Helsingborg on Skåne’s northwest coast.
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GOTLAND & THE SOUTHEAST
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WINDSWEPT COASTLINES & MEDIEVAL MARVELS


Mystical islands, storybook villages, a monumental feat of civil engineering and a trove of stoic castles – this region pivots between timeworn and novel.
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Sankta Maria Domkyrka, Visby | DANITA DELIMONT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Southeastern Sweden – including the culturally rich islands of Gotland and Öland – is an enchanting land rooted in Scandinavian lore, home to medieval castles and Renaissance palaces, ethereal forests and preserved pastel towns, rune-scattered landscapes and scenic lakeside villages.

Bisected by the 190km-long Göta Canal connecting the North Sea with the Baltic Sea, Östergötland boasts the easy-on-the-eyes lakeside hamlet of Vadstena, candy-crazed Gränna and the intriguing manufacturing estate of Norrköping, resurrected from a textile industry graveyard into a future-forward living museum for the industrial arts. The lush forests and glassy lakes of Småland yield to the showstopping Kalmar castle, the heritage glassblowing villages of the Glasriket; fascinating cultural and industrial museums in Växjö and Jönköping-Huskvarna; and the multi-hued, immaculately preserved wooden town of Eksjö, the architectural juggernaut of the region.

Tall and slender Öland (pictured), reached via a 6km overwater passage from Kalmar, boasts a beguiling mix of windmills, wild animals, windswept coastlines and Iron Age archaeological sites. But it's the fabled island of Gotland, the largest island in the Baltic Sea (2994 sq km in diameter), that is the crown of the southeast. The Hanseatic walled city of Visby, its dazzlingly photogenic capital, is a perfectly preserved medieval delight surrounded by an intriguing island of ruined churches, sandy beaches and one of Europe's most exciting homegrown foodscapes.
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THE MAIN AREAS

Visby

Staunchly preserved medieval town.

Öland

Beach- and windmill-speckled island.

VADSTENA & THE GÖTA CANAL

Storied lakeside settlement, heroic engineering marvel.







Find Your Way


Southeastern Sweden covers a broad geographical area of diverse terrain, including Gotland, the Baltic Sea's largest island, and Öland, Sweden’s second-largest island but smallest province.
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Plan Your Time


Gotland and the Southeast covers a sizeable chunk of Sweden – plan your internal flights and ferries in advance, then give yourself over to the wind (Vadstena is mighty gusty).
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Weekend Break

• If you only have time for one destination in southeastern Sweden, point your navigation app of choice to Visby (pictured), Gotland's picturesque medieval town enclosed by one of the best-preserved fortification walls in Europe.

• Explore the narrow streets, taking in Viking treasures at Gotlands Museum, the evocative ruins of a dozen Middle Age churches and the ornate beauty of the 12th-century Sankta Maria Domkyrka, before hopping on a bike to survey the dramatic limestone cliffs of the Klint Coast in nearby nature reserves like Södra Hällarna and Högklint.

• Don't miss indulging in farm-to-table cuisine at Lilla Bjers.






A Week in the Islands

• There are no palm trees or umbrella drinks, but Sweden's two southeastern islands, Gotland and Öland, make for a mighty one-two punch of cultural attractions, outdoor adventures, fabulous food and, yes, sun-kissed sands.

• Base yourself for a few days in Visby, exploring one of Europe's best-preserved medieval towns; check out Sweden's best beaches, Ingmar Bergman's Fårö and Gotska Sandön to the north. Head south to Borgholm, via Kalmar slott, where fascinating archaeological sites await at Mysinge Hög and Gettlinge in the south and there are spectacular beaches like Lyckesand to the north.




Time is No Object

• For a deep dive into southeastern Sweden, immerse yourself in the architecture and farm-to-table cuisine of Gotland and the archaeological sites and beaches in Öland.

• Head to the mainland, stopping in Kalmar to see its castle, then earmark another week to further explore Småland, which isn’t small at all.

• Search for new barware in the Glasriket and explore wonderful museums in Eksjö, Växjö and Jönköping-Huskvarna. Before making your way to quaint Vadstena along the Göta Canal, Sweden's greatest feat of civil engineering, spend a night or two wandering the industrial playground of Norrköping.



Seasonal highlights

Gotland's summer season kicks off June and wraps September. Elsewhere, you'll never know what to expect September to May.

JANUARY

You could do worse than celebrate New Year's Eve with 40,000 revellers in Norrköping – 6000 lights illuminate the city's industrial landscape.

[image: ]

Christian L Sweden/shutterstock ©

MAY

Weather can be unpredictable and not everything is open for the season, but you'll have the pick of the accommodation.
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JUNE

Warm days attract outdoor adventurers, stuga (holiday cottage) enthusiasts and sunseekers. Perfect weather for a boat trip on the Göta Canal.
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JULY

The sands of Öland and Gotland swell with summering Swedes. Gotlanders square off in Viking disciplines at the Stånga Games.
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AUGUST

Visby's streets come alive with axe throwing, archery, live music and feasting for the week-long medieval festival, Medeltidsveckan.
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SEPTEMBER

Crowds swarm Öland for Ölands Skördefest (Harvest Festival), relishing three days of flea markets, farm shops, food markets and more.
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DECEMBER

Bundle up for Christmas markets, which abound across Småland. Soak up the holiday spirit, but keep the brännvin close at hand.
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VISBY
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The magnificent walled city of Visby acted as the 12th- to 14th-century Baltic centrepiece of the Middle Age commercial and defensive confederation known as the Hanseatic League. Today, it counts as Scandinavia's best-preserved medieval town and one of Sweden's most photogenic destinations. Its tangle of cobbled lanes, pastel cottages and colourful wildflowers captivate and are seemingly pulled from the pages of a well-worn storybook. With hauntingly beautiful churches lying in ruins and extraordinarily intact 12th-century ramparts, it's a living museum of medieval times with a Baltic Sea backdrop thrown in for good measure. Visby swarms with summer holidaymakers, especially during Medieval Week, when revellers relish the chance to don all manner of period garb and parade around, 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 undistracted.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Sankta Maria Domkyrka

SIGHTS

2 Almedalen Park

3 Dalman Tower

4 East Gate

5 North Gate

6 Silver Cap/Kames

7 Snäckgärds Gate

8 South Gate




TOP TIP

The best place to view Visby's late 12th-century Sankta Maria Domkyrka is from behind – climb all those stairs up the hillside for astounding views of both the cathedral itself and panoramic views across the Old Town.




VIKING TREASURE TROVE

Gotlands Museum is one of the most impressive regional museums in Sweden. Highlights include 8th-century pre-Viking picture stones, human skeletons from tombs and medieval wooden sculptures, though the star turn is the legendary Spillings treasure hoard. At 67kg it’s the world’s largest booty of preserved silver treasure. Read about how the Black Death ravaged the island in 1350, about the Vikings' old Norse religion and about the fossils and coral reefs that surround the island.



The Wall

A MONUMENTAL MIDDLE AGE TREASURE

Visby's extraordinarily intact wall, a consequence of the Hanseatic League's defensive ambitions, is easily one of Europe's most impressive and noble medieval fortifications. Shockingly, it remained Northern Europe's longest construction project until 2000, when the Öresund Bridge linking Sweden and Denmark opened across the strait of the same name.

Built with locally quarried limestone between 1150 and the 1200s, Visby's wall clocks in at approximately 3.4km long and 11m high on average and encircles almost the entire town (only a small stretch facing Visby's ferry terminal is missing).

There are numerous ways to admire the wall and its 27 ground towers, nine hanging towers and impressive trio of main gates – everywhere you turn a new angle presents itself both inside and outside the Old Town.

A leisurely 90-minute stroll clockwise around its perimeter, however, yields the best perspectives on this marvel of Middle Age might. Fun fact: the wall's gates were locked at night up until the 1880s!

Two towers, erected in the mid-1100s, predate the oldest stretch of wall on the western side and were designed to protect the entrance and exit of the harbour, which once stood where Almedalen park is today.

Small gates designed for easy access from the port can still be seen here. The northwestern ramparts face the Baltic Sea and are particularly scenic, covered in autumn foliage from the numerous linden trees lining the path.

Here, older holes in the wall for bow and arrow use contrast with larger cutouts used for canons as weaponry advanced through the ages.

At the Fallen Wall (Murfallet), cut out in the 1920s to allow traffic to pass through, the exposed width of the wall reveals the construction method known as a shell wall in vivid detail: two lines of stone wall, filled in with rocks and sediment in between. As the wall turns north, a WWII bunker can be seen in front of Silver Cap/Kames (Silverhättan/Kames) tower.

Nearby, Snäckgärds Gate (Snäckgärdsporten) is Visby's only climbable tower – scale its 67 steps for beautiful views towards the cathedral.


MORE MEDIEVAL TIMES

Typical fortified medieval villages have been reconstructed at Eketorp, a archeological site in Öland, located some 72km west of Gotland as the seagull flies but reachable via the Visby–Oskarsham ferry and a 135km drive south.



WHERE TO SLEEP AND DRIBK IN VISBY

Hotel Stenugnen

Coal warehouse transformed into a chic, boutique hotel with a subtle theme. €€

Hotel St Clemens

Within the botanical garden, this hotel is near the ruins of Sankt Clemens Kyrka. €€

Vår Fru

Settle into the wonderful patio here with a cocktail made from locally produced spirits.




A Walk Among the Ruins

Among the narrow roads and picturesque lanes of Visby's Unesco-listed Old Town sits a living museum of ruined medieval churches, which dot the landscape as if it were a graveyard for decommissioned houses of holy. There are 12 in total – this 2.2km, one-hour walking tour takes in a curated selection.

Begin at 1 Packhusplan, where a fountain representing the Goddess of Richness (erected in 1899) marks the spot of a former medieval warehouse and town hall. Head west outside the wall through Lilla Strandporten gate and walk north, reentering the Old Town through Lilla Fiskarporten gate and into the Botaniska Trädgården (Botanical Gardens), where 2 Sankt Olofs ruin, founded in 1102, awaits swallowed by Sweden's oldest English ivy. Continue northeast 400m to the once-magnificent 3 Sankt Nicolai ruin, built in 1230 by Dominican monks. Head south along Norra Kyrkogatan and Visby's cathedral, 4 Sankta Maria Domkyrka comes into view – the only medieval church still in ecclesiastical use. The stoic and awe-inspiring church ruins stand in contrast with the neighbouring ruins. Built in the 12th and 13th centuries and touched up over the years, its whimsical towers are topped by baroque cupolas. The ruins of 5 Sankt Drotten and 6 Sankt Lars lie side by side 200m west. The former was once 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 one of the most stunning of Visby's medieval churches, the Gothic 7 Sankta Karin ruin, which stands in roofless glory.
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The wall's eastern portion is its best preserved, from the North Gate (Norderport) to East Gate (Österport). If you look closely here, you can see the remnants of a protective layer that once covered the wall, made from limestone, mortar, sand and an unknown animal protein (presumed to be chicken eggs). You can frame a nice photo of the cathedral's cupolas between the Dalman Tower (Dalmansporten) archway. Near the East Gate, a huge portion of reconstructed wall is visible – in 2012, a fierce thunderstorm caused a 90-sq-metre patch of wall to collapse, leaving the parts above holding on precariously for dear life. Just before you reach the South Gate (Söderport) is another curiosity: the privately owned House with the Paintings, one of Visby's best-preserved 13th-century dwellings, which predates the wall and was incorporated into it as a result. It's named such for the unspoiled Renaissance murals that cover its interior walls and vaulted ceilings. Between here and the South Gate, the wall's crest differs in appearance – legend has it this portion was built by Danish king Valdemar IV following a 1361 attack on Visby.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN VISBY

Jessens Saluhall & Baris

A fabulous and friendly deli-cum-eatery run by three affable brothers, serving perennially popular fish soup. €

Backyard by Amarillo

A Czech-Swedish husband-and-wife team pair medium-sized tapas with a cosy candlelit atmosphere. Great craft beer selection. €€

Surfers

Sichuan finger food designed for sharing, ranging from five-spice ribs to Shanghai noodles. It's nearly everyone's favourite restaurant. €€

Lindgården

Traditional choice dating to 1968. Food and wine list excel, emphasising the seasonal shifts of Gotland's plentiful bounty. €€€



WHERE TO SHOP IN VISBY

Idyllien

Gotland-based charity selling eco-focused clothing, textiles, bath items and more.

Gotländsk Konst & Form

Gotland-inspired arts and handicrafts courtesy of a local artisans’ cooperative.

Wisbyost

A fabulous cheese shop with plenty of local Gotland varieties and gourmet island provisions.
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MORE FARMS, MORE TABLES

If feasting on local bounty is your thing, book a table at Katrinelund, on the mainland near Örebro. Chef Roger Hjälm pieces together travel-worthy dining experiences with beef and lamb and seafood from Hjälmaren lake.






The Klint Coast on Two Wheels

Dramatic nature reserves protecting Gotland's southern coast make for a wonderful half-day out on this two-hour, 27km round-trip cycling tour south of Visby. This rough sketch uses both the Gotlandsleden (the island's 500km of biking paths) and any number of offshoot paths, so the exact route is more of a choose your own. Head out in the afternoon to maximise cinematic sunsets.

Pick up a bike at the wonderful  1 Gotlands Cykeluthyrning, Gotland's premier bike-rental joint, where this ride begins and ends. Head south; in just a few minutes, you'll enter 2 Södra Hällarna naturreservat from Country Rd 148 (Färjeleden) via an elevated wooden plankway (slippery when wet!). Continue through patches of butterbur, which sprout rhubarb-like leaves in growing season, to the reserve's main entrance and head west towards the Baltic Sea for sweeping views of Gotland's steep limestone Klintkusten (Klint Coast). Follow the coast to  3 Fridhem, the 19th-century stomping grounds of Princess Eugenie. There’s a wonderful cafe here. Next up along the coast is Högklint nature reserve, where you can dismount and scramble a few metres to the island's highest point at 4 Högklint Utsiktsplats. From a whopping 48m high, stunning views along this craggy stretch of coast await while a ladder down to a lookout makes for a delightfully isolated spot to take in the sunset. From here, head inland and begin the trip back north to Visby, making a slight detour east to 5 Västerhejde kyrka, one of the smallest of Gotland's 92 medieval churches. The Romanesque stone beauty sits among well-manicured gardens and a spacious cemetery. Don't miss the picture stone dating to 1300 memorialising Gairvald and his wife.
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Of Gotland & Gastronomy

FARM-TO-FORK DINING, ISLAND DELICACIES

Gotland's attention to sustainable dining and organic farming has recently caught the attention of the world's palate. Chefs from Gotland clean up annually at Sweden's Årets Ekokock (Eco Chef of the Year) competition, and the EU's Best Organic Restaurant (2022) hails from here, too.

Bring your appetite to the country's biggest island, where chalky terroir (due to limestone), the most hours of sunlight in Sweden per year and soil mostly undisturbed by modern tinkering work together to form an ideal agricultural palette. The butter alone is worth a trip.

Don't miss a blowout meal at Lilla Bjers, located on a working farm 7km southwest of Visby. You can't get more local than this farm-to-fork eatery with a great outdoorsy feel. A team of four chefs, including award-winning 19-year-old kitchen wunderkind Adam Österdahl, collaborate on 100% organic creations, which astound with both their depth of colour and flavour.

South of Visby near Tofta Beach, Gothenburger Linus Ström and Gotlander My Wrethagen oversee the continentally influenced Swedish kitchen at Hotel Stelor, with ingredients sourced from local farmers for incredible dishes like slow-cooked white cabbage with artichoke chips and sourdough breadcrumbs. Even the pasta is made in Gotland, forged from an ancient grain known as emmer and local spring spelt (vårspelt). No food from strangers, they say.

In town, buzzing seafooder Bakfickan is the culinary centrepiece of Stora Torgot, where Chef Gustaf Kristiansson makes wonderful things happen with pickled herring and daily-changing fresh-catch offerings like butter-fried whole turbot with chanterelles in Norwegian butter sauce.

Reservations to all of these restaurants are essential.


WHY I LOVE VISBY

[image: ]

Kevin Raub

I wasn’t sure what to expect in Visby – I live in a medieval city myself, so it wasn't exactly outside my daily wheelhouse. But the Gotland capital completely recalibrated my notion of what a Middle Age masterpiece could be. The level of preservation – the colourful architecture; the narrow cobbled lanes; the absolutely monstrous wall – rivals anything in Europe, but then it throws in a Baltic Sea backdrop, an incredible locavore food scene and surroundings that rate as some of the prettiest rural landscapes in all of Sweden. If Game of Thrones was a fairy tale with a happy ending, Visby would be the star of the show.




GETTING AROUND

Outside the wall, Visby is flat and wonderful for cycling. Within the wall, navigating on foot is best because of the hillier layout.





Beyond Visby
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Some of Sweden's most pristine sands and an isolated national park are idyllic destinations for nature lovers north of Visby.



Picture-perfect farmland covers most of the island between Visby and Gotland's extreme north, which is punctuated by the island of Fåro. Separated from Gotland proper by a small strait (pictured, traversed by a free ferry) and home to scenic, isolated fishing villages, the small island is famous for its medieval ruins and raukar (limestone stacks), and was the setting of many an Ingmar Bergman film. British troops who fought in the Crimean War are buried at Ryssnäs in the extreme south. Further afield, the Gotska Sandön National Park, accessible only by ferry or private boat from Fårösund, offers the chance to maroon yourself on a desolate island in the big blue Baltic Sea.


TOP TIP

For Gotska Sandön, you'll need to bring all supplies: linens, food, drinks etc. Toilet paper and a well-equipped kitchen are provided.
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Chasing the Sun in Northern Gotland

BEAUTIFUL BEACHES, CURIOUS ROCK FORMATIONS

The former stomping grounds of Swedish filmmaker Ingmar Bergman make for an idyllic setting for a northern Gotland beach getaway. 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). From June to August, a trifecta of sun-kissed sands dot the island's northeastern corner, all within a few kilometres of each other.

If you're looking for excellent camping and other infrastructure (restaurants, paddleboard rentals etc), make your way to the 3km of bronzed sands and grassy dunes at Sudersand, considered one of Sweden's top five beaches. For more seclusion, Norsta Aurer sits in splendid isolation 7km or so to the east, but it's far harder to reach. You'll need to park on the island’s eastern tip at the 1847 Fårö lighthouse (Fårö fyr), and make your way 600m north along the shoreline on foot – take the time to inspect the rocks around you, which are peppered with fossils. At Ekeviken Badplats, 5km west of Norsta Aurer, a wide bay yields to yet another long stretch of white sand near the small fishing village of Ekeviken.



Fåro is also home magnificent raukar formations; share them with the sunset at Langhammarshammaren, a 30-minute drive from Ekeviken, if you can. Even further west is Helgumannens Fiskeläge, an isolated fishing village. It's worth making the trek here just to contemplate the remoteness of life along the coast and the beauty of real isolation.


