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the Royal Route near the Hjørundfjord.





From the dancing aurora borealis and dramatic Lofoten islands in the north to the majesty of the western fjords and imposing mountainous terrain throughout, Norway in its natural form needs no enhancement. As you sail down a fjord between steep cliffs with sea eagles swooping above your head, you’ll soon realize very little has changed since the time of the Vikings.


While many destinations build theme parks and other artificial attractions to draw in the crowds, Norway has never needed to do that. But the authorities are working to improve infrastructure, building new highways, tunnels, bridges, and lookout points to enhance the very best of what nature has to offer and make Norway easier to visit than ever before.


Norway’s cities are full of international influence, and you’ll find modern architecture alongside historical landmarks. Nowhere is this contrast more evident than Oslo, where the sparkling Oslo Opera House shares the waterfront with the medieval Akershus Fortress. Strike up a conversation (Norwegians speak great English) to discover the contemporary side of Scandinavia.


Norway strikes a magical balance between history, modernity, and natural beauty. There’s no need to embellish what is astounding unadorned.
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Vigeland Sculpture Park
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Oslo’s Opera House









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Geirangerfjord: The pick of Norway’s many spectacular fjords, Geiranger is renowned for its steep cliffs, tall slender waterfalls, and photo opportunities galore (click here).
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2 Scenic Railways: The Bergen Line (click here) soars over mountains while the Flåm Railway (pictured, click here) descends through a lush valley to a fjord’s edge, offering two of the world’s most spectacular rail trips.
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3 Preikestolen Cliff: The hike to this flat cubed cliff, which overlooks the glistening Lysefjord, is one of Norway’s most popular treks (click here).
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4 Atlantic Road: This captivating eight-kilometer (five-mile) stretch of highway skips over an archipelago of islets and skerries (click here).
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5 Art Nouveau Ålesund: The perfect base for a trip to the Geirangerfjord, Ålesund was rebuilt in the fanciful art nouveau style after a devastating fire in 1904 (click here).
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6 Røros: A living museum high in the mountains, this former copper-mining town remains vibrant, focusing today on sustainable local food (click here).
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7 Vigeland Sculpture Park: This park within a park features hundreds of stone, bronze, and wrought-iron sculptures, the life’s work of Gustav Vigeland (click here).
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8 The Lofoten Road Trip: This Arctic archipelago is home to diverse wildlife and picturesque fishing villages, surrounded by the most dramatic scenery that Norway has to offer (click here).
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9 Northern Lights: The chance to see the mystical aurora borealis dance across the sky draws visitors to the High North (click here).
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10 Hurtigruten Ferry: Running up and down the coast, the ferry serves a dual purpose as an informal cruise through stunning scenery and a vital service for tiny coastal communities (click here).







If You Have . . .


• ONE WEEK: Visit Oslo, Bergen, and the fjords in between. Taking the Oslo to Bergen railway (the Bergen Line) is the best way to make the most of your time.


• TWO WEEKS: Extend your time in the fjord region to include a road trip to Ålesund and a few nights around the Geirangerfjord and Trollstigen mountain pass. Alternatively, head to historic Trondheim.


• THREE WEEKS: Sail up the coast on the Hurtigruten ferry from Bergen, Ålesund, or Trondheim, and choose to stop at the stunning Lofoten islands, lively Tromsø, or Honningsvåg, from where the iconic North Cape is only a short bus ride away.





Planning Your Trip


Where to Go


Oslo


Norway’s capital has an expanding list of arts, culture, and music events. The rejuvenated waterfront features a mix of old and new architecture, including the striking Oslo Opera House. Surrounded by water and forest, Oslo offers more outdoor experiences than any other city of its size. In the summer there is awesome hiking, biking, and boating, while in the winter you are never more than 20 minutes from a cross-country skiing trail. Beyond Oslo, historic Fredrikstad and sporty Lillehammer are both worthy of a day trip.


Southern Norway


Thousands of cruise ship passengers flock to Stavanger for its street art and proximity to world-famous sights such as the Preikestolen cliff, yet the rest of southern Norway is left for locals to enjoy. While temperatures can never be guaranteed, Kristiansand is known as Norway’s summer city for good reason. The family-friendly Kristiansand Dyreparken and idyllic coastal villages make for a great alternative summer vacation, especially with children.