SWEDEN'S HOLLYWOOD HERO

The Bergmancenter, honouring Sweden's most famous film director Ingmar Bergman, who was a Fårö local, was inaugurated in 2014 and hosts exhibits, lectures, workshops and screenings, as well as a library and cafe. It's free to take a look around the centre, but prices vary for screenings and special events. The centre can set you up with your very own Bergman guide to the area as well. Since 2004, Fårö has hosted Bergman Week in late June, celebrating the director's life and work with screenings, new premieres, guest speakers, master classes and tours of film locations around the island.



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT BEYOND VISBY

Crêperie Tati

Lines 20-deep form for tasty crêpes at this boho ranch on Fårö. €

Fabriken Furillen

Once a limestone factory, this cutting-edge hotel is in Gotland's eastern corner. €€€

Hotel Stelor

Seven rustic rooms in an 18th -century farmhouse south of Visby; great restaurant. €€€

Marooned on Gotska Sandön

DESOLATE BEACHES, PRISTINE PINE FOREST

Channel your inner Robinson Crusoe and make your way to isolated Gotska Sandön National Park, located some 38km into the Baltic Sea north of Fårö. The island features lighthouses at its three corners, 30km of beaches, sand dunes, pine forest, a church and a fantastic network of trails. The best time of year to visit is May or August (avoid July).

Arriving at this unusual island is an adventure in and of itself – you'll need to catch a ferry between late May and early September from Fårösund, a 50-minute drive north of Visby, which only runs three to four times weekly (Gotska Sandön Ferries also departs from the mainland at Nynäsham). Then, depending on the wind conditions, you'll be dumped on the beach near Las Palmas.From here, your walk to Gotska Sandön Accommodation will be anywhere from 1km to 10km. The ferry from Fårösund arrives late afternoon, so spend your first night getting acclimated to your sleeps (tents, small cottages and the old lightkeeper's home are available) and cook yourself up a nice dinner paired with wine. The next morning, beach lovers should make the 4km trek to Bredsandsudde, considered one of Europe's most remarkable beaches. On a good day, you'll have to share this sun-kissed stretch of postcard-perfect sand with…no one.

Keep a lookout for white-tailed eagles, Eurasian golden orioles and other migratory birds as you explore; also try to visit the seal colony at Säludden.


ISLANDS OF PRESERVATION

The island and national park of Blå Jungfrun, reachable by an 80-minute ferry from Oskarsham on southeastern Sweden's east coast, has earned the nickname 'Witches’ Mountain' due to a devilish history of witchcraft. Visit…if you dare.




I LIVE HERE: VISBY BORN & RAISED

Gotlander Robin Olsson (@rbolsson) is the owner of Bar Kemi, one of Visby's hot spots for creative cocktails.

Surfers and Bakfickan

There are lots of high-quality restaurants and cocktail bars in Visby's inner city, along with beautiful places to walk around and enjoy the views. One of my go-to choices for a night out is always Surfers for the atmosphere and nightclub; Bakfickan is known for its great food.

Bungenäs Kalklada

One thing I always recommend is to hire a car, drive into the countryside and tour all of the island's different restaurants. One of my absolute favourites is Bungenäs Kalklada, 60km northeast of Visby. They have great food and an amazing ambience.




GETTING AROUND

Public transport leaves something to be desired in Gotland. Exploring by bike is ideal in the summer, but most travellers opt for a car hire.





ÖLAND
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Once a regal hunting ground, the cigar-shaped island of Öland (pictured) is a hugely popular holiday destination for Swedes – heck, the royal family still has a summer pad here. Some of the country's best beaches blanket its golden-hued northern shores, set against a captivating backdrop of enchanting forests, while Bronze and Iron Age ruins and burial sites pepper its length. But it's the old windmills you'll be unable to shake from your consciousness. Öland is covered in wooden windmills. If they weren’t so undeniably picturesque, you might even conjure up a bit of sympathy for Don Quixote, the famously misguided windmill warrior of Spanish literature. Symbols of power and wealth in the mid-18th century, windmills were a must-have for every social climber and the death knell for many of Öland’s oak forests (numbers peaked at around 2000 in 1850). Today 400 or so remain, many lovingly restored by local associations.


TOP TIP

You'll need a car to tour the island. If heading to northern Öland, stock up on supplies and petrol before setting out; there are few shops and communities in the area. If you spot a cafe or restaurant along the side of the road, don't pass it by.
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SIGHTS

1 Åkerhagsvägen

2 Borgholm Slott

3 Solliden Palace

EATINGS

4 Borgholm Hotel

5 Norrings Creperie



Being Borgholm

RUINED CASTLES, ROYAL PALACES

Borgholm, Öland's 'capital', is a colourful settlement emanating Nordic magnetism. Its pedestrianised main street overflows with shops and restaurants and can get packed out in midsummer, but walk a block or two over and pleasant residential charms await.

Explore the town's most dramatic (and satisfying) sight, Borgholm slott. Northern Europe’s largest ruined castle, it dates to at least to 1281 and is one of Sweden's first castles to be built by a monarch (Magnus Ladulås). The structure is well-preserved despite being burnt and abandoned early in the 18th century, following life as a dyeworks. There are several viewpoints of the castle that shouldn’t be missed: from the cow-strewn field next to the Solliden Palace parking lot, and from Åkerhagsvägen (aka Slottsgatan) in town. Speaking of Solliden Palace, a visit to Borgholm slott pairs nicely with Sweden's most famous summer house, 850m southwest of the castle. Swedish royals still use the home, which has exceptional, publicly accessible gardens.

Set aside some time for wandering around town and some extra kronor for a fine meal. Norrings Creperie serves exceptional galettes bretonnes stuffed with local ingredients, while Borgholm Hotel chef and owner Christofer Johansson needed but two years to return the restaurant to its Michelin-starred glory, formerly established by famed Swedish chef Karin Fransson.


BEACHES OF BöDA BAY

Öland's relatively undeveloped north is a landscape of enchanting forest, sugary soft sands and fewer crowds. Camping in the region in the shoulder season (the months of April to May and September to October) can feel blissfully isolated, so head this way if you're looking to get away from your getaway, starting with the beaches at Böda Bay – Sweden's longest stretch of uninterrupted sands. Fagerör, Homrevet, Lyckesand and Böda Sand form a 20km-long half moon bay, much of which is backed by grass-peppered dunes and a magical 150-year-old pine forest. Inland is the nature reserve Neptuni åkrar, famed for its blue viper’s bugloss flowers.



WHERE TO EAT IN ÖLAND

Kaffestugan

Popular bakery on the main road in Böda; house-roasted coffee, sweets and breads. €

Kalk

Creative burgers as fat as tyres draw legions inside a former power plant in Löttorp. €€€

Trädgårdsgatan 26

Jonas Åhman's New Nordic menu draws gourmands to this Borgholm yellow house. €€€




DRIVING TOUR: IDLING IN THE IRON AGE

The remains of 95 house foundations and nine mysterious gates make up the undisturbed fortress ruin of 1 Ismantorp deep in the woods, dating from between 300 and 600 CE. Head east towards Långlöt on Vedbygatan and turn south on Långlötsmosse. Follow Långlötsmosse 6km to Norra Möckleby and return inland for 5.2km on Norra Kyrkvägen to reach 2 Gråborg, the largest Iron Age ring fort in Sweden. Its impressively monumental walls measure 640m around, even though much of the stonework was later plundered. After falling into disuse, the fort sprang back to life around 1200. Return to the main road; then backtrack on Norra Kyrkvägen to Norra Möckleby, from where you'll see signs along the main east-coast route (Långlötsmosse) 37km south to Eketorpsvägen. The ruins at 3 Eketorp are a far easier ring fort to wrap your head around. Partly reconstructed to show typical fortified villages in medieval times, the site was home to a farming community of nearly 200 people between the 4th and 8th centuries. Continue southwest on Eketorpsvägen, to the charming harbour of Grönhögen before turning north on the west coast towards Borgholm on the Mörbylånga–Degerhamn road. The ancient grave field of 4 Gettlinge, 13km north of Grönhögen, includes burial sites and standing stones from the Stone Age to the late Iron Age. The field is peppered with mounds, stone ships, stone cists, stone circles and standing limestone slabs, among others. It's a truly remarkable site. Then head 16km north on Rte 136 to  5 Mysinge Hög. The largest burial mound on Öland is likely from the Bronze Age. Often dotted with sheep, the mound stands in the middle of a 2km row of graves. From the top, you have a near panoramic view of the entire site, an otherworldly setting in continuous use since the Stone Age.
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Beyond Öland
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Kalmar's fairy-tale castle stands between Öland in the wild Baltic Sea and Sweden's glassblowing Kingdom of Crystal further inland.



Thanks to one of Europe's longest bridges, the 6km-plus Ölandsbron (pictured), paddles or ferries are not required to get from continental Sweden to Öland. On the mainland side of the bridge sits medieval Kalmar, home to one of Sweden’s most spectacular castles, within which the crowns of Sweden, Denmark and Norway were united by the signing of the Kalmar Union of 1397. A few kilometres deeper into Småland, an entrancing world of transparent artistry emerges in Sweden's Glasriket (Kingdom of Crystal), where masterful handblown glass has thrived in one form or another around Kosta and Nybro since 1742. Today, the tradition endures among 14 surviving glassworks in southern Sweden, many of which welcome visitors.




TOP TIP

Many of the workshops in the Glasriket offer glassblowing classes in summer only. For year-round classes, try Kosta Glassworks.
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Castles & Kronan in Kalmar

STORYBOOK CASTLES, SHIPWRECKED TREASURES

Kalmar, the jumping-off point for island adventures in Öland, is an easy 40-minute drive from Borgholm, the viridescent turrets of the magnificent 12th-century Kalmar slott visible as you traverse the Kalmar Strait across the Ölandsbron. Set aside a few hours to explore one of Sweden’s most spectacular castles, a Renaissance-style masterpiece possessing all the elements a storybook castle should have, including opulent interiors even more spectacular than its robust turreted armour. Of the many highlights to be discovered, King Erik’s chamber is a real scene-stealer – Erik’s rivalry with his brother Johan was so great that he installed a secret passage in the loo!

If you have a car (or a bike – it's just a five-minute ride away), lunch on the marina island of Varvsholmen is mandatory. The 139kr daily lunch specials at Slipkajen will leave you wondering – perhaps for the first time in Sweden! – how food this good could be this cheap, picturesque marina views included.

Walk off lunch exploring the miraculous bounty on display at Kalmar läns museum, located in an old steam mill by the harbour. Here, finds from the sunken 17th-century flagship Kronan will mesmerise you for hours. The ship exploded and sank just before a battle in 1676, with the loss of almost 800 men. It was rediscovered in 1980, and more than 30,000 wonderfully preserved items have been excavated so far, including an impressive gold hoard, Sweden's oldest violin, a spectacular pewter flask set, sand hourglasses and so much more. It's the treasure trove of your childhood dreams.


WITCHES’ MOUNTAIN

An 80-minute boat ride into the Baltic on the MS 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 gathered here on Maundy Thursday (the Thursday before Easter) to do devilish things, and continue to do so to this day. It's hard to imagine as you're gazing upon the fantastic scenery, gnarled trees, birdlife and the big blue sea, but easier to picture when you come across the curious and somewhat creepy stone maze, Trojeborg. All aboard, my little pretties!



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN KALMAR

Hotell Svanen

Smart budget hotel surrounded by water with excellent-value rooms and good vibes. €

Slottshotellet

Romantic hotel housed in four buildings in a gorgeous green setting near Kalmar slott. €€

Gröna Stugan

Beef tartar, char with artichoke cream and lamb – it looks good and tastes even better. €€€
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The Kingdom of Crystal

HISTORIC GLASSWORKS

Sweden's Kingdom of Crystal (Glasriket, pictured) is an attempt to revive the fading Swedish art of glassblowing, which began in Kosta in 1742. Major factory closures in recent decades (Boda in 2008, Orrefors in 2013) brought the industry to its knees, but the remaining workshops and master glassblowers have banded together to resurrect this hypnotic art form. Starting near Nybro, a 35-minute or so drive west of Öland, routes 25, 28 and 31 form a convenient oval for visiting the factories and workshops.

The factory at Pukeberg Glasbruk, dating to 1871, stands as an industrial revolution icon outside Nybro. Pop in to watch students at the Swedish School of Glass. Orranäs Glasbruk has renewed the village of Orrefors' glassblowing traditions. On well-manicured parklands adjacent to the old factory, there's a shop, small museum and the best glassblowing hot shop for observing masters at work. Kosta Glassworks, on the site of Sweden's original glassworks, is the most touristy, but the combination of gallery, glassblowing demonstrations, restaurants, the stunning Kosta Boda Art Hotel and the Orrefors and Kosta Boda retail outlets, make it a worthwhile stop.

The Glass Factory has fired up the furnaces again in the former Boda factory. The project houses Scandinavia's largest collection of art glass pieces (more than 40,000) and a variety of exhibitions narrating the history of the Swedish glassblowing tradition. It's well worth shelling out an extra 900kr for a tour of the archives, an astonishing depository of historical glass from famed artists such as Erik Höglund, Monica Backström, Bertil Vallien and Ulrica Hydman Vallien.




BIGGER ADVENTURES IN SMÅLAND

Småland extends far beyond Kalmar and the Glasriket, hogging a 29,400-sq-km chunk of southeastern Sweden. Hit the highlights in Eksjö, Växjö and Gränna on a sweeping road trip across the historical province.




BEST SHOPS IN GLASRIKET

Kosta Glassworks

Head to the Kosta Boda shop for splashes of colour and artier pieces; Orrefors to build the bar set of your dreams.

Carlos R Pebaqué

This Uruguayan-born artist creates extraordinary vases using his own technique of creating pictures within the glass.

Målerås

Located 8km northwest of Orrefors in Målerås, this brand is the collaboration of acclaimed glassblower Mats Jonasson and three other artists.

Orranäs Glasbruk

Adjacent to the former Orrefors factory at Orrefors Park, this shop sells works made next door.




GETTING AROUND

Kalmar, including its magnificent castle, is easily navigated on foot; Glasriket requires your own wheels.





VADSTENA & THE GÖTA CANAL
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The charming hamlet of Vadstena sits along the northeastern shore of Vättern lake, surrounded by flat, lush countryside steeped in the ancient annals of Sweden's past. For a town of its size (7500), it shoulders a disproportional burden of pedigreed history of both church and state. The first monastery of the Bridgettine Order was founded here in 1389 and Vadstena has welcomed pilgrims since the Middle Ages – both to the sacred shrine of 14th-century saint and mystic Birgitta of Sweden and those en route to Nidaros Cathedral in Trondheim, Norway. Steps away, King Gustav I's Vadstena slott (pictured) stands as one of Sweden's mightiest and most magnificent castles. The atmosphere in the Old Town, with its wonderful cobbled lanes, intriguing small shops and battery of wooden and brick buildings of both medieval and Renaissance origins, makes it an especially satisfying place to hunker down for excursions along the Göta Canal.


TOP TIP

The Göta Canal closes from late September to May, meaning the locks are inoperative and there are no boat tours. You can still see it other times of year, but much of the infrastructure, including bars and restaurants, close.
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SIGHTS

1 Bergs Slussar

2 Biskophuset

3 Borensberg

4 Mem

5 Motala

6 Rådhus

7 Rödtornet

8 Sancta Birgitta Klostermuseum

9 Söderköping

10 Vadstena Klosterkyrka

11 Vadstena Slott




I LIVE HERE: A GöTA HIGHLIGHT

AB Göta kanalbolag maintenance manager Stefan Ljungblad reveals his favourite place along the Göta Canal.

My favourite spot along our beautiful canal is the culvert of Norrqvarn. It's easy to be amazed when you look at this handmade and robust stone construction. No one knows who designed it, but it has gracefully transported water beneath the canal for about 200 years. Take a moment here to enjoy a Swedish fika (coffee break) or just to pause and relax. Besides the canal itself, this culvert is one of the greatest examples of artisanship along the route.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN VADSTENA

27ans Nattlogi

Wooden floors and wicker furniture ensure a homey vibe at this cosy six-room B&B. €

Vadstena Klosterhotel

History, luxury and lake views at this atmospheric hotel in St Birgitta’s old convent. €€€

Starby Hotel

Moody photography and plush retro furnishings add character to this 1914 farmstead. €€€



Vadstena Through the Ages

RENAISSANCE CASTLES, MEDIEVAL CONVENTS

Sublimely situated beside Vättern lake, Vadstena is a legacy of both church and state power, and today St Birgitta’s abbey and Gustav Vasa’s castle compete with each other for admiration.

It's a wonderfully quiet and pretty town with a hell of a lot of charm. Stay a day or two and take a deep dive into the town's showstopping Vadstena slott. Built on Vasa's orders in 1545 and completed 75 years later, it's considered one of the finest early Renaissance buildings in the Nordic region. The furnished, Palladio-inspired upper floors are the most interesting, though the magnificent moat – big enough to moor yachts! – is a close second. Be sure to visit the chapel, with its incredible 17-second echo.

Spend some time admiring the Middle Age atmosphere in the Old Town, with its wonderful cobbled lanes, intriguing small shops and wooden buildings, including the 15th-century  rådhus (town hall), Sweden's oldest preserved town hall, and the Rödtornet (Red Tower), all that remains of the 12th-century St Peter's Church. Speaking of medieval times, make your way to the Biskopshuset (Bishop's House), home to a rare example of a medieval indoor toilet, which hangs off the 2nd floor of the publicly inaccessible building like a suspended port-o-potty!

After the consecration of Vadstena klosterkyrka in 1430, 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 (and those of her saint-and-sinner children) at Sancta Birgitta Klostermuseum, a royal residence that became a convent in 1384.


SWEDEN'S GREATEST CIVIL ENGINEERING FEAT

The Göta Canal connects the North Sea with the Baltic Sea, and links the great Swedish lakes Vättern and Vänern. Its total length is 190km, although only around 87km is human-made – the rest consists of rivers and lakes. Built between 1802 and 1832 by a burly team of 60,000 soldiers, it was a hugely valuable transport and trade link between Sweden’s east and west coasts. The canal has two sections: the eastern section from Mem (southeast of Norrköping) to Motala (north of Vadstena on Vättern); and the western section from Karlsborg (on Vättern) to Sjötorp (on the shores of Vänern). The system is then linked to the sea by the Trollhätte Canal in Västergötland.



WHERE TO EAT IN VADSTENA

Käket

Perfectly seasoned gourmet burgers; locally sourced beef from Valdemarsvik. €

Bakraket

Two locals are behind Vadstena's favourite restaurant, serving seasonal fare. €€

Borgmestaren

Gastropub in a 1500s dwelling; good-value lunch specials and the town's best bar. €€

Göta's Greatest Hits

FEATS OF ENGINEERING, CANALSIDE AMUSEMENTS

Inaugurated in 1832, the Göta Canal, known as Sweden's 'Blue Ribbon’, is much more than an impressive feat of manual labor and civil engineering. It has become one of the country's best and most unusual attractions. Whether you see it by boat (a variety of operators offer four- to six-day cruises between Stockholm and Gothenburg, as well as shorter, cheaper and more popular half- and full-day trips), bicycle (cycling the 90km of car-free towpaths are one of the best ways to experience Central Sweden's lush countryside) or even by car or on foot, exploring the canal will always entail atmospheric cafes and restaurants, charming villages and other interesting points of interest. The following are highlights from west to east.

Motala, 16km north of Vadstena, was instrumental in the completion of the canal and today is one of the best places to enjoy its history. In Verkstadsön, an island created during the canal’s excavation, a bygone-era manufacturing complex now houses an industrial museum and a concert venue. Across the water, Mallboden Café and Hostel has canalside seating. Nearby, the Göta Canal Exhibition chronicles the epic undertaking of the waterway across Sweden. At the harbour, the quirky Motala Motor Museum displays over 300 vehicles of all makes, shapes, sizes and eras, along with a drool-worthy collection of retro TVs, radios and other electronics.

In the attractive hamlet of Borensberg, 18km east of Motala (a bike path connects the two), get up close and personal with one of only two hand-operated locks on the Göta Canal. Plop yourself down on the picnic tables at Kafeteriet for a coffee within sight of the manual lock. Book a canal-view room at the historic Göta Hotell, sitting between the Motala Ström and the canal, and watch the boats slide by from your balcony.

Bergs Slussar (Bergs Lock), 11km north of Linköping, is considered 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 Roxen lake and Berg's guest harbour, like gravity-defying salmon swimming upstream. Plant yourself along the developed parklands on either side and the watch the show. Nearby, Vreta klosterruin, the ruins of Sweden's first monastery, are revealed on the manicured cemetery grounds of the 12th-century Vreta klosters kyrka.

The pretty port of Söderköping, 49km east of Linköping, is another idyllic setting for canal shenanigans. The lock here is lined with original warehouses, which today hold shops and cafes, including Lock Hop and Barrel, a canal-view craft brewery and restaurant. Toting kids? Head to nearby Glassrestaurang Smultronstället, home to 60 various artistic ice-cream creations. For an excellent bird's-eye view, head up to Ramunderbergets utsiktspaviljong, a spectacular viewpoint above the lock.

Manicured farmland stands between Söderköping and the Baltic Sea gateway to the canal at Mem, 14km to the east. This is where the first of the canal's 58 locks is encountered by boats making the 190km journey west to Vänern lake, inaugurated by King Karl XIV Johan in 1832. It's a small and tranquil place, home to an original storehouse now housing a wonderful Kanalmagasinet – a fine spot for a Swedish fika with a view.


MORE INDUSTRIAL HISTORY

Sweden is home to important relics of the Industrial Revolution, including two World Heritage sites. Check out the ironworks at Ängelsberg, the copper mine at Falun and the silver mine in Sala.




I LIVE HERE: A PERFECT DAY IN VADSTENA
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Mina Isaksson (@minaaaurora, @minashem) is a co-owner at Rosteriet Vadstena, a lovely coffee roaster and cafe on a beautiful farm 3km outside town.

Hamilton

A perfect day in Vadstena always begins with coffee. Stroll down the main street to this local bakery for some breakfast delights.

Käket

For lunch, pick up some delicious burgers from Käket and enjoy your lunch by the waterfront with the view of Vättern lake. Spend the rest of the afternoon on a sunbed by the water.

Bakgatan

In the evening, make dinner reservations at Bakgatan and enjoy a delightful meal with great wine. End the day with a midnight swim under the moonlight.




GETTING AROUND

Vadstena is compact and walkable – nearly everything is along the main drag, Storgatan.





Beyond Vadstena & the Göta Canal
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Småland (literally 'Small Lands') offers nearly everything but smallness, while a post-industrial past is flipped into hip in Norrköping.



The legacy province of Småland hogs an enormous chunk of southern Sweden, canvassing most of three smaller counties (Kronobergs, Jönköpings and Kalmar) and dipping into two more (Halland and Östergötland). Historically, Småland served as a buffer between the Swedes and the Danes who were forever having tussles. From Vadstena, a 30-minute drive south takes you into the heart of the region, where highlights include the Vänern lake towns of Gränna and Jönköping-Huskvarna and the wooden town of Eksjö (pictured). Just over an hour's drive east along the Göta Canal is Norrköping, where the remnants of a former textile powerhouse have been transformed into one of the region's most fascinating cities. It's best to have your own car.


TOP TIP

Fans of Scandinavian design should detour to Bodafors, where the historic marquetry workshop Kulturgatan displays famed arts and crafts and furniture designs.
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DRIVING TOUR: GO BIG IN SMÅLAND

The province of Småland isn't small at all. It occupies some 29,400 sq km of dense forests, glinting lakes and bare marshlands from the Baltic Sea coast to the deep Swedish interior. This multi-day, 634km round-trip driving tour takes in some of Småland's biggest highlights. It's easiest to do this drive out of Vadstena. First, satiate your sweet tooth in the quaint lakeside hamlet of 1 Gränna; Amalia Eriksson invented the village’s trademark red-and-white peppermint polkagris (stick candy) in 1859. Hug the lake south on the E4 39km to 2 Jönköping-Huskvarna. Museum and culture buffs have a lot to digest in Jönköping and its Vättern neighbour, Huskvarna, such as the Husqvarna Fabriksmuseum and Läns Museum. Next, it's 119km south on Rte 30 right into the heart of the old market town of 3 Växijö , passing the town's bizarre domkyrka (cathedral) en route. The Kulturparken Småland cultural complex here houses three fascinating museums – the Swedish Glass Museum, Smålands Museum and the Utvandrarnas Hus. Detour southwest for 65km from Växjö to  4 Älmhult. Occupying the site of the world's first IKEA store in the town is the world's first IKEA Museum. Head northeast 128km via Rte 23 and Rte 37 to 5 Vimmerby. Travelling family-style? Visit Astrid Lindgrens Värld, a theme park for rebels, kids, the young at heart and die-hard Pippi Longstocking fans. Head west out of town on Rte 40, travelling 61km to 6 Eksjö, one of Europe’s most delightful wooden towns. Its Gamla Stan (Old Town) is a pastel-painted kaleidoscope of over 50 culturally protected buildings (Kulturmärkning) spanning four centuries.
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Post-Industrial Landscapes of Norrköping

INDUSTRIAL DESIGN, TRENDY NIGHTLIFE

It's hard to imagine Norrköping (norr-sher-ping) as it would've been 20 years ago – a Peaky Blinders–era petri dish of industrial mayhem that was limping along well past its use-by date. Norrköping’s industrial identity began in the 17th century but took off in the late 19th century when textile mills and factories sprang up alongside the swift-flowing Motala ström. Seventy percent of Sweden’s textiles were once made here; the last mill shut shop in the 1970s.

Forward planning and Swedish design smarts stepped in and resurrected the city's defunct historical mills and canals into a hipsterised cavalcade of cultural hang-outs, loft-style apartments, trendy bars and restaurants, and tech and university hubs.
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Immerse yourself in this industrial playground by booking a room at Pronova Hotell, a well-equipped utilitarian hostel in the middle of the Industrilandskapet.

Explore the city's history at Arbetets Museum and  Norrköpings stadsmuseum, the former occupying a seven-sided building, that is a work of art in itself; when it was completed in 1917 it was dubbed the ‘flatiron’.

Wander the modernised block of warehouses and factory buildings at Kvarteret Knäppingsborg, taking a contemporary Swedish lunch at Kvarterskrogen Asken and espresso at OAS Roastery, an excellent Kalmar-based regional chain.

Spend the afternoon wandering the magnificent former factory landscape via its connected 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.

For lovers of industrial art and design, welcome to nirvana.
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BEST BARS & RESTAURANTS IN NORRKöPING

Ölstugan Tullen

A Gothenburg chain dedicated to quality Swedish beers; this former post office space is hip and happening.

Urbane Goat

Nordic- and Euro-influenced Asian small plates; bowls dominate at lunch. Wildly popular – reserve! €€

Enoteket

This artistic space packs in revellers for authentic pizza, veal cheeks with truffle salsiccia (Italian sausage) and a serious wine focus. €€

Lagerqvist

Perennially popular pub with a great summer garden courtyard and snug vaulted cellar. Well-prepared beef and seafood pairs nicely with the red-hued, bygone-era atmosphere. €€€



WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN SMåLAND

Hotell Västanå Slott

From 1590 palace to Sweden's first manor house hotel, history shines outside Gränna. €€€

Pescadores

Jönköping seafooder run by father and son; the perfect spot for seafood. €€

Bron

Wood-fired pizza, pasta, great burgers and more in a scenic riverside setting in Eksjö. €€









JÄMTLAND, THE BOTHNIAN COAST & LAPPLAND
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Northern Lights, Sámi culture and unspoiled nature


Long-distance hiking trails and lonely roads across mountainous wilderness, meandering reindeer, millennia-old Sámi culture, the Northern Lights and quirky towns await you in Sweden’s remote north.
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THE MAIN AREAS

ÖSTERSUND

Home of a legendary lake monster.

JOKKMOKK

Sámi culture; winter market.

KIRUNA

Mining town near Icehotel.

UMEÅ

Culture capital; coastal gateway.
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Surrounding one of Sweden’s largest lakes, Jämtland is a land of dense forests, lakes and villages, centred on the lively monster-spotting town of Östersund. Before Swedish colonists arrived in 1645, this was part of Norway, whose presence is still felt in the Jämtlanders’ strong regional identity. South and west of Östersund you’ll find some of Sweden’s most dramatic mountain scenery, complete with the skiing and mountain-biking hub of Åre and terrific hiking around Funäsdalen.

North of Jämtland lies Lappland – Europe’s last true wilderness. The ancestral land of the reindeer-herding Sámi is boundless forest, glacial rivers, Arctic tundra and rugged, bare mountains, where you’ll encounter their migrating herds and have the opportunity to delve deeper into their centuries-old way of life. Travelling in the far north lulls you into a meditative rhythm, whether you’re hiking beneath the midnight sun, or traversing Lappland’s winter wonderland by snowmobile, husky sled or ski beneath the eerie swirls of the aurora borealis.

Lappland and Jämtland are bordered by the east coast that stretches for 850km along the Gulf of Bothnia. It comprises likeable beachside towns, the metropolises of Umeå, Luleå and Sundsvall, and the dramatic cliffs of the Höga Kusten, where the fjord-indented land dissolves into scores of islands.

Perhaps this is where you’ll find the essence of coastal Sweden: amid fishing villages of the pine-clad archipelago, scented with the infamous  surströmming (fermented herring).





Find Your Way


Together, Jämtland, the Bothnian Coast and Lappland make up the wild, sparsely populated northern half of Sweden. We’ve picked the places that best capture its history, culture of the Sámi – Europe’s only indigenous people and natural beauty.
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Plan Your Time


Home to vast tracts of Europe’s unspoiled wilderness and one of the best places in the world to see the Northern Lights, Sweden’s north has much to offer outdoor adventurers.
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If You Only Do One Things

• If it’s wintertime, spend a couple of days staying in the one-of-a-kind Icehotel in Jukkasjärvi. Overnight in an ice room, surrounded by unique ice sculpture, eat local specialities off ice plates at the Icehotel Restaurant (pictured), partake in ice sculpting classes, and go husky sledding beneath the Northern Lights.

• Take a day to explore the village, visiting the Jukkasjärvi Kyrka with its colourful altarpiece, then spend time at Nutti Sámi Siida next to the church, learning about Sámi culture and perhaps going for a reindeer-drawn sleigh ride.

• Dine out on rustic, game-heavy fare at Jukkasjärvi Homestead.






Seven Days to Travel Around

• Spend two or three days in Abisko, taking the chairlift to the Aurora Sky Station to view the Northern Lights in winter and the midnight sun in summer. Do day hikes from STF Abisko Turiststation or tackle the first part of the long-distance Kungsleden, either on foot, skis or snowshoes.

• Head south to Jokkmokk to immerse yourself in Sámi culture at Ájtte Museum and join the bustle at the Jokkmokk Winter Market if you happen to visit in February.

• Back north in Kiruna, join a Stejk Kiruna City Tour, then visit the world’s largest iron mine.




If You Have More Time

• Ideally, you need weeks to explore northern Sweden. Hike the Kungsleden in its entirety, ascend Mt Kebnekaise or explore Padjelanta National Park.

• Spend a week driving the entire length of the Bothnian Coast, from Haparanda to Gävle, pausing to island-hop in Luleå, visit museums in Umeå and sample pungent surströmming on the island of Ulvön off the Höga Kusten.

• Take a boat tour in search of the lake monster in Östersund, then ride the Inlandsbanan all the way north to Gällivare (in summer), day-trip along the stupendous Vildmarksvägen or go skiing in Åre or Funasdälen in winter.



Seasonal highlights

The Northern Lights are best spotted from October to April, while in June and July you can hike beneath the midnight sun.

JANUARY

Kiruna Snow Festival draws artists from all over to carve elaborate shapes out of snow. Few daylight hours and temperatures at -40°C.

[image: ]

Max Folle/shutterstock ©

FEBRUARY

Jokkmokk's Sámi Winter Market welcomes visitors with market stalls and reindeer races. Temperatures around -40°C; terrific for aurora-spotting.
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APRIL

Days are getting longer, you can still stay in the Icehotel, and there's enough snow 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, so accommodation along hiking routes is packed. Mosquitoes are out in force.
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AUGUST

Late August and early September are quieter and cooler for hiking – ideal for hitting the Kungsleden and Padjelantaleden.
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DECEMBER

The seasonal Icehotel opens for business mid-December, and there's ample snow for dog-sledding, snowmobiling and skiing.
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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.


TOP TIP

One of the best ways to appreciate Östersund is to take the footbridge across to the adjacent island of Frösön and gaze back at the city, ideally around sunset. Come here in late spring and summer, plus the winter months; autumn is dead.
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A Step Back in Time

ÖSTERSUND'S BEST MUSEUM

Östersund’s main attraction is the two-part Jamtli museum (jamtli.com). Inside, the star attractions are the Överhogdal Tapestries, the oldest of their kind in Europe – woven from flax by Vikings in 1100CE and featuring animals, people, ships and dwellings. Another fascinating display is devoted to Storsjöodjuret (the lake monster), including taped interviews with those who claim they have seen it, monster-catching gear and a pickled monster embryo. The open-air section consists of a 19th-century village, where enthusiastic staff in period costume get you to take part in milking, baking and tree felling, and where you can explore the bakery, smithy, woodman’s cottage and 18th-century farm (complete with animals).

Creatures of Wilderness & Legend

MONSTERS AND MOOSE

Imagine…you’re sitting in the Badhusparken, the waterfront park next to Storsjön lake, when you notice a dark shadow rise out of the water. Ripples in the wake of a passing boat? An elk swimming? Or maybe it's the head of Storsjöodjuret – the monster that dwells somewhere in the dark waters of the 91m-deep lake.

Sightings of the only monster in Sweden 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 Rune Stone does, in fact, depict a serpent-like creature and in 1894 a hunt for the lake monster was organised by King 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 MS Thomée steamship, or purchase a cuddly Storsjöodjuret at the tourist office.

Alternatively, get up close and personal with the King of the Forest – or at least, some tame ones at Moose Garden (moosegarden.com), 16km southwest of Östersund. Learn all about them and feed them bananas.

Or swing by Hackås, 38km south of town on the second Thursday in July to watch a succession of naked male fiddlers do their thing in the frigid river waters in imitation of water sprites of legend as part of the Årets Näck competition.
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Echoes of the Past

RUNE STONES AND 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. Incongruously located near a co-op and some blocks of flats, Sweden’s 11th-century rune stone commemorates the 1050 arrival of Austmaður or ‘East Man’, the first Christian missionary on Frösön.

Five kilometres west of the bridge, the late 12th-century Frösö kyrka was originally built on a sacrificial site to the ancient gods (Æsir), as evidenced by the birch stump surrounded by animal bones, unearthed by archaeologists.

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 5000BCE.
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WHERE TO EAT OUT IN ÖSTERSUND

Peter Peltola, barista at Big Lake Coffee Roasters

Jazzköket

This is Östersund’s most creative dining, engaging with local producers.

Artus

Pairs selection of craft beers with pizza.

Bua

The city offshoot of Nästgards, a farm restaurant outside town.

Slaktarn

I'm a big fan of this ethical butcher’s, which sells homemade charcuterie and doubles as a wine bar.




BEST RESTAURANTS IN ÖSTERSUND

Jazzköket

Stormy bacchanal with live jazz on weekends, plus creative dishes with ingredients sourced from local producers, local craft beers and interesting wines. €€

Lilla Siam

Authentic Thai restaurant with a wallet-friendly lunch buffet and fiery curries and noodle dishes in the evenings. €

En Liten Röd

Classy, dress-for-dinner joint specialising in fondue with a choice of classic Swiss-style cheese, meat, seafood and creamy dark chocolate. €€

Tre Rum

Succinct menu making excellent use of northern Swedish lamb, beef and char, plus great-value weekday lunch specials. €€



WHERE TO STAY IN ÖSTERSUND

Hotel Emma

Individually styled rooms with touches such as armchairs and ceramic stoves. €€

Clarion Hotel Grand

Östersund’s most luxurious option; some rooms have marble hallways. €€€

Hotel Zäta Longstay

Super-central, well-equipped studios with kitchenettes and family-sized rooms. €


GETTING AROUND

Central Östersund is compact and very walkable, but you need your own wheels for outlying attractions.

The Östersund/Åre airport on Frösön island, 11km west of the town centre, is served by flights from Stockholm and Umeå.

Regular buses run to the airport from the bus station, as well as the daily bus 45 to Gällivare (11 hours) via Arvidsjaur (7¼ hours) and Jokkmokk (9½ hours). Bus 46 travels south to Mora (5¼ hours, two daily).

Between late June and late August, the scenic daily Inlandsbanan (inlandsbanan.se) train runs to Gällivare (14½ hours) via Dorotea, Storuman, Sorsele, Arvidsjaur and Jokkmokk, with another train heading south to Mora (five hours).

SJ (sj.se) departures include Stockholm (one daily, 4¾ hours) via Uppsala, and Åre (four to five daily, 1¼ hours).





Beyond Östersund
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Östersund is a springboard for excellent hiking and skiing at nearby mountain resort towns, and for exploring Lappland further north.



The nearby mountain town of Åre is Sweden’s largest and best ski resort that 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. South of Östersund, you can seek out millennia-old rock paintings on the desolate Flatruet plateau, bisected by Sweden’s highest road leading to Funäsdalen, an appealing ski resort with excellent hiking in warmer months. 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, Gävle and Hudiksvall welcome you to the Gulf of Bothnia.


TOP TIP

To ride the Inlandsbanan train, come between late June and late August. Ski season is from mid-December to April.
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HOTELS IN ÅRE

Book well in advance for ski season. In summer, some close.

Copperhill Mountain Lodge

Ski-in, ski-out lodge, spa and excellent restaurant. €€€

Hotel Åregården

Central with singles and doubles, suites with kitchens, spa and restaurants. €€

Åre Bed & Breakfast

Mountain-themed rooms with shared bathroom in residential area a 10-minute walk from village. €





Sweden's Outdoor Adventure Capital

SKIING, BIKING AND HIKING IN ÅRE

Beautifully situated in a mountain valley by the shores of Åresjön lake, the compact mountain village of Åre is Sweden’s most popular skiing resort, invaded by visitors during the December-to-May skiing season. The heart of the action is Mt Åreskutan, featuring 38 ski lifts and 100 pistes, giving skiers of all abilities ample opportunity to hit the powder.

In summer the slopes of Mt Åreskutan become an enormous playground dedicated to downhill biking. More than 30 trails span 40km of track, ranging from beginner to extreme (the trails are graded using the same system as ski slopes). Whether you’re here during the ski season or summer season, 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 riding the lovely 1910 Bergbanan funicular up to Hotel Fjällgården.

The adventure capital of Sweden, in July, Åre hosts the Åre Bike Festival and the hardcore Åre Extreme Challenge that has its competitors running, paddling and cycling for glory. Besides traditional sports, you can try your hand at dog-sledding and snowmobiling in winter and paragliding, white-water rafting and hill-carting in summer.

Funäsdalen's Outdoor Pursuits

HIKING, SKIING AND MORE

A mountain resort near Norway, spread out along a single road at the northern end of Funäsdalssjön lake, Funäsdalen (funasfjallen.se) is dominated by the Funäsdalsberget peak, accessed by cable car (funasdalenberghotell.se) in summer and during ski season (December to April). The mountainous surrounding area is popular with hikers, skiers, mountain bikers, via ferrata enthusiasts and other fresh-air fiends. Swing by the tourist office, aka the Härjedalens Fjällmuseum, dedicated to the South Sámi, to pick up their pocket hiking guide, featuring 30 'gem hikes' and nine 'culture walks' around Funäsdalen, ranging from two-hour rambles to demanding full-day treks. Standouts include the Ånnfjället peak (1301m; 10km return, five hours) ascent, and the 8km stroll around and near lake Tevsjön (three hours).


BEST HOTELS ALONG THE E45

Lilla Hotellet (Vilhelmina)

The 'little hotel with the big heart' features bright rooms, an Elvis room and good-value summer dinner buffets. €

Hotel Luspen AB (Storuman)

Homey hotel run by friendly Tobias; splurge on a superior room. Generous breakfasts. €

Sorsele River Hotel

Cosy jumping-off spot for exploring the surrounding wilderness, with buffet restaurant. Arrange fishing, dogsledding and snowmobiling here. €€

Grand Hotel Lapland (Gällivare)

Business hotel opposite the train station with airy, comfortable rooms, gym, pool and excellent steakhouse serving local game. €€€



WHERE TO EAT IN ÅRE

Vinbaren

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. €€



Rock Paintings & Desolate Drives

PETROGLYPHS AND LONELY ROADS

A bumpy, unnumbered road – Sweden’s highest – climbs for 19km from Funäsdalen through dwarf woodland and across bare rocky slopes to the village of Mittådalen. Beyond, the road crosses the desolate Flatruet plateau, home to hällmålningarna – exceptionally well-preserved, 4000-year-old rock paintings of moose and human figures. From the gate just east of Messlingen village, 11km east of Mittådalen, a 2km-long private road leads to Ruvallen parking, from where you can do the 8km-long signposted loop to the rock paintings, returning to Ruvallen via Evagraven, a dramatic canyon formed 10,000 years ago, when the ice melted.

North of Mittådalen, it’s a beautiful 22km descent from the Flatruet plateau to Ljungdalen, where you can join the narrow, serpentine 100km-long scenic Rte 535 that meanders through forest and past countless lakes to Åsarna.

Riding the Inlandsbanan

LAPPLAND'S SCENIC TRAIN

Every summer between late June and late August, the single-carriage Inlandsbanan train (inlandsbanan.se/en/timetables) chugs way north for some 700km into Lappland wilderness of dense spruce forest, shadowing the E45 (Inlandsvägen). Numerous stops along the way are worth your time.

First up, Strömsund (Ulriksfors station) is the starting point for the spectacular Vildmarksvägen (Wilderness Road). Next up, in Dorotea – Sweden’s bear capital – you may well spot a brown bear wandering into town at night. Swing by the hilltop Dorotea kyrka to see the mesmerising Last Supper sculpture with its life-size human figures.

Further north, Vilhelmina – the other entry point to the Vildmarksvägen – has been an meeting place for the Sámi for centuries. Risfjells Sameslöjd (sameslojd.se) is a good place to pick up leatherwork, woodwork or a knife by husband-and-wife artisan team Sven-Åke and Doris Risfjell. They are happy to explain the difference between North and South Sámi duodji (handicrafts; Risfjells are South Sámi) and show you vintage duodji in their small museum.

Appealing Storuman sits by a vast lake at the intersection of the E45 and the scenic Blåvägen (Blue Way; E12), that runs southeast–northwest from Umeå on the Bothnian Coast right through to Norway’s Atlantic coast via tiny Hemavan – the southernmost entry point to the Kungsleden. Check out the Luspholmen islands in the lake, reached by causeway, plus Sweden's largest wooden church.

The wild expanses of the Vindelfjällen Nature Reserve, accessed from Ammarnäs (a Kungsleden entry point), 88km northwest of riverside Sorsele, attract outdoors enthusiasts – hikers and fishers in summer and cross-country skiers in winter. Inside the Sorsele train-station building, the Inlandsbanemuseet tells the 100-year-old story of the 1289km Inlandsbanan railway. Further north, 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, home to the second-largest LKAB iron-ore mine in Sweden, where visitors may marvel at the mammoth-sized trucks labouring in its subterranean depths, or visit the open-pit Boliden Aitik copper and gold mine (boliden.com/operations/mines/boliden-aitik). As with Kiruna, the area’s sustaining industry is simultaneously threatening the town, so buildings are gradually being shifted to sturdier ground.


BEST RESTAURANTS IN GäVLE & SUNDSVALL

Church Street Saloon (Gävle)

Can-can dancing on the bar await at this Wild West–themed saloon, plus huge steaks, Tex-Mex and IPAs. €€

Naturaj (Sundsvall)

Open kitchen with G&T bar serving seasonal tasting menus conjured from local ingredients (including from the chefs’ farm). €€€

Sarahs (Gävle)

Short and sweet menu, including forest-foraged ingredients; standouts are whitefish roe with potato cake and deer with wild mushrooms. €€

Axum Habesha (Sundsvall)

Family-run Ethiopian restaurant injecting welcome spice into the dining scene. Highlights include misto lamb stew, injera and vegan options. €



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN FUNäSDALEN

Eriksgårdens Fjällhotell

State-of-the-art ski lodge with leather-clad lounge, spa and lofty-ceilinged restaurant. €€

Skoogs Krog

Self-contained apartments with restaurant serving creative menus and attached deli. €€

Skarvruets Högfjällshotell

Mountain hotel with chequered bedspreads, stags’ heads, log fire and local dishes. €€




DRIVING THE WILDERNESS ROAD

Sweden’s Vildmarksvägen (Wildnerness Road; Rte 342) is a 370km-long, eight- to 10-hour drive that loops towards the Norwegian border before doubling back to the E45, crossing the country’s most 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 vast, boulder-strewn, desolate  8 Stekkenjokk plateau, open to cars only from the start of June until 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, with Sámi kåtor and log cabins; peek inside the visingskåta (show hut) near the church. The fishers' paradise of 11 Saxnäs is 20km east – a small village with a spa resort, between lakes. Another 89km brings you to the Vildmarksvägen/E45 junction. If you get there early enough, grab a meal at 12 Martin Bergmans Fisk before driving 3km south to 13 Vilhelmina.
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A Stroll Around Stone City

SUNDSVALL'S SIGHTS

A timber town burned to the ground in 1888 after a spark set the town brewery alight, Sunsdvall is now distinguished from other coastal cities by its handsome stone architecture and strollable boulevards. Its main appeal lies in its pedestrian drag, Storgatan, its vast Storatorget square, which hosts exhibitions, and in Kulturmagasinet (sunsvall.se/kulturmagasinet) – a restoration of two old warehouses by the harbour. Inside, Sundsvall Museum has exhibits on the town’s history, natural world and geology, plus art. Climb the Gaffelbyn viewing tower on Norra Berget hill for city panoramas.




BEST PLACES TO STAY IN GäVLE & SUNDSVALL

Elite Hotel Knaust

Opulent 19th-century Sundsvall hotel with grand marble staircase. €€

Elite Grand Hotel

Sensitively updated art deco hotel with superb restaurant overlooking river Gävle. €€€

Lilla Hotellet

Intimate, eight-room Sundsvall hotel inside a historical building. Good breakfasts. €




GETTING AROUND

Åre is connected by train to Östersund (1¼ hours, six daily), Stockholm (seven hours, five daily) and Trondheim, Norway (2½ hours, two daily); change at Storlien (45 minutes, two daily). There are daily Härjedalingen (harjedalingen.se) buses between Funäsdalen and Stockholm (eight hours), Funäsdalen via Åsarna to Östersund (3½ hours), and Ljungdalen and Åsarna (1¾ hours). Transport to the bigger Lappland towns is limited to the summer Inlandsbanan train and the daily, year-round bus 45 (tabussen.nu/lanstrafiken) north from Östersund. The easiest and most flexible way to get around Lappland is with your own wheels, particularly if you want to reach small villages and out-of-the-way natural attractions. The E14 from Östersund links up the coastal E4 motorway in Sundsvall. Both Sundsvall and Gävle are on the high-speed trainline from Stockholm up the Bothnian Coast.





JOKKMOKK

[image: ]

Sitting between two pretty lakes in the forested Lilla Luleälven valley, just north of the Arctic Circle, compact Jokkmokk (meaning 'river bend' in Sámi) is Lappland’s undisputed capital of Sámi culture and the region’s biggest handicraft centre. Its Sammernas Folkhögskola is the only further-education college in the country that teaches reindeer husbandry, craft making and ecology in the Sámi language. A Sámi meeting place for centuries, Jokkmokk acquired a more permanent feel in the 17th century, with the establishment of a church, and its annual market in February attracting tens of thousands of Sámi and non-Sámi visitors. Jokkmokk’s charms include the definitive museum of Sámi culture, numerous handicraft shops, and its proximity to the Sarek, Padjelanta, Muddus and Stora Sjöfallet national parks that are part of the Laponia World Heritage Area. This makes it a great jumping-off point for outdoor adventure.


TOP TIP

If you have a particular interest in Sámi culture, time your visit to coincide with the first weekend in February in order to attend the Sámi Winter Market – the oldest and largest gathering of its kind. Book accommodation months in advance if you do!
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SIGHTS

1 Ájtte Museum

EATING

2 Sápmi Ren och Vilt

SHOPPING

3 ELD

4 Fjällriket

5 Jokkmokks Tenn

6 Sameslöjdstiftelsen Sámi Duodji

7 Stoorstålka

8 Winter Market
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Jokkmokk | Tommy Alven/shutterstock ©

Jokkmokk's Winter Market

STALLS AND SPECTACLE

On the first weekend in February, the 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; there’s good-natured jostling, shouts of encouragement, and spectators diving out of the way as the uncooperative reindeer refuse to stick to the ice track. In town, the blues, reds, greens and yellows of traditional sashes, mittens and hats stream between hundreds of stalls featuring the widest array of Sámi duodji (handicrafts) in the country, as Sámi traders network and old friends catch up.

The event has been going strong since 1605, when King Karl IX decreed that markets should be set up in Lappland to increase taxes, spread Christianity and exert greater control over the nomadic Sámi.

The Winter Market is preceded by the smaller Historical Market, with several days of folk music, plays, cinematography, photography exhibitions and food-tasting sessions.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN JOKKMOKK

Hotel Jokkmokk

Contemporary rooms overlooking lake Talvatis, plus superb lakeside sauna for icy winter dips, and Sámi kåta (log hut)style restaurant specialising in game dishes. €€

Hotel Akerlund

Appealing 1920s inn with modern singles and doubles, fireplace-heated lounge, sauna and basement restaurant serving moose stew and pulled-reindeer wraps. €€

STF Jokkmokk Vandrarhem

Family-run STF hostel in a cheerful old wooden house, comprising bunk rooms, compact private rooms, guest kitchen and sauna. Breakfast extra. €



WHERE TO EAT IN JOKKMOKK

Restaurang Ájjte

Lunch-only museum restaurant with weekday buffet, plus suova (smoked, salted reindeer). €

Krog Local

Moose, Arctic char and cloudberry desserts; try the ‘tapas a la Jokkmokk’. €€

Thai Ga La Mair

Fiery curries and noodle stir-fries stand out at this popular, Thai place. €



Introduction to Sámi Culture

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 and a diagram explaining the uses and significance of various reindeer entrails. The traditional silver jewellery collection features heavy collars, popular again among Sámi women. Don’t miss the display on harnessing the rivers in Lappland for hydroelectric power and the consequences this has had for the Sámi.
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Ájtte Museum | Jaroslaw Pyrih/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Shopping for Sámi Duodji

SáMI CRAFTS

Around Jokkmokk, there are numerous quality Sámi craft outlets. Sameslöjdstiftelsen Sámi Duodji (sameslojdstiftelsen.com) specialises in authentic Sámi handicrafts of the highest quality: from reindeer-leather coffee bags and silver jewellery to bone-inlaid wood carvings and Sámi knives in reindeer-antler sheaths.

Stoorstålka (stoorstalka.com) sells Sámi-designed clothes, including colourful mittens, their designs unique to specific Lappland settlements.

ELD (eldbyjokkmokk.se) features handmade ceramics, glass design, candles, leather art, metalwork, Sámi leather coffee bags and speciality coffee, plus English-language books on Sámi cuisine.

At Jokkmokks Tenn (jokkmokkstenn.se) metalworks studio, you can watch Sámi artisans making silver and gold jewellery depicting centuries-old symbols, plus goblets, cups and vases out of pewter, silver and gold.

Fjällriket (sapmiproducts.com) is the place for wild-berry preserves, carved wooden kitchen utensils, Sámi flags, locally made piping shoes and reindeer-horn coffee measures.

A butcher’s run by a reindeer-herding family, Sápmi Ren och Vilt (sapmirenovilt.se) stocks dried reindeer meat and sausage, plus frozen game and Arctic berries. You can also meet the family’s reindeer herd outside town and dine on  suova (smoked, salted reindeer), gáhkko (Sámi flatbread) and coffee in a lávvu (tent).
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Sámi crafts | sameslojdstiftelsen.com ©
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Sámi bone knife-handle | sameslojdstiftelsen.com ©


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 give you the opportunity to stock up on more bladed, leather and edible goodies.




WILDERNESS RETREAT & WINTER ADVENTURES

Near the Pearl river rapids in the Lappland wilderness, Sámi-run Peace & Quiet Hotel (peaceandquiethotel.com) has suites inside individual glass domes, the design inspired by Sámi goahte (tents). The domes protect you from the elements while exposing you to the unearthly glow of the Northern Lights. There's a wealth of wintry adventures available: snowmobiling, interacting with reindeer herders, ice fishing, husky sledding, skiing and aurora photo safaris. Dine on Sámi ‘slow food’, like smoked reindeer meat and local trout. And for pampering there are hot tubs, massages and ice tubs at the spa.

For more husky sledding, Nature's Best-certified Jokkmokk Guiderna (jokkmokkguiderna.com) offers excellent dog-sledding tours, from half-day jaunts to multi-day treks.




GETTING AROUND

Jokkmokk is compact and walkable. Bus 45 connects Jokkmokk with Östersund (9¾ hours) via Arvidsjaur (2¼ hours). It also heads north to Gällivare (1½ hours). Bus 44 runs to Luleå (2¾ hours) via Gällivare. In summer, daily Inlandsbanan trains head south to Östersund (12 hours) via Arvidsjaur (3¾ hours) at 9.21am, and north to Gällivare (2¼ hours) at 7.57pm.





Beyond Jokkmokk
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Delve deeper into Sámi culture in and around Arjeplog and search for wildlife in some of Sweden’s remotest national parks.



Jokkmokk doesn’t have a monopoly on Sámi culture. Another superb museum, with the world’s biggest collection is found in Arjeplog, and you can overnight with a family of reindeer herders in Båtsuoj Sámi Camp not far from there. A two-hour drive from Jokkmokk, you can drive on icy lakes in fast cars or go snowmobiling beneath the Northern Lights in the winter action capital of Arvidsjaur. West of Jokkmokk, tiny Kvikkjokk is one of the gateways both to the Kungsleden and the Padjelantaleden – Lappland’s two long-distance hiking trails that traverse three national parks – Padjelanta, Sarek, Stora Sjöfallet – that are part of the Laponia World Heritage Area, recognised for its cultural and natural wealth.


TOP TIP

Don't forget the relatively short hiking season (June to September) and prepare properly when heading out into the pristine wilderness.
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Arvidsjaur's Winter Thrills

ICE DRIVING, SNOWMOBILING AND HUSKY SLEDDING

Arvidsjaur really comes into its own in winter. Between December and April, dozens of test drivers from different car companies (as well as regular petrolheads) descend on the town to stage their own version of Top Gear – putting BMWs, Audis and Porsches through their paces on special ice tracks marked on nearby frozen lakes. Snowmobiles whiz along the 600km or so of snowmobile tracks around the town, and teams of baying huskies carry passengers through the snow, while fresh-air fiends take to forest trails on snowshoes and cross-country skis. In summer, this is hiking, hunting and fishing country, and while Arvidsjaur is not the prettiest of Arctic towns, it's an excellent base for outdoor pursuits.

Based at Lapland Lodge, Snowmobile Adventures (laplandlodge.se) has four levels of trips – beginner, advanced, mountain safaris and extreme safaris. A two-hour starter tour costs 1090kr, while a six-hour pro-rider safari is 5090kr.

Also at Lapland Lodge, 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 in town.



Try your hand at mushing with Nymånen Dogsledding (nymanen.com), one of the largest Siberian-husky kennels in Lappland, certified ecofriendly by Nature's Best; outings start from two hours.

Linked by flights to Stockholm-Arlanda, Arvidsjaur has direct winter connections with Stuttgart, Frankfurt-Hahn, Munich and Hanover.

Arvidsjaur is also on the summer Inslandsbanan train line, with daily departures for Östersund (8¼ hours), Gällivare (5¾ hours) and Jokkmokk (3½ hours), plus year-round bus 45 to Östersund (7¼ hours) and Gällivare (3¾ hours) via Jokkmokk (2¼ hours).


BEST RESTAURANTS IN ARVIDSJAUR

Afrodite

Chicken souvlaki sits alongside reindeer and smoked-moose pizzas in this vaguely Mediterranean set-up with faux-marble busts. €€

Hans På Hörnet

Monday-to-Saturday lunch specials popular with locals; try palt (meat-filled dumpling) and blood palt (blood dumpling). €

Tant Sveas Café

Come to Aunt Svea’s for pancakes, salads, wallet-friendly lunches, bottomless coffee and freshly baked pastries. €

Teckans Vedugnspizza

Imaginative main-street pizza joint with some outlandish topping combos (curry, pineapple and bacon, anyone?). €



WHERE TO STAY IN ARVIDSJAUR

Lapland Lodge

Contemporary comforts meet antique accents at this comfortable lodge. €€

Lumi Guesthouse

Dark-wood hotel with pool, sauna and gym, popular with winter stunt drivers. €€

Hornavan Hotel

Snug, blond-wood singles, doubles and family rooms; local cultural tours. €




HIKING THE PADJELANTALEDEN

This 137km-long hiking trail traverses Sweden’s largest national park, Padjelanta. Catch a boat (battrafikikvikkjokk.se) from 1 Kvikkjokk to the trailhead. It’s a gentle ascent through forest and meadows to 2 Njunjes (12.6km, three hours). A steep, rocky scramble, followed by a descent to Luoppal lake gets you to 3 Tarrekaise (6.9km, two hours). It's a rugged forest and hill trail, complete with river fording, to 4 Såmmarlappa (12km, 3½ hours). A gradual ascent to 5 Darreluoppal (15.3km, 4½ hours) takes you from boggy meadows to rocky, treeless high country. After a valley ascent you'll arrive at the highest trail section, meandering past small lakes to 6 Duottar (10km, 2½ hours). River crossings, 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 vistas of Virihaure lake and Norway’s snowy peaks. Next is a woodland ascent, a bridge across the Miellädno torrent, a mountain-plateau climb and 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 plus a final ascent. Next are river crossings, bog and forest stretches. A bridge traversing the raging Vuojatädno river leads to 11 Akka (13.6km, 3½ hours). You'll reach the 12 Änonjalmme ferry pier via a flattish forest ramble. Take a boat to 13 Ritsem (1.5km, 30 minutes). Jokkmokk to Kvikkjokk buses run year-round, and Gällivare to Ritsem from June to September. Helicopters (fiskflyg.se) travel from Kvikkjokk or Ritsem. Boats (svenskaturistforeningen.se/boende/stf-ritsem/transporter) run between Änonjalme/Ahkka and Ritsem.
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Sámi Silver

SILVER MUSEUM IN ARJEPLOG

Some 85km northwest of Arvidsjaur, tiny Arjeplog (Árjepluovve in Sámi) sits on the Silvervägen (E95), surrounded by mountains, forest and nearly 9000 lakes. In January and February, when temperatures drop to -40°C, these lakes becoming a testing ground for ice drivers, but the town’s year-round attraction is the Silvermuseet, housed in the former nomad school.

It’s home to the most 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 the nearby lake Gaskavvre, Sámi medicinal-plant lore, and the history of the town and its silver-mining industry. Catch the engaging slideshow in the basement cinema, describing life in Arjeplog through its harsh seasons.

Catch bus 17 or 26 from Arvidsjaur (1¼ hours). Bus 104 runs between Arjeplog and Jäkkvikk (1¼ hours) for the Kungsleden.

Staying with Reindeer Herders

SáMI CAMP

Some 46km south from Arjeplog, deepen your understanding of forest Sámi life by visiting Båtsuoj Sámi Camp (en.batsuoj.se) near the village of Gasa, where Tom and Lotta Svensson practise their traditional livelihood full time. Watch the reindeer get lassoed and milked, sleep overnight on reindeer skins inside a kåta (Sámi log hut), learn about Sámi shamanic practices, eat grilled reindeer and sip coffee cooked over a wood fire. A car is the only way to reach the camp.


LAPONIA WORLD HERITAGE AREA

Established in 1996, 9409-sq-km Laponia comprises the mountains, forests and marshlands of four national parks – Padjelanta, Sarek, Stora Sjöfallet (accessible via the Kungsleden and the Padjelantaleden) and Muddus – and two nature reserves, Sjaunja and Stubba.

Unusually for a World Heritage Area, it’s recognised both for cultural and natural wealth. Laponia encompasses ancient reindeer-grazing grounds of both the mountain and the forest Sámi, who have settlements and herds of around 50,000 reindeer here. The Sámi still lead relatively traditional lives, following the reindeer during their seasonal migrations. The mountain Sámi winter in the forests, where there is lichen for their herds, and move into the mountains in summer, while their forest counterparts follow their herds through the forests year-round.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN ARJEPLOG

Hornavan Hotel

Lakeside hotel with views, hot tub and sauna, plus restaurant serving fusion cuisine. €€

Arjeplog Vilt & Kafé

Cafe specialising in Kaffetåren – Sámi coffee platters involving dried reindeer meat. €

Kraja Hotell

Catch-all hotel and campground with cabins on its own peninsula. €



KIRUNA
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Sitting on top of the world’s largest iron mine, Kiruna is a hodge-podge of fin-de-siecle wooden and stone houses, apartment buildings and the highest concentration of lodgings and restaurants in northwestern of Sweden. It’s also sinking, thanks to the mine that’s been its raison d’etre since the 1880s, when the first drilling coincided with the construction of the Malmbanan (iron-ore railway), built to carry the deposits to Narvik, Norway.

The Sámi were here long before the first Swedish pioneers set foot in what’s now Kiruna in the early 1600s, and Sámi culture aside, Kiruna makes an excellent base for exploring the surrounding wilderness, with the Kungsleden, Mt Kebnekaise, Torne Valley and 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.


TOP TIP

Visit Kiruna at its liveliest during the late-January Snöfestivalen – a festival of snow sculpting. Drawing snow and ice artists from all over, the festival also involves Sámi reindeer-sled racing and assorted competitions.




BEST HOTELS IN KIRUNA

Hotel Arctic Eden

Sámi-inspired design, spa, indoor pool, restaurant and certified handicrafts await you. €€

Camp Ripan

Sámi art-adorned chalets and camp- ground sit alongside Aurora Spa. €€

SPiS

Catch-all hotel-and-hostel complex with a communal kitchen, comfy, functional rooms, deli, bakery and restaurant. €€

Scandic Kiruna

Business-style hotel in new Kiruna, with plush rooms, Skybar and sauna with a view. €
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A Town on the Move

ENGROSSING CITY TOURS

Kiruna’s mine workers work 21 weeks per year, get paid a decent wage, and spend the rest of their time fishing, hunting and living in their wilderness cabins.

Yet Kiruna is on the verge of collapsing into the mine, hence the building of the new city 3km east of the present one.

Taking place in stages over 25 years, wooden buildings, including the Sámi kåta-like church, are being moved to the new town wholesale, while the handsome old stone buildings have to be demolished.

The new town centre is already shaping up, but not without major teething problems. Kiruna Storytelling (kirunalapland.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 and teepee.


MORE MINES

Engage in more subterranean exploration at Kiruna’s neighbour, Gällivare, where you'll find another immense iron-ore mine, as well as the open-pit copper and gold mine.



WHERE TO EAT IN KIRUNA

SPiS Mat och Dryk

Bakery, wallet-friendly breakfast and lunch buffets, plus multi-course dinner menus. €€

Arctic Thai & Grill

Thai curries, stir-fries and other welcome hits of spice, next door to Hotel Arctic Eden. €

Camp Ripan

Husmanskost (Swedish home cooking) lunches, seasonal and tasting menus. €€€



Go Below

KIRUNA'S SUBTERRANEAN DEPTHS

You wake up at 1.30am, disoriented. The ground is shaking. It’s an earthquake, you think. Except that it isn’t. The shaking happens the following night, at 1.30am on the dot. Hundreds of metres below Kiruna’s old city centre, dynamite is being detonated, taking advantage of the fact that only a handful of employees are present, rather than the 800 who work in the mine during the day. The giant slag heaps marking the above-ground part of the LKAB mine – responsible for producing 80% of the world’s iron ore – dominate the city. Each day, 68 wagons carrying 100,000 tonnes of iron ore head west to Narvik to be shipped around the world.

Departing daily from the tourist office, three-hour tours take you into the mine’s subterranean depths, with buses driving just a fraction of the 500km worth of roads beneath the ground. Some 310m below the ground (with the mining action happening 1545m below), you walk around the tunnels of the closed-off InfoMine, checking out mine paraphernalia and giant machinery, learning about the current methods of extraction, and how by 2045, LKAB intends to switch from the current coal-based method of producing iron pellets to a hydrogen-based, carbon-neutral method of extracting sponge-iron.
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Mining, Kiruna | Tommy Alven/shutterstock ©
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LKAB mining tour | Christian Kober 1/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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Dog-sledding, Kiruna | Watcharin S/shutterstock ©

Sámi Crafts & Outdoor Operators

HANDICRAFTS AND OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

Run by a handicraft collective, Ateljénord (ateljenord.com) sells ceramics, jewellery, exquisite axes and knives, plus other Sámi-inspired craft.

Carl Wenneberg (wennberg.com) specialises in knives with reindeer-antler sheathes, wooden scoops and cups inlaid with antler, leather accessories and Sámi silver jewellery.

Thornéus Renprodukter (thorneus.com) is a one-stop shop for Sámi delicacies such as smoked moose and reindeer, and coffee cheese, as well as reindeer skins and Sámi handicrafts.

Based in tiny Puoltsa, between Kiruna and Nikkaluokta, Ofelaš (ofelas.se) is a terrific, Nature's Best–certified Sámi outfitter that arranges trekking in the Arctic wilderness on Icelandic horses.

Kiruna Husky (kirunahusky.com) is a Kalixfors-based outfit (20 minutes from Kiruna), with young, energetic guides, 40 huskies, and half- and full-day dog-sledding outings.


I LIVE HERE: KIRUNA TIPS

[image: ]

Zebastian Bohman, guide with Stejk Kiruna City Tour, shares his recommendations on Kiruna's best places to eat, shop and check out the views.

Smash Burgers

There are two things we Kiruna people fear most: vegetables and not being full. Smash Burgers do really good beef patties and serve big portions.

Empes Gatukök

Excellent for the food (ample portions) and for meeting locals.

Luossavaara skiing mountain & west end of Biblioteksgatan

Great views of town and the LKAB mine.




GETTING AROUND

Kiruna is fairly spread out, especially as parts of the town are in the process of relocation, so choose between your own wheels or be prepared for plenty of walking.

Kiruna Airport has several daily flights from Stockholm; the airport bus meets flights.

Kiruna’s ‘temporary’ train station is an inconvenient distance from town, with few facilities. Daily trains run to Narvik (Norway) via Abisko, Luleå and Gällivare, with overnight services to Stockholm. If travelling to or from Kiruna in winter by train, allow an extra day for international flight connections, as trains are notoriously late.





Beyond Kiruna
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Kiruna’s surrounds include spectacular Arctic wilderness, accessed via the Kungsleden, the remarkable Icehotel, and Abisko’s clear nights and the Northern Lights.



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. Its microclimate also makes it one of the best places in the world to see the Northern Lights. A short drive west of Kiruna, you can hike to the base of Mt Kebnekaise – Sweden’s highest mountain – from tiny Nikkaluokta, or join the Kungsleden from there. Delve deeper into Sámi culture in the nearby village of Jukkasjärvi, stay in the one-of-a-kind Icehotel, built anew every winter, or drive the lonely road north through endless spruce forest to Karesuando and Pajala by the Finnish border, on the trail of a legendary preacher.


TOP TIP

Hiking season is June to late September. The seasonal Icehotel (as opposed to Icehotel 365) is open from mid-December to April.




WHY I LOVE KIRUNA

Anna Kaminski

There is nowhere else in Sweden where you get to experience such wide-open spaces as around Kiruna – along the Kungsleden, and the even quieter Padjelantaleden. I love the extremes: the freedom to hike beneath the midnight sun or go snow-shoeing beneath the glow of the aurora borealis. I also appreciate the diversity of Kiruna: its subterranean mine, its quirky community, plus the opportunities to delve into Sámi culture.



[image: ]

Hiking, Kebnekaise | Viktorishy/shutterstock ©
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Abisko National Park | Roberto Moiola/Getty Images ©

Abisko: Wilderness Gateway

HIKING, SKIING AND NORTHERN LIGHTS

Tiny Abisko (Ábeskovvu in Sámi) is the gateway to 75-sq-km Abisko National Park, spread out from the southern shore of scenic lake Torneträsk. It’s framed by the Lapporten, u-shaped hills serving as the gate to Lappland. Due to the unique ‘blue hole’ microclimate, Abisko has the driest climate in Sweden, with the most clear nights of any aurora-viewing destination.

The 450km-long Kungsleden aside, excellent hikes (or skiing outings) include the 8km jaunt to the Kårsa rapids, over the Ábeskoeatnu river and then along the left fork of the signposted Kårsavagge (Gorsavággi in Sámi) trail through birch and pine forest, and the great 14km, four-hour-return hike along the Paddus nature trail, past an STF reconstruction of a traditional Sámi camp. It leads to Báddosdievvá, a former Sámi sacrificial site with awesome views of Lapporten and lake Törnetrask.

Longer treks include the trip to the Gorsajökeln glacier, staying overnight at the STF hut at the heart of the Kårsavagge valley, west of Abisko (15km each way), and the 39km-long Rallarvägen (Navvy Rd) to Riksgränsen, running parallel to the railway line and used by railway construction workers in the early 20th century. A good side venture from Rallarvägen is the 10km return trip to the enormous boulders and impressive rock formations of Kärkevagge (Gearggevággi) valley from Låktatjåkka (short train/bus ride from Abisko). Trollsjön (Rissájáurre), the ‘Sulphur Lake’, is at the valley’s end.


MIDNIGHT SUN & THE NORTHERN LIGHTS

Across the motorway from the STF Turiststation, a chairlift (auroraskystation.se; see website for opening months) takes you up Mt Nuolja (1164m). In summer, you get wonderful views of the surrounding wilderness bathed in the pearlescent light of the midnight sun from the deck of the Panorama Café. In winter, visitors hope for the eerie spectacle of the Northern Lights. In one corner of the cafe, the Aurora Sky Station houses equipment that measures and listens to the aurora, with experts on hand to explain the significance of 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).



WHERE TO STAY IN ABISKO

Abisko.net Hostel & Huskies

Backpacker hostel with kitchens and sauna. Husky-sledding tours arranged. €

STF Abisko Turiststation

Popular 350-bed hotel-hostel with sauna, kitchens, supply shop and restaurant. €€

Abisko Mountain Lodge

Mountain lodge with stylish rooms and cabins, sauna and Brasserie Fjällköket. €€€

Trekking the Kungsleden

SWEDEN'S ICONIC LONG-DISTANCE HIKING TRAIL

The 500km-long Kungsleden (King’s Trail) is Sweden’s most important hiking and skiing route. Running from Abisko in the north to Hemavan in the south, it passes through traditional Sámi herding lands consisting of spectacular mountainous wilderness that includes Sweden’s highest mountain, Kebnekaise, forests, lakes and glacial rivers.

The route is split into five mostly easy or moderate sections. That said, you must come prepared. The Kungsleden is straightforward to access from its most popular entry points by train and bus.

Abisko to Kebnekaise (105km; six days)

The most popular section of the Kungsleden runs through the dense vegetation of Abisko National Park, mostly following the valley, with wooden boardwalks over the boggy sections and bridges over streams. The highest point along the trail is the Tjäkta Pass (1105m), with great views over the Tjäktavagge valley, and a potential side trek up Mt Kebnekaise.

Kebnekaise to Saltoluokta (51km; three days)

Backtracking to Singi, 14km west of Kebnekaise, this quieter section of the trail runs through deep valleys and beech forest, with splendid vistas of glaciers and mountains of Sarek National Park. Row yourself 1km across Teusajaure lake and then cross the bare plateau into Stora Sjöfallet National Park before descending steeply to Vakkotavare through beech forest. A bus connects Vakkotavare to the Kebnats quay, where an STF ferry crosses Langas lake to Saltoluokta Fjällstation.

Saltoluokta to Kvikkjokk (73km; four days)

From Saltoluokta, it’s a steep 18km climb to Sitojaure, where you cross a lake using the boat service run by the hut’s caretaker, followed by a boggy stretch with wooden walkways. At Aktse, by Laitaure lake, you are rewarded with expansive views of the bare mountainous terrain, before crossing the lake using the rowboats provided and passing through pine forest to reach Kvikkjokk.

Kvikkjokk to Ammarnäs (166km; eight days)

The wildest section of the park is recommended for experienced hikers only. Take the boat across Saggat lake from Kvikkjokk before walking to Tsielejåkk, from where it’s 55km to the next hut at Vuonatjviken. Then cross Riebnesjaure lake and another one from Hornavan to the village of Jäkkvikk. From Jäkkvikk it’s only 8km until the next hut, followed by another stop at the village of Adolfström. Cross Iraft lake before making for the cabins at Sjnjultje. Here you can take the direct 34km route to Ammarnäs or a 24km detour to Rävfallet, followed by 20km to Ammarnäs.

Ammarnäs to Hemavan (78km; four days)

Much of the southern section of the Kungsleden consists of a gentle ramble through beech forest and wetlands, and over low hills. There’s a steep 8km climb through beech forest between Ammarnäs and Aigert, but at the top you are rewarded with an impressive waterfall.

To reach Syter, cross the wetlands using the network of bridges, stopping at the hut by Tärnasjö lake for a spell in the sauna. The detour to Syter peak (1768m) from Syter hut is greatly recommended and the view on the way down to Hemavan, taking in Norway’s Okstindarnas glaciers, is particularly spectacular.


KUNGSLEDEN LODGINGS

Along the Kungsleden, you can camp, or stay in STF-run huts, lodges (swedishtouristassociation.com) and hostels.

Abisko to Kebnekaise Five huts: Abiskojaure (lakeside), Alesjaure (sauna and mountain-ridge views), Tjäkta (before Tjäkta Pass), Sälka and Singi; lodges at Abisko and Kebnekaise.

Kebnekaise to Saltaoluokta Lodge at Saltoluokta; four huts: Singi, Kaitumjaure, Teusajaure and Vakkotavare.

Saltaoluokta 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.



WHERE TO STAY IN AN STF MOUNTAIN LODGE

STF Kebnekaise Fjällstation

Large lodge by Mt Kebnekaise, with sauna, superb restaurant and characterful rooms. €

STF Kvikkjokk Fjällstation

Lodge by a roaring river, with sauna, restaurant and equipment rental. €

STF Saltoluokta Fjällstation

Popular mountain station arranging wilderness tours accessible by boat or ski. €

Laestadius & the Temperance Movement

ON THE PREACHER'S TRAIL

It’s 1826. A young, fiery preacher by the name of Lars Levi Laestadius working in Sweden’s northernmost one-elk settlement of Karesuando (Gárasavvon in Sámi) meets Mary of Åsele, a Sámi woman, and his life, along with northern Scandinavia – is altered forever. Jäkkvik-born Laestradius had already worked closely with the Sámi in Kvikkjokk, where he witnessed the toll that alcoholism was taking on their lives. After setting up home with Mary and their 14 children in Laestadius Pörte, some 187km south in tiny riverside Pajala, in the beautiful Torne Valley, he dedicates his career to preaching abstinence from the demon drink (which doesn’t make him popular with workers paid in hard liquor). Laestradius spent the last 12 years of his life (1849–61) in Laestadius Pörtet, a simple cabin that’s now a museum of his life. The spartan home contains his personal effects and the guided tour sheds light on this charismatic man, whose anti-alcohol revivalist movement lived on well beyond his death.

In Karesuando, a Sámi reindeer-herder village of extremes (the midnight sun shines here from late May to mid-July, and in winter the temperature hits -50°C), you can also visit the Karesuando knife factory (karesuandokniven.com) to pick up Swedish-made blades with Sámi-made handles of reindeer hide, horn, bone and curly birch. Another excellent place to pick up handmade Sámi knives is the massively popular Pajala Fair (three days in early July).


JUKKASJäRVI’S SáMI CULTURE

A 10-minute walk from the Icehotel, outdoor Sámi museum Nutti Sámi Siida (nutti.se) has lávvu and goahti tents, njalla (storehouses on poles to keep food safe from wild animals) and other accoutrements of nomadic life. Hand-feed reindeer, buy duodji (handicrafts) and enjoy Sámi fare inside a giant teepee. In winter, this specialist in sustainable Sámi ecotourism arranges reindeer-sledding excursions, Northern Lights tours and multi-activity Lappland tours. Nearby Reindeer Lodge has forest cabins with sauna.

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, and in its centre hangs a shaman’s drum.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN KARESUANDO & PAJALA

Karesuando Camping

Karesuando’s only lodgings consist of tent pitches, cabins and Sámi-style kåtor. €

Hotel Lapland

Pajala’s best digs. Business-style rooms with bistro serving seasonal dishes. €€

Thai Dan Sai

Curries, stir-fries and lunchtime buffets add variety to Pajala’s dining scene. €




SUMMITING MT KEBNEKAISE VIA THE WEST TRAIL

With tremendous views of the surrounding peaks and glaciers, Mt Kebnekaise (2097m) – Sweden’s highest mountain – throws down a gauntlet to intrepid trekkers. It's accessed from the Kungsleden, or an easy 19km day hike from tiny Nikkaluokta, 66km west of Kiruna. Kallax Flyg (kallaxflyg.se) runs helicopters between Nikkaluokta and Kebnekaise in summer, while Fiskflyg (fiskflyg.se) has helicopters from Kvikkjokk and Ritsem; wilderness drops can be arranged. The trail starts at 1 STF Kebnekaise Fjällstation. Overnight here before and after the demanding 10- to 14-hour round trip. Take the gently ascending footpath through woodlands, with Kaipak hill (773m) to your right. After 1.5km, you’ll reach a 2 fork where the East Trail (Östra leden) takes a more direct route to the summit, requiring technical mountaineering skills to cross the Björlings glacier. Sticking to the longer West Trail (Västra leden), you'll reach the 3 Jökelbäcken stream shortly after the fork. If the meltwater is high, use the bridge 300m downstream, then rejoin the main trail. Exit the woods and enter 4 Kitteldalen Valley, 1.5km along, hemmed in by mountains on both sides. The trail steepens, reaching a  5 bridge over the Kittelbäcken river 1km later. Continue climbing across high-alpine, boulder-strewn terrain towards Vierranvárri (1700m); the steepest section is made easier by a stone staircase, built by Nepalese Sherpas. From the 6 Vierranvárri summit, descend 750m across exposed terrain into the 7 Kaffedalen Valley. Next is a stiff 1km climb (550m altitude gain) to the 8 old cabin. A further 750m ascent brings you to the signposted 9 new emergency shelter on the rocky plateau. It's a final steep push to  10 Kebnekaise’s south summit (2096m), just below the peak snowdrift. The north summit (2097m) is 710m away, with sheer drops on both sides.
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Treriksröset

WHERE THREE COUNTRIES MEET

Completionists seeking Sweden’s northernmost point – the spot where Sweden, Norway and Finland meet – can head for the marker post, 100km northwest of Karesuando. Cross the bridge from Karesuando to Finland’s Kaaresuvanto, and then northwest along the E8 to Kilpisjärvi (110km) or take the bus (matkahuolto.fi), then hike the 11km-long woodland trail to Goldjärvi lake, where a yellow concrete ‘bell’ marks the spot. To shorten your hike to 3km each way, board the MS Malla, which sails from Kilpisjärvi to Koltaluokta. Don't forget, Finland is one hour ahead.

Kingdom of Ice

ICONIC ICEHOTEL

Every November, there’s a flurry of activity by the Torne River in Jukkasjärvi. From a humble start in 1989 as a small igloo, originally built by Yngve Bergqvist to house an art gallery, the Icehotel has grown into a legendary snow-and-ice edifice that’s re-created anew every winter, its rooms filled with ice sculpture. Come mid-December, guests check into the Icehotel’s individually styled Art Suites for a memorably cold night’s sleep. In the ‘cold accommodation’ reception, there are heated bathrooms and sauna, connected to the Icehotel. You leave your possessions in your locker overnight and retire to your ice bed, topped with a thick mattress covered in reindeer hides. You’re provided with sleeping bags guaranteed to keep you warm despite the -5°C temperature inside the rooms (outside it can be as low as -40°C).

Come morning, you are revived with hot lingonberry juice, followed by a spell in the sauna. Many guests spend just one night in cold accommodation, and stay in contemporary satellite bungalows the rest of the time.

Winter adventures include snowmobile safaris, skiing, ice sculpting, ice fishing, dogsledding (you can even arrange a dog-sled pickup from the airport), Sámi culture tours and Northern Lights safaris, while summer activities comprise hiking, rafting, paddleboarding, canoeing, fishing and all-terrain-buggy tours. Even though the seasonal Icehotel melts in April, an icy stay is guaranteed year-round at the adjacent Icehotel 365 (whose rooms are open to visitors from 10am to 6pm daily).


BEST RESTAURANTS IN JUKKASJäRVI

Icehotel Restaurant

Beautifully presented local fare, from Arctic char to reindeer and ptarmigan. €€

Jukkasjärvi Homestead

Timber cabin good for fika or rustic, game-heavy fare by the fireplace. €

Icebar

Drink cocktails from ice glasses while sitting on ice chairs, beneath ice chandeliers. €€




GETTING AROUND

There are bus connections between Kiruna and Karesuando, Jukkasjärvi and Gällivare, plus Narvik (Norway) via Abisko. Länstrafiken Norrbotten (ltnbd.se) runs the buses in northern parts of Lappland, while Länstrafiken Västerbotten (tabussen.nu/lanstrafiken) does the same in southern parts of Lappland. Outside peak season bus services are practically nonexistent. The Inlandsbanan train runs in summer between Östersund and Gällivare.

Kiruna–Narvik trains stop at Abisko year-round. Inlandsbanan (res.inlandsbanan.se/en) trains stop at Storuman (for Hemavan), Sorsele, Arvidsjaur (for Arjeplog), Jokkmokk (for Kvikkjokk) and Gällivare (for Ritsem) in summer.





UMEÅ
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Named after the rapids of the Ume river (‘uma’ meaning ‘roar’), Umeå is a handsome riverside town with a youthful vibe to it, largely thanks to the presence of Norrland University. A couple of excellent museums showcasing Sámi culture, Europe’s greatest museum collection of vintage guitars and Sweden’s second-largest art gallery aside, there are numerous green spaces that add to the city’s appeal.

The dynamic dining scene is the most diverse in Norrland, with an excellent selection of restaurants and bars, and more opening every year. The European Capital of Culture in 2014 has a thriving cultural scene, and while Umeå is a mere 400km below the Arctic Circle, it’s simultaneously within easy reach of the capital, with multiple high-speed Bothniabanan trains dashing off to Stockholm daily. Overall, it’s an excellent overnighter on your way up to Lappland, as well as a destination in its own right.


TOP TIP

Umeå’s centre is compact and a pleasure to wander. To get further out, rent a bicycle, electric bicycle (cykelochmopedhandlaren.se), or an electric box bike (umea.se/ubike) if travelling with kids. You’ll need a car to get to Älgens Hus.
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Umeå | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Northern Capital of Culture

UMEå’S MUSEUMS AND GALLERIES

Umeå’s excellent museums include the engaging Västerbottens Museum (vbm.se), a 20-minute walk from the city centre, that traces the history of the province from prehistoric times to the Industrial Revolution.

Exhibitions comprise an impressive ski-through-the-ages collection starring the world’s oldest ski (around 5400 years old) and an exploration of Sámi rock art. In summertime, staff dressed in period costume demonstrate traditional homestead life at the Friluftsmuséet open-air village next door amid a ye olde church, smokehouse, windmill, 17th-century gatehouse and traditional Sámi dwellings.

Six-string and rock-music aficionados mustn’t miss Guitars: 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, a Star Guitar made for ABBA to mark the 40th anniversary of their Eurovision win, and a 1959 Les Paul Standard, identical to the one on which Keith Richards played the 'It's All Over Now' riff.
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Guitars: Museum | Joby Sessions/Future/Shutterstock ©
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Bildmuséet | mauritius images GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©



At the riverside Umeå Arts Campus, Bildmuséet (bildmuseet.umu.se) showcases contemporary international art, photography, architecture and design. For contemporary sculpture by eminent Swedish and international artists, take bus 1 to Umedalens Skulpturpark (umedalensskulptur.se).

A 70km detour west, Älgens Hus (algenshus.se) moose park is your chance to meet the (tame) King of the Forest. You can learn all about moose from the knowledgeable staff, and even try the ultra-rare moose cheese (6000kr per kilo!) at the small dairy.
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Älgens Hus | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WHERE TO STAY IN UMEå

U&Me Hotel

Lofty, central hotel with city panoramas from the beds and cafe breakfasts. €

Stora Hotelle

Plush fabrics and nautical themes dominate at this 1895 hotel. €€

YMCA Hostel & Hotel

Well-kept cheapie by the train station with spotless dorms, singles, doubles and triples. €


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN UMEå

Köksbaren

Light-filled, contemporary bistro puts sophisticated spins on seasonal local produce. Great wines by the glass.  €€

Två Fiskare

Serious fishmonger’s serving superb seafood dishes Monday to Saturday, from smoked prawns to classic fish and chips. €

Lottas Krog

Super-popular brick-and-dark-wood pub brewing its own beer and serving craft brews and superlative burgers and other gastropub fare. €€

Costas of Sweden Roastery & Brewbar

Superb speciality coffee shop strewn with coffee bags. Going strong since 2005. €





Beyond Umeå
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Umeå’s location halfway up the Bothnian Coast makes it an ideal springboard for exploring the Höga Kusten, Luleå’s archipelago and tranquil coastal towns.



South of Umeå, Höga Kusten – the most dramatic stretch of Sweden’s coastline – greets you with its cliffs, shimmering fjords, valleys and pebbled beaches, while out to sea, the land breaks up into pine-covered islands and islets, the most accessible and beautiful being Högbonden, Ulvön and Trysunda. Further south, the coastal town of Härnösand features wooden architecture from the 1730s that has survived 18th-century Russian incursions, while north of Umeå, the Unesco-listed wooden church towns in Skellefteå and Luleå are testimony to 18th-century religious fervour. Sundsvall and Luleå are both appealing, modern metro-polises, while Haparanda – at the northernmost end of the Bothnian Coast – is symbolic of Sweden’s close relations with Finland.


TOP TIP

Island-hopping in the Luleå archipelago and off the Höga Kusten is possible only in summer. Your own wheels are needed for the Kustvägen.
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Religious Fervour Sweeps the North

LULEå'S UNESCO-LISTED CHURCH TOWN

After the Swedish clergy broke with the Catholic church in the 16th century, Lutheran church attendance became compulsory in 1681.

Church towns were built to house Norrlanders who lived too far away to attend fiery sermons on a day trip. Of the 18 surviving church towns in Sweden, Unesco World Heritage–listed Gammelstad (lulea.se/gammelstad), 11km north of Luleå, is the largest.

The medieval heart of northern Sweden is centred on the 1492-built stone Nederluleå church, with an elaborately carved high altar and a baroque pulpit.

It’s surrounded by 420 wooden houses, with locals still living in them in summer; you can peek inside the visnings-stugan (‘show cottage’).


BEST RESTAURANTS IN LULEå

Hemmagastronomi

Harbourside restaurant serving seasonal menus comprising Kallix roe, reindeer, Arctic char and assorted shellfish, plus imaginative desserts. €€

Restaurang CG

Splurge on superb cuts of meat, exciting new wines and interesting tasting menus at this sleek bistro. €€

Cook’s Krog

Steak, grilled reindeer and other meaty dishes await the carnivorously inclined, along with tasting menus of Norrbotten specialities. €€

Restaurang Harnet

Mop up your tsebhi beef and kilowa lamb stews with injera at this Eritrean joint. €€



WHERE TO STAY IN LULEå

Clarion Sense

Modern hotel with charcoal-and-cream rooms, splashes of art, good gym and sauna. €€

SPiS Hotel Naran

Intimate hotel in central Luleå with guest lounge and bird-patterned wallpaper. €

Elite Luleå

Grand dame with classically decorated rooms marble-clad and bathrooms. €€



Island-Hopping in the Luleå Archipelago

FIND YOUR FAVOURITE ISLAND

Luleå’s archipelago comprises over 1700 pine-clad islands and skerries, most of them uninhabited and perfect for skinny-dipping, foraging and camping wild. The larger islands, home to red-and-white summer cottages, are accessible by boat (lulea.se/skargard) from Luleå from late June to mid-August, with a reduced service until mid-September. Bring all supplies with you.

The top five islands include Sandön, the largest permanently inhabited island, with an attractive beach in Klubbviken bay and a walking path across pine moors. The distinguishing feature of Junkön is its 16th-century windmill; fishers catch herring and whitefish here in summer. Rödkallen is a lighthouse-topped, barren, rocky island in the outer archipelago. There are wonderful views on the approach. Kluntarna is the all-in-one island, with holiday cottages, dense pine forest, protected seabird colonies and fishing villages. Brändöskär is bleakly beautiful, lashed by the wind and the waves in the outermost archipelago.

Exploring the Höga Kusten Archipelago

IDYLLIC ISLAND-HOPPING

Cross the spectacular Höga Kustenbron suspension bridge to Sweden’s most dramatic, fjord-indented coastline, stretching from Härnösand to Örnsköldsvik. Sheer rocky cliffs plunge straight down to the sea, while offshore lie dozens of tranquil islands, covered in spruce and pine forest. Island-hopping is a wonderful way to discover the Höga Kusten (High Coast). The largest island, Ulvön, is famous for its July regatta and noxious-smelling surströmming (fermented herring). Sample this culinary delight at UlvöByn Café & Bistro at Ulvöhamn, the island’s one-street village and port. A cycle path leads through the picturesque fishing settlement with traditional red-and-white wooden houses drowning in flowers in summer, and onwards to the 17th-century fishing village of Sandviken in the northern part of the island.

Circumnavigated in a couple of hours, and featuring a fishing village with a 17th-century wooden chapel clustered around a U-shaped bay, Trysunda has wonderfully secluded bathing spots. A 10-minute hop from the mainland, steep-sided, tiny Högbonden makes for excellent walking through its dramatic gorge. Stay behind at the lighthouse-cum-hostel when the day trippers leave, and go skinny dipping after a spell in the wood-burning sauna near the jetty.

MF Ulvön (mfulvon.se) connects Köpmanholmen with Ulvön year-round, via Trysunda. MS Kusttrafik (hkship.se) runs from Docksta to Ulvön between June and August. MS Högbonden (hkship.se) links Bönhamn to Högbonden from mid-May to early October.


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.





Tackling the Höga Kusten Leden

LONG-DISTANCE COASTAL TRAIL

Spanning the length of the Höga Kusten, the scenic 129km-long Höga Kusten Leden (hogakusten.com/en/highcoasttrail) is divided into 13 sections and takes five to seven days to hike. Accommodation in each section includes rustic cabins, campgrounds and B&Bs.

Section 1, Hornöberget to Lövvik (9.8km, five to six hours), starts at the north end of the Högakustenbron suspension bridge, with fantastic Ångermanälven river views, and then follows an old coastal road.

Section 2, Lövvik to Fjärdbotten (9.6km, five to six hours), is a plateau and forest hike with a stony coastal trail section; detour up Valkallen hill (240m) for 360-degree views of the coast and countryside.

On section 3, Fjärdbotten to Gavik (12.8km, five to six hours), you'll pass Hörsångs swimming beach, and pass over a plateau and through woodlands to reach Gavik inlet. Section 4, Gavik to Lappudden (11.5km, three hours), consists of country lanes leading past Rödklitten mountain to lake Vågsfjärden.

On section 5, Lappudden to Ullånger (15km, five to six hours), you'll pass lakes, villages and hills.

Section 6, Ullånger to Skoved (10.5km, four to five hours), includes the Gårdberget hill ascent; there's a mix of farmland and old coastal road. Section 7 is Skoved to Skuleberget (6.8km, two hours), a countryside and coastal hike through Docksta village/port. Take time to hike up Mt Skuleberget (286m) or take the chairlift (hogakusten.com/en/skulebergets-linbana), or tackle the via ferrata.


MORE ISLAND-HOPPING?

Further south along the Bothnian Coast, hundreds of islands and islets that make up the Höga Kusten archipelago offer more opportunities to seek out your idyllic island retreat.
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Hiking, Skuleskogens National Park | Sebw/Shutterstock ©

Section 8, Skuleberget to Entré Syd (9.7km, three to four hours), is a mix of country lanes and villages; detour to the spectacular Dalsjöfallet waterfall. Section 9, Skuleskogens Nationalpark (6.9km, five to six hours), is a demanding trek through ancient forest, past lakes and beaches, and the dramatic Slåttdalsskrevan Canyon. Section 10, Entré Nord to Köpmanholmen (7km, two hours), runs past harbours, villages and a sculpture park.

On section 11, Köpmanholmen to Sandlågan (12.7km, five to six hours), you'll encounter the spruce forest, lakes, 'witches' cauldrons' and mountain plateaus of Balesudden Nature Reserve.

Section 12, Sandlågan to Svedjeholmen (11.6km, three to four hours), takes you past Småtjärnarna lakes, Nyängets beach, an Iron Age fort and Vitsjömassivet mountain. Section 13, Svedjeholmen to Örnsköldsvik (4.7km, one to two hours), passes through the Hörnett suburb. There are lakeside campgrounds in Hörnsjön Nature Reserve.


SURSTRöMMING: A PUNGENT DELIGHT

Mention surströmming to a Swede and they either express considerable enthusiasm or screw up their face in disgust. In the 16th century, salting fish was expensive, so a small amount of salt was used on Ulvön to ferment Baltic herring instead. Today, surströmming is fermented in salt houses, using a weak saline solution. Over a few weeks, the tins expand under the pressure of the gases inside. Opening them requires utmost care, lest they explode and cover you in foul-smelling shrapnel.

Surströmming is eaten in special outdoor booths (you’d never get the stink out of indoor premises!) from the third Thursday in August until supplies dwindle a couple of weeks later. It’s typically accompanied by small, almond-shaped potatoes, sliced red onion and aquavit shots.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE HöGA KUSTEN ARCHIPELAGO

Ulvö Hotell

The island’s only hotel, with contemporary rooms and an 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. €









TOOLKIT

The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Sweden. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Sweden and get the most out of your trip.
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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.


TIP

For multiple bus, metro or tram journeys, avoid single tickets and get passes valid for 24 hours or longer.



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.

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.


DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right.
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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
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CURRENCY: KRONA (KR), ALSO KNOWN AS SEK

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.

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.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A 2-person stuga 
300–1000kr

A hostel dorm 
180–800kr

A midrange hotel 
800–1800kr
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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.
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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.





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.
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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.





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.

[image: ]

THOMAS COLLETT/SHUTERSTOCK ©

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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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.




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
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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.

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




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.





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.





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.

[image: ]

V. Belov/Shutterstock ©

[image: ]

MAKASANA PHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


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.



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 Sámi 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.



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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RESOURCES

swedishepa.se 
Swedish Environmental Protection Agency

ekoturism.org 
Promotes environmentally friendly tourism

naturskyddsforeningen.se 
Swedish Society for Nature Conservation





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.
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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.



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+.

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
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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.


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.



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.


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.




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.



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.


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.

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.
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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.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone Central European Time (GMT/UTC plus one hour)

Country Code 46

Emergency Number 112

Population 10.5 million
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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 writers delve deep into different aspects of Sweden life



A History of Sweden in 15 places

Sweden’s history and culture is proudly displayed in palaces, churches, museums and other heritage sites.

Meet the Swedish

Prepare yourself for long, awkward silences, no random chit-chatting with strangers, and intense eye contact.

Lola Akinmade Åkerström

The Sámi

The history, culture and present-day challenges facing the Sámi, Sweden’s indigenous reindeer herders.

Anna Kaminski

Inside the Icehotels

The story of the world’s first ice hotel, annually sculpted anew.

Anna Kaminski

Sustainable Sweden

Sweden is known for being an ecofriendly, sustainable nation. What does it get right?

Simon Richmond

Style Secrets

Why sleek, functional design creeps into every corner of Swedish style.

Maddy Savage
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A HISTORY OF SWEDEN IN
15 PLACES


Sweden’s history and culture is proudly displayed in palaces, churches, museums and other heritage sites across the country. There are many epic tales, political intrigues and memorable characters in the chapters of the nation’s journey from Viking stronghold, via major 17th-century European power, to modern-day, democratic welfare state.



HUMAN SETTLEMENT IN what is now Sweden began around 10,000 years ago, at the end of the last Ice Age. These people included the Sámi in the north, but the name Sweden comes from another of these tribes, the Svea of the Mälaren valley (west of Stockholm). By 600 CE, the Svea had gained supremacy, and their kingdom, Svea Rike, gave Sweden its name: Sverige.

The Svea built ships from which they sailed to plunder neighbouring countries. Known as Vikings these fearsome pagan warriors sailed as far as the coast of North America. Christianity began to take hold when King Olof Skötkonung (c 968–1020), was baptised. By 1160, King Erik Jedvarsson (Sweden’s patron saint, St Erik) had virtually destroyed the last remnants of paganism.

In 1397, Danish queen Margrete I united Sweden, Denmark and Norway under the Union of Kalmar. The union ended in 1521, and for the following 300 years Sweden waged a series of wars with Denmark and Russia for control over the Baltic. In the early 19th century, Sweden lost Finland to Russia, but gained Norway from Denmark, a union that was dissolved in 1905. Its days of empire over, Sweden remained neutral throughout both world wars, and today is known as one of the world’s most advanced welfare states.

1. Tanum Rock Carvings, Bohuslän Coast

PICTURES OF BRONZE AGE LIFE

Between 1800 BCE and 500 BCE, Bronze Age cultures blossomed across Scandinavia. From this period burial mounds, such as Kiviksgraven in Österlen, suggest that powerful chieftains controlled spiritual and temporal matters. Providing some insight into the lives of ordinary Bronze Age folk are the World Heritage–listed Tanum rock carvings (pictured) located around the modern town of Tanumshede on the Bohuslän Coast. At least 350 distinct groups of rock art comprising hundreds of individual carvings, depict scenes of ships, hunting and domestic life. At the time of carving, the sites would have been close to the water, as the sea was 15m higher.

2. Gamla Uppsala

ANCIENT ROYAL BURIAL MOUNDS

Among Sweden’s oldest national symbols are the royal mounds of Gamla Uppsala. In the past, these 6th-century-CE burial chambers were believed to be either those of Norse gods Thor, Odin and Freyr, or the equally mythical kings of the Yngling dynasty. Excavations in the 19th century proved they contain the bodies of ancient royals, including at least one woman. For many centuries until the Middle Ages, Gamla Uppsala was the location of the Thing of all Swedes. This governing assembly coincided with the great fair and religious celebration known as Dísablót, a tradition that endures to this day in Uppsala’s annual Disting market fair.

3. Sigtuna

FIRST SWEDISH TOWN

During the Viking Age (793–1066 CE) pagan Norsemen raided, colonised and traded throughout Europe and as far as North America and Asia. Swedish Vikings were more inclined towards trade than their Norwegian or Danish counterparts and remains of major Viking settlements are dotted around lake Mälaren, including Birka. Sigtuna, which lays claim to Sweden’s oldest high street, is said to have been founded by King Erik the Victorious around 980 CE. By the end of the Viking Age as many as seven churches had been erected. The first Swedish coins were struck in Sigtuna, which flourished as a commercial and political centre into the 13th century.
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4. Visby

HANSEATIC LEAGUE STRONGHOLD

Once a Viking stronghold, Unesco-listed Visby, the capital of Gotland, is the largest island in the Baltic. It was the Hanseatic League’s dominant port from the 12th to the 14th century. Its stone ramparts, and over 200 13th-century warehouses and merchants’ dwellings, make it the best-preserved medieval city in northern Europe. In 1361 around 1800 islanders died outside Visby’s walls in a battle with the army of Danish king Valdemar IV. Visby’s prominence as a trading and political centre ended in 1525 when it was stormed by an army from Lübeck and the northern parts were burnt.

5. Kalmar Slott

KEY TO THE KINGDOM

This medieval castle, which dates to the 12th century when it was built as a lone fortified tower, was known as ‘the key to the kingdom’ due to its strategic location near the border of Sweden and Denmark. It was in 1397 that the Kalmar Union between Sweden, Norway and Denmark was agreed. Queen Margrete I of Denmark was the mastermind of this pact, which unified the countries through a common monarch and common foreign policy, mainly to act as a counterweight to the German Hanseatic League. When Gustav Vasa became king of Sweden in 1523, the union was formally dissolved.

6. Stortorget, Stockholm

THE STOCKHOLM BLOODBATH

Early in the 16th century the Kalmar Union was faltering. Its death knell was sounded by the Stockholm Bloodbath of 1520. This public execution of over 80 people, including nobles and bishops, took place in Stortorget, the main square of Gamla Stan (at the time pretty much the extent of the city). The massacre swiftly followed the coronation of Christian II, a Dane, as Sweden’s king. Christian was attempting to secure his power against anti-union forces, but instead succeeded in making himself even more unpopular in Sweden (where he’s known as Christian the Tyrant) and speeding the rise of Gustav Vasa, whose father was killed in the bloodbath.



7. Domkyrka, Uppsala

HOME TO GUSTAV VASA’S GRAVE

Sweden’s king from 1523, Gustav Vasa was the first in a dynastic line that would rule the country until Queen Kristina in 1654. Like his contemporary Henry VIII, Vasa broke with the Catholic church, introducing the Protestant Reformation to Sweden. Through a 1544 parliament act he made the monarchy hereditary and by the time of his death in 1560 he had created a powerful, centralised nation state. Vasa is buried in this Uppsala cathedral alongside his three wives. The Domkyrka is also where King Erik IX, Sweden’s patron saint, is buried and where royal coronations were held until the 17th century.

8. Drottningholm Slott

BUILT BY QUEEN HEDVIG ELEONORA

The zenith and collapse of the Swedish empire happened quickly during the 17th century. In this era, when the kings were either away fighting wars or too young to rule fully, it was Queen Hedvig Eleonora who held the most power. Both son Karl XI and grandson Karl X Gustav were devoted to Hedvig Eleonora and took her counsel seriously. Hers was an age of intrigue, gossip and various sordid alliances, both personal and political. She loved the theatre, had a gambling habit and liked to party. She is perhaps best known for building Drottningholm Slott, employing the leading architects and artists of her time.

9. Kungliga Slottet

A NEW PALACE FOR STOCKHOLM

Even before the 1697 fire that destroyed the medieval Tre Kronor (Three Crowns) castle, plans for a new royal palace in Stockholm were underway. In 1690 Nicodemus Tessin the Younger was commissioned to modernise the northern portion of the palace. The fire required his plan to be extended to the entire complex. Tessin reckoned the new palace (pictured) would be built in six years, but it took almost 60 due to lack of money. In December 1754, King Adolf Fredrik and Queen Lovisa Ulrika moved in. The massive palace was also home to Sweden’s government, various ministries and the Royal Library.

10. Gripsholm Slott

THEATRE FOR THE THEATRE KING

Adolf Fredrek’s heir Gustav III came to the throne in 1771. Because of his love of the arts and performance he is known as the ‘Theatre King’. In 1781, Gustav III commissioned a theatre at his summer palace Gripsholm Slott; it is considered a masterpiece of neoclassical interior design. However, Gustav’s theatre habit proved his downfall. In March 1792, the king was shot while at a masked ball in Stockholm’s Royal Opera House, dying 13 days later. The assassination – the inspiration for Verdi’s opera Un Ballo in Maschera – was the result of a conspiracy hatched by nobles alarmed at the king’s autocratic ways.

11. Utvandrarnas Hus, Växijö

MUSEUM OF EMIGRATION

For much of the 19th century, Sweden was a poor and conservative country. This, coupled with a great famine (1867–69), led to mass emigration of Swedes to the US and Canada: by the 1930s some 1.3 million had crossed the Atlantic.

The story of those emigrants is told at this small museum where you can also learn about Vilhelm Moberg, author of The Emigrants quartet of novels. Moberg was born in Småland, known as ‘poor Sweden’, and so had great insight into the economic and cultural poverty that drove many he knew to the New World.
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12. Stadshuset, Stockholm

SYMBOL OF SWEDISH NATION

By the early 20th century, industrialisation was in full swing and Sweden was becoming increasingly urban. In 1905, Sweden finally stood on its own as the union with Norway, established in 1814, was dissolved. This was a time of nation-building and for creation of modern Swedish symbols, such as Stockholm’s city hall. The building’s grand Blue Hall and Golden Hall are the locations of the annual Nobel Prize banquet and ball – a televised occasion which is Sweden’s equivalent of the Oscars. The Nobel Prizes are named after the Swede Alfred Nobel, a 19th-century inventor and industrialist best known for creating dynamite.

13. IKEA Museum, Älmhult

POST-WWII DESIGN HIT

Sweden’s soft power ascendancy in the post- WWII world included the international success of local brands such as Electrolux and Volvo. However, nothing has had quite the same impact as Ingvar Kamprad’s decision to sell furniture in 1948. He opened his first showroom in the little town of Älmhult in 1953. Look around you now and you’ll probably see ‘something’ in your room that got there because Ingvar the entrepreneur had that vision. From that Älmhult store (now a museum, pictured) IKEA (pictured) grew into the world’s largest furniture retailer, a standard bearer for affordable Swedish design.

14. ABBA: The Museum, Stockholm

SWEDISH POP SENSATION

While IKEA was busy conquering the world with Billy bookcases, ABBA was doing the same with catchy Swedish pop. Formed in 1972 by Björn Ulvaeus, Benny Andersson, Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad, the group burst onto the international scene by winning 1974’s Eurovision contest with ‘Waterloo’.

Hit after hit followed in the 1970s, before their breakup in 1982. But ABBA never really went away and by the time this museum opened in Stockholm in 2013, they were icons and an inspiration to subsequent generations of Swedish music makers including Robyn and EDM masters Swedish House Mafia and Avicii.

15. Riksdagshuset, Stockholm

GRETA’S PROTESTS STARTED HERE

In 2018, a 15-year-old girl started skipping school on Fridays to stand outside Sweden’s parliament with her ‘skolstrejk för klimatet’ (school strike for climate) placard.

Greta Thunberg’s actions proved not only an inspiration to her contemporaries, who soon joined her in ever-increasing numbers for her Fridays for Future protests, but also to millions around the world similarly concerned about global warming.

In November 2022, Thunberg was among the 600-plus activists marching through the Swedish capital on the 223rd ‘school strike’ to submit a class-action in court against the state for insufficient climate action.







MEET THE SWEDISH


Prepare yourself for long stretches of awkward silence, no random chit-chatting with strangers, and intense eye contact. Lola Akinmade Åkerström introduces her people.



WELCOME TO THE most open society run by the most private people, I often say. While Swedes are polite, reserved, and give you tons of space to do whatever you want, truly befriending a Swede is akin to running a marathon unprepared. We reveal ourselves like onions and are fiercely private. But once you make your first Swedish friend, you have a loyal one for life.

Swedish fika is a revered tradition of breaking two to three times per day for coffee, often accompanied by pastries like cinnamon buns. So, if a Swede invites you for fika, accept immediately. They’re peeling off a layer of privacy.

To understand the inner workings of the Swedish psyche is to understand the concept of lagom. Often described as ‘not too little, not too much, just right’, this nuanced word essentially governs various aspects of society – from work and play, business and fashion, to sustainability and wellbeing.

Sweden has earned the in-house moniker, Landet Lagom (The Lagom Land). This ethos is rooted in subdued temperance. Popular folklore traces its origins to Vikings passing communal horns filled with mead and everyone sipping just enough. While Vikings are long gone, this team-player mindset, avoidance of inconveniencing others and attitude of mindfulness remains.

Which means getting a random Swede to engage in chit-chat is challenging.

We’re not fans of stating the obvious to fill lulls in conversation either. Beyond the creaking of subway tracks, riding around the tunnelbana is often noiseless. The same pattern is repeated at airport baggage claim, bus stops and anywhere Swedes are queuing.

Don’t misconstrue this quietness as indifference or apathy though. It’s most likely lagom at play, so don’t take it personally. The further north you travel, the less Swedes use actual words, replacing them with rapid air-sucking sounds to move conversations along. A way of historically conserving energy during frigid winters.

With roughly 10 million people, Sweden is quite multicultural with large Middle Eastern and East African communities. The last two decades brought a wave of immigrants now raising the next generation within blended cultures. One in every fourth Swede has a foreign background. Stockholm and feisty Malmö are the most diverse cities, while Gothenburg remains their laid-back sibling. Not known for flailing hands or exaggerated gestures while talking, Swedes communicate through prolonged eye contact. I often say that sitting in silence with a Swede can feel like sitting at a high-stakes card game. Focused attention doesn’t always mean personal interest. So, that Swedish stranger isn’t desperately in love with you.

But if you’re unsure, ask. Swedes are direct and will let you know in perfect English.

Who & How Many

Sweden’s integration problems are no secret and continue to be a challenge for the country, which was once largely homogeneous. Now one in every fourth Swede has a foreign background or at least one parent with immigrant roots, which accounts for 25% of the population.
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I’m Swedish, But it’s Complicated…

My relationship with Sweden is a complicated love story. Though I was born in Nigeria, I became a naturalised Swede through marriage and I’ve called Sweden home for over a decade. I speak the language and have perfected my air-sucking sounds. I’m one of roughly 200,000 Afroswedes in Sweden – people who migrated from Africa, or are born in Sweden to at least one African parent. The largest group of Africans are the Somali diaspora with roughly 70,000 people. Eritreans and Ethiopians make up the second- and third-largest groups.

Beyond relatively new immigrants, Sweden’s indigenous Sámi have lived here for thousands of years.

Since I’m raising the next generation of Swedes, I’ve dug deeper than most into fully understanding the soil I’m growing my legacy in. Whether it’s deconstructing lagom into 17-plus languages, writing about integration and equity for marginalised Swedes, or simply revelling in that quintessential silence while witnessing northern lights shimmer across Arctic skies.







THE SÁMI: 
FROM REINDEER HERDING TO MODERN CHALLENGES


The history, culture and present-day challenges facing the Sámi, Sweden’s indigenous reindeer herders. By Anna Kaminski
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THE ONLY INTERNATIONALLY recognised group of indigenous people in Scandinavia, the Sámi migrated here following the last Ice Age and have inhabited the far northern territory collectively known as Sápmi (extending from Norway’s Atlantic coast to the Kola Peninsula in Russia) for thousands of years.

A Sámi is someone who identifies as Sámi, who either knows the Sámi language or who has had at least one parent or grandparent who spoke Sámi as their mother tongue. The Sámi population of Sápmi numbers approximately 100,000, out of whom around 45,000 live in Norway, 27,000 or so in Sweden, slightly fewer in Finland and 2000 in Russia.

By the 17th century, the depletion of reindeer herds transformed the Sámi’s hunting economy into a nomadic herding economy. Until the 1700s, the Sámi lived in siida (village communities), migrating for their livelihoods within their own defined areas. Those areas were recognised and respected by the Swedish government until colonisation of Lappland began in earnest, and the Sámi found their traditional livelihoods threatened both by settlers and by the establishment of country borders.

In Sweden today, the stereotype of the nomadic reindeer herder has been replaced with the multifaceted reality of modern Sámi life. That said, 10% of the Sámi continue to practise traditional reindeer husbandry (using helicopters and snowmobiles), and their year traditionally has eight seasons, each tied to a period of reindeer herding.

Dálvi (January and February) is the hardest time of year, with reindeer herders having to help their herds find enough lichen to eat and protect them from predators. During Gidádálvve (springwinter; March and April), the snow melts and the herds migrate from forests to calving lands in the low mountains. Gidá (spring; April to late May) is when calves are born, and new leaves and grass provide additional reindeer fodder. As Gidágiesse (springsummer; May and June) warms up, herders help find more food for the mothers and their calves and spend time repairing goahti (tents) and building njalla (food storehouses).

During Giesse (summer; July), mountain Sámi follow their reindeer up the mountains to escape the high temperatures and biting insects, whereas forest Sámi herd their reindeer in forests year-round. At night, the reindeer are herded into corrals, and all the calves are marked. Tjaktjagiesse (autumnsummer; August) heralds preparations for winter: berrying, fishing, and gathering of willow and birch bark to treat the reindeer skins after the autumn slaughter, which takes place during Tjaktja (autumn; mid-September to mid-October), once the reindeer descend to the mountain foothills. Nothing is wasted: meat is salted, smoked and made into suovvas (cured reindeer meat) while antlers are used for handicrafts. During Tjaktjadálvve (autumnwinter; November and December), reindeer are divided into grazing groups and taken back to winter grazing grounds.

While the Swedish state supports Sámi efforts to preserve their unique reindeer-herding heritage, herding units (or sameby), may not engage in any economic activity other than reindeer herding. Also, a large chunk of land allocated to the herders for grazing is unsuitable for that purpose.

Tourism and mining continue to pose a threat to reindeer herding, along with the additional challenges of climate change and carbon-cutting industries such as wind turbines.

Sweden’s Sámi are represented by the Sámediggi (Sámi parliament), which oversees many aspects of Sámi life. While it acts in an advisory capacity to the Swedish government, the Sámediggi does not have the power to make decisions regarding land use, and while a 2022 law means that the Swedish government has a legal obligation to consult the Sámediggi on issues directly impacting the Sámi, it is yet to adequately protect the Sámi as an indigenous people with property rights.

 

TOURISM AND MINING CONTINUE TO POSE A THREAT TO HERDING, ALONG WITH THE ADDITIONAL CHALLENGES OF CLIMATE CHANGE




INSIDE THE ICEHOTELS




The story of the world’s first ice hotel, annually sculpted anew. By Anna Kaminski
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EACH WINTER, THOUSANDS of international visitors make the journey to the small Lappland village of Jukkasjärvi, 200km north of the Arctic Circle, to pay €450 to €750 per night for a cold night’s stay at the Icehotel.

From a humble start in 1989 as a small igloo, originally built by entrepreneur Yngve Bergqvist with the help of two Japanese ice artists to house an art gallery featuring ice sculptures, the world’s first hotel to be built of snow and ice has become an international phenomenon.

Building the Hotel

The building of the Icehotel starts around 6 to 7 November. Custom-made metal frames are sprayed with snice (snow-and-ice mix) from snow blowers, after which the snice is left in place for three days – this gives the ice tunnels time to harden. The metal frames are then pulled out.

Preparation for the construction of the following year’s Icehotel begins in mid-December, when sections of the Torne River ice are marked for future harvesting and kept clear of snow for the entirety of the winter season to keep it as unblemished and translucent as possible.

The ice harvesting takes place in March and April, after which around 1000 ice blocks (each measuring 2m long, 1m wide and 70cm to 85cm thick) are stored in the Icehotel warehouse/freezer.



When the time comes for artists to begin working on the rooms in late November, the Icehotel production team carve the ice blocks into the size required by each artist.

Designing the Ice Rooms

Each year, Swedish and international artists wanting to work on the Icehotel’s rooms use the open application system to send in their designs in mid-May.

They may work with ice, snow, or a mixture of the two, and have free rein design-wise. The only thing that they have to include is an ice bedframe to fit a mattress for a double bed.

At the end of May, a committee chooses the winning designs, taking into account whether the artist has experience with ice sculpting.

Each season, the Icehotel makes sure to have two artists – or two teams, since artists may work in pairs on a single room – who’ve never worked with ice before.

Once the Icehotel shell is in place, the artists arrive during the last week in November. They then work on the ice rooms for 15 days, seven days a week, with the assistance of six expert designers.

Staying at the Icehotel vs Icehotel 365

As of 2016, guests can stay in an ice room year-round at the Icehotel 365, which is inside a temperature-controlled warehouse, where the temperature is a constant -5°C, like in an igloo. Unlike the seasonal Icehotel, Icehotel 365 has deluxe suites with private heated bathrooms.

A couple of Icehotel 365 rooms are refreshed in May and October, and for the sake of efficiency – since they are redesigning the rooms while guests are staying in the other rooms – the Icehotel uses artists who’ve designed rooms for them before. Apart from the Art Suites, the seasonal Icehotel has 24 entry-level doubles, all with the same design; guests use the communal bathrooms and sauna in the ‘cold’ accommodation reception building, linked to the Icehotel via an ice corridor.

The formal opening date is 16 December, but some of the rooms are not completed until January. Then the Icehotel remains in place until mid-April or so, before it starts to melt.

The seasonal ice-and-snice structure aside, the Icehotel consists of two rows of heated bungalows, and a number of guests opt to stay in more wallet-friendly ‘warm’ accommodation instead of splurging on an ice room, and simply visit the icy chambers of Icehotel 365 on a day tour instead.

Luca Roncoroni, Creative Director at the Icehotel, has the following advice for first-time guests staying in an ice room: ‘Don’t wear too many layers: just one layer of merino wool will do, along with a hat and woolly socks. The sleeping bags are designed to reflect body heat, so if you’re wearing multiple layers, there’s no heat to reflect.’

‘THE SLEEPING BAGS ARE DESIGNED TO REFLECT BODY HEAT, SO IF YOU’RE WEARING LAYERS, THERE’S NO HEAT TO REFLECT.’

[image: ]

Building Icehotel | Mike Goldwater/Alamy Stock Photo ©






SUSTAINABLE SWEDEN


Sweden is known for being an ecofriendly, sustainable nation. What does it get right and how can it further improve? By Simon Richmond
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IN 2018, HUGO Olofsson and Olle Tejle, the owners of the Lidö Värdshus hotel and restaurant in the Stockholm archipelago, received a phone call. On the line was Finnish oil refining company Neste with an interesting proposal: would they be up for transforming their small island of Lidö into a place with net-zero CO2 emissions in one year?

‘It was a great idea,’ recalls Tejle, ‘but, we wondered, how were we going to do that?’

With support from Neste and Skärgårdsstiftelsen, the foundation that owns and manages around 12% of the land in the Stockholm archipelago, Olofsson and Tejle implemented 18 different solutions. These included using renewable diesel rather than fossil fuels for vehicles and ferry transport; installing solar panels to produce sustainable energy; introducing air-water heat pumps, LED lighting and energy-saving curtains; and swapping propane gas with biogas in their restaurant.

In addition, everything possible on the island was reused or recycled. A key bit of kit was a composting machine that could transform food and natural fibre waste into compost within 24 hours, which could then be spread on their organic vegetable patches. A year after the project kicked off in June



2019, there had been a 78% reduction in Lidö’s annual CO2 emissions – not quite the net-zero goal, but as Neste executive Carl Nyberg said, the project proved ‘we can change the world a lot quicker than we think’.

A Histroy of Conservation

The ‘Zero Island’ project hit global headlines, reinforcing Sweden’s image as a country where measures to protect the environment do work. Sweden was the first country in the world to pass an environmental protection act in 1967. Around 75% of the nation’s energy supply already comes from renewables. In Stockholm and other major Swedish cities, most buses run on biofuels, including compressed methane produced from city sewage and food wastes.

In Sweden, environmentally friendly practices, such as recycling and conservation, are the norm rather than the exception. Since the mid-1980s Swedes have paid a deposit on plastic bottles and cans, which is refunded when the containers are returned to a recycling station such as those located in supermarkets. Look along a typical Swedish high street and you’ll realise how common and popular secondhand shops are; even fast-fashion retailers such as Weekday and H&M are upping their game, with recycling and repair stations in their bigger stores.

Rising up out of former industrial land in Stockholm, the Royal Seaport (norradjurgardsstaden2030.se) is one of Europe’s largest urban development projects. The buildings are required to have green roofs, use renewable energy sources and provide usable green spaces. A stormwater strategy is in place as a safeguard against future climate-change threats such as increased flooding and drought.

The Plight of the Reindeer

However, Sweden’s environmental record is far from perfect. As Greta Thunberg (pictured), Sweden’s most famous climate activist, is fond of pointing out, ‘if everyone lived like we do in Sweden, we would need the resources of 4.2 planet Earths to sustain us’.

In Lappland and across the Swedish far north, various industries, including mining, forestry and wind power, have wreaked havoc on Sami homelands. The harnessing of rivers for hydroelectric power can have a massive (negative) impact on what has historically been Sami territory, whether by flooding reindeer feeding grounds or by diverting water and drying up river valleys. The building of complexes such as the massive Facebook data centre in Luleå and the transformation of the Esrange Space Centre outside Kiruna into a testing ground for Europe’s first reusable rocket have also disrupted reindeer herding.

Of particular concern is forestry. Following worldwide protests in 2020, state-owned logging company Sveaskog put on hold its plans to clear-cut the last remaining natural forests in Luokta-Mavas, a Sami reindeer-herding district. Research has shown that after 60 years of the type of sustainable forestry practiced by Sveaskog, 71% of lichen-rich lands, crucial for the survival of reindeer, have disappeared. Sveaskog was awarded the Swedish Greenwash Prize in 2020.

Sweden’s 2022 Change of Government

In July 2022, Sweden recorded its highest temperature since 1947. Even so, climate change wasn’t a major issue in that year’s general elections, when citizens voted in a right-wing government that is not as sustainability focused as previous administrations. The new government immediately abolished subsidies for electric cars and plug-in hybrids and caused an outcry by scrapping the Ministry of the Environment, making it part of the new Ministry for Climate and Business.

Most controversially, investment in renewable energy sources such as offshore wind power is being shifted to nuclear generation. The government is promising to invest 400 billion kronor in nuclear power, scrap rules on where reactors can be placed and how many there can be in Sweden at one time, and build new reactors at the Ringhals site, which had previously been shut down.

So far, there’s been no pushback on parliament’s decision in 2017 to have net-zero greenhouse gas emissions and 100% renewable energy by 2045. But for Thunberg and many other Swedes, the government is not moving fast enough. In November 2022, Thunberg’s was one of over 600 signatures on a lawsuit submitted in the Stockholm district court against the state for insufficient climate action. Sweden – and the world – will be keenly watching the outcome of that court case.






STYLE SECRETS 
SWEDEN’S PASSION FOR DESIGN


Why sleek, functional design creeps into every corner of Swedish style. By Maddy Savage
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A Swedish livingroom | Jonas Ingerstedt/Getty Images ©

VISUALISE A VELVET green sofa, scattered with creamy textured cushions and throws. It’s offset by a perfectly positioned wall-art gallery of black-and-white photos. Then there’s a warm glow from candles and a low-hanging bubble ball chandelier. Is this the latest style shoot from a high-end interiors magazine? No. It’s the first modestly priced studio apartment in Central Sweden that pops up during a scroll through Hemnet, Sweden’s largest property listings site. This speaks volumes about Swedes’ love affair with simple, stylish interiors.

There are a plethora of threads that tie together Swedes’ obsession with home aesthetics. For a start, the long, dark winters demand cosy indoor surroundings that contrast with the cold, bleak weather outside. The home is also a key focal point for socialising. Sweden hasn’t historically had a strong pub culture, and nights out remain expensive due to high taxes on alcohol. In cities, affordable apartments are compact, so practical yet stylish storage solutions are viewed as a necessity.

Like other Nordic countries, Sweden has a reputation for championing minimalistic designs with clean lines and pale tones. It developed its own twist on the functionalism movement that first emerged in Germany in the early 20th century, putting an onus on producing objects and buildings that were practical and purposeful, rather than focusing on ornate add-ons. Sweden also has a long tradition of making handicrafts from textiles and woods. This continued well into the 19th century, since the country industrialised later than other parts of Europe. Swedish design continues to embody strong artisanship and takes a lot of its inspiration from nature. There’s a big focus on woods like ash and beech, plus natural wools and leather. Neutral palettes are a staple, although in recent years there’s been a break away from pure white and a trend towards darker colours and broader experimentation.

With many products built to last, the country also has a thriving secondhand design scene. It’s common to see homes fusing contemporary solutions from Swedish flat-pack giant IKEA with postwar teak furniture purchased at thrift stores and markets called loppis. String, an iconic modular metal shelving system which first became popular in the 1950s, made a comeback as a brand in 2004 and continues to adorn walls across the land. Bruno Mathsson’s curvy wooden lounge chairs, first developed in the 1930s, are also coveted items. Bucking the minimalist trend, another designer to look out for is Josef Frank, an Austrian-born innovator famous for his bold printed textiles, lamps, crockery and wallpaper.

Sweden’s largely simplistic, restrained approach to design also bleeds into its contemporary fashion. Swedes – especially in larger cities – are as obsessive about their clothes as they are their home interiors. But fashion isn’t about jostling for attention with bright colours or flashy labels: step off the train in Gothenburg or Stockholm and you’ll immediately spot locals wearing a lot of black and other neutral colours. It’s all about appearing effortless and understated – even if that actually takes a lot of work. The strategy taps into a Nordic cultural code known as jantelagen, which discourages people from thinking or promoting the idea that they are better than anybody else – similar to what Australians dub ‘tall poppy syndrome’, or the British expression ‘don’t get too big for your boots’. Speaking of shoes, high heels went out of fashion long before the pandemic here, and boxfresh trainers have been a business-casual staple for over a decade.

For those with kronor to spare, there are shelves of high-end minimalism at stores such as Filippa K, Hope, Acne and Our Legacy, which cater to all genders. Arket – an offshoot of Sweden’s biggest high-street brand, H&M – has cornered the midrange market.

Given Sweden’s often harsh climate and a population that’s passionate about spending time in nature (a concept known as friluftsliv), there’s also a high demand for stylish outdoor clothing and accessories. Fjällraven – known globally for its iconic Känken backpack with a squirrel symbol – has been a household name in Sweden since the 1960s. More recently Stutterheim has made waves with its raincoats and boots.

Sustainability is also more than a buzzword. The country is home to brands like Houdini, which uses 100% renewable, recyclable or sustainable fabrics to make outerwear and sports clothing, and Nudie Jeans, which offers unlimited free repairs of its garments. Like the secondhand homeware market, Sweden’s circular fashion economy is thriving. Alongside loppis, trading takes place on platforms such as Tradera and Blocket.

 

SWEDES – ESPECIALLY IN LARGER CITIES – ARE AS OBSESSIVE ABOUT THEIR CLOTHES AS THEY ARE THEIR HOME INTERIORS
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Fjällräven Kånken backpack | Wilmer Santa Maria Aguilar/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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Winter brings its own pleasures, from the rasp of skis on trails to watching the Northern Lights overhead 
Anna Kaminski
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When it comes to cultural assets, Stockholm is scandalously rich. Take Gamla Stan. The city’s oldest district is the stuff of storybooks 
Anna Kaminski
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and Skansen, passing most attractions on
Djurgarden.
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FERRIES

City ferry services connect Gréna Lund Tivoli on Djurgarden
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; for these buy
your ticket on board.
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“\intact medieval city centre,
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Animportant fishing port in the
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exploring Osterlen. o

as the jewetin jts crown.
SN

7 BORNHOL

Asnen

Olofstrdm
Imaneln

Tvigig
SolVesbor

Anus

Handébukten

askemélla

Simrishamn

Mien

BLEKINGE

mn

Baltic
Sea

TRAN
Trains are efficient and link most of

_ the larger cities and towns in Skane

Skillinge e

Rann
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train connects Copenhagen in
Denmark with Malmé, Lund and
points further north. In the east,
the Osterlen line links Ystad and
Simrishamn.

riskrona

CAR

Driving makes exploration easy,
especially if you plan to head north
to the Kulla Peninsula, southeast
to Osterlen or northeast to the
Blekinge region. Major roads are
well maintained and clearly signed.

BICYCLE

Skéne and Blekinge are home to
Sweden's three national cycle routes:
the Kattegattleden, Sydostleden and

~_Sydkustleden. Together, they total 900km

“of clearly signed easy-to-moderate terrain
along the coastline, passing almost every
major tourist attraction. Cities and towns
are also very bike-friendly.
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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 (and its
sleek modern siblings) runs between Norrmalmstorg
and Skansen, passing most attractions on
Djurgarden.
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FERRIES

City ferry services connect Gréna Lund Tivoli on Djurgarden
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; for these buy
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REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.

Jamtland, the
Bothnian Coast &
Lappland

UNTAMED WILDERNESS, SAMI
CULTURE & COASTLINE

Covered in dense forest, bristling with
mountains and punctuated by lakes,
Europe's last true wilderness awaits
in Lappland, illuminated alternately
by the midnight sun and the aurora

borealis. Explore Sami ancestral lands

onfoot, or by husky sled, and find

Jémtland, the yourideal uninhabited island off the
Bothnian Coast Bothnian Coast.
Uppsala & Lappland
& Central Sweden

HISTORIC HEARTLAND
WITH IDYLLIC VILLAGES
Adistillation of all things Swedish,
Central Sweden is a melange of
culturally diverse cities, villages
where folk traditions reign supreme,
bucolic pastoral landscapes and Falu
red cottages. Add castles, mines and
Dalahast (carved wooden horses) to
the mix, and you have a wonderfully
eclectic region.

Gothenburg
& the Southwest

SWEDEN'S SECOND
CITY & RUGGED COAST

Flanked by an appealing island
archipelago, Gothenburg's bars, cafes,
superb museums, cutting-edge art
and theme-park thrills firmly underpin
the second city's importance. Beyond
Gothenburg, Bronze Age rock carvings,
Blue Flag beaches and uninhabited

Uppsala
& Central
Sweden

-~
Bohuslan Coast islets await, while the X

Dalsland Canal attracts boating and
kayaking enthusiasts.

Gothenburg &
the Southwest

Gotland &

the Southeast
Malmo & the South

MEDIEVAL MASTERPIECES,
BEACHES & MESMERISING CITIES

Gritty, multicultural Malmé challenges Nordic
stereotypes and beckons with architecture,
engineering marvels and proximity to
Copenhagen. Beyond Sweden’s third city,
Viking heritage, the erudite learning centre
of Lund, dramatic cliffs, sandy beaches,
medieval towns and baroque vestiges of
Sweden's former naval power sum up Skane

and Blekinge.

Malmo &
the South

Stockholm
& Around

STYLISH BEAUTY ON WATER

Aroyal palace and contemporary art,
world-class museums and galleries,
cobbled streets and designer threads
- Sweden'’s capital has it in spades.
Surrounded by water, with easy boat
escapes to forested islands, Stockholm
is visually attractive and culturally rich.
The icing on the cake is its dynamic
dining scene.

Stockholm
& Around

Gotland &
the Southeast

MEDIEVAL MARVELS,
ISLANDS & CRAGGY COASTLINE
Southeastern Sweden has imposing

castles, storybook villages and Iron Age
sites, coupled with cool retro museums,
glass-blowing villages, dense forests and
the childhood home of children’s author
Astrid Lindgren. Offshore, Gotland island
enthralls with rune-scattered landscapes,
medieval churches, sandy beaches and
awalled city.
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BUS
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