Bergen and the Fjords


The fjord region unfurls itself along Norway’s west coast and two of the biggest fjords, Hardangerfjord and Sognefjord, are within easy reach of Bergen. Norway’s second city, laid-back Bergen is the perfect base for a fjord safari, but take at least a couple of days to explore the city itself. Discover the city’s Hanseatic past and ride the Fløibanen Funicular railway to the top of Mount Fløyen to fully appreciate the spectacular natural setting. Art nouveau Ålesund is a great base for a trip to the world-famous Geirangerfjord.


Trondheim and Central Norway


Hemmed in by mountain ranges, the Atlantic coast, and the Swedish border, lush valleys cut through central Norway, providing an ever-changing landscape. Viking capital Trondheim is a popular cruise stop that has a lot to offer visitors, from the imposing Nidaros Cathedral to the interactive contemporary music museum Rockheim. The hair-raising Trollstigen mountain pass and the island-hopping Atlantic Road make once-in-a-lifetime road trips. Norway’s heartland is the perfect destination for outdoor enthusiasts, from fishing and kayaking in the rivers to hiking in the many national parks.
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Lofoten



The photogenic Lofoten archipelago shows Norway at its most dramatic. Surprisingly mild considering their location north of the Arctic Circle, the islands are known for their rugged mountains, sheltered bays, picturesque fishing villages, and even beaches. You could spend your entire vacation traveling across Lofoten by car or bicycle. The region is a nature lover’s dream. Moose, sea eagles, otters, and colorful puffins are commonplace.


Tromsø and the High North


The northern lights give the Norwegian Arctic a magnetic pull. Yet the High North has much more to offer in both summer and winter. Explore Sami culture, see prehistoric rock carvings at Alta, watch the midnight sun at the North Cape, or take a dogsled ride across fresh untouched snow.


Know Before You Go


When to Go


In search of the surprisingly warm Scandinavian summer, most travelers head to the Norwegian fjords June-August. High season for tourism, this is the busiest time but also with the most diverse range of accommodations. July is the Norwegian holiday month, and it can be difficult to find accommodations in rural areas during that time; however, bargains can often be scored in cities.


A vastly underrated time is the spring. February-April, there is snow on the ground but the polar nights are long gone. Days are bright if crisp, and it’s the best time for skiing. There are still possibilities for northern lights hunting, yet there are very few tourists. The spectacular Lofoten islands are at their most beautiful this time of year. The weather in May is usually pleasant, but be aware of the many public holidays, most notably Constitution Day on May 17, when services for tourists are limited.


September-November is the rainy season but also popular for northern lights hunting. The dreary months of November-January are best avoided. Although the streets are brightened by festive lights, services for travelers are limited during the Christmas and New Year period, and thick clouds often prevent a light show overhead.


Passports and Visas


Visitors entering the country are allowed to stay for up to 90 days.


Although Norway is not part of the European Union, it is a participant in the Schengen Agreement, which allows passport-free travel between member countries. If arriving from a fellow Schengen country (which includes most, but not all, EU members), there are no passport checks, but the 90-day period applies to the entire Schengen Area.


For citizens of the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, South Africa, New Zealand, and Australia and residents of the vast majority of European and Latin American countries, visas are not required to enter Norway at the time of writing.


Transportation


Most travelers arrive in Norway by plane, and almost all long-haul international flights into Norway arrive in Oslo. It’s also possible to fly to regional airports, including Bergen, Trondheim, and Stavanger, from European destinations such as London, Amsterdam, and Copenhagen.


Travel to Bergen and the fjords is best done by the remarkable train journey or a rental car, depending on how much time you have. Those heading to the Arctic need an additional plane journey and a rental car to make the most of the experience.




The Hurtigruten Coastal Cruise


Norway is increasing in popularity as a cruise destination. Consider a much more intimate home-grown cruising experience.


The fleet of 13 Hurtigruten ships travel the length of the Norwegian coastline from Bergen to Kirkenes by the Russian border. In a tradition stretching back to 1893, the ships call at big cities and tiny remote communities, delivering goods and providing a vital transport link to local residents.
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The Hurtigruten takes almost two weeks to travel from Bergen to Kirkenes and back.





Unlike luxury cruise liners, the Hurtigruten ships are working ships with basic yet comfortable facilities for travelers. There’s no black tie required for dinner. Passage can also be booked between any two points on the route, combining a mini-cruise with an excellent transportation option between cities such as Bergen, Ålesund, and Trondheim for those without a car.


Highlights of the full 13-day round-trip cruise from Bergen to Kirkenes include:


• An opportunity to see the northern lights (fall through spring) away from the light pollution of built-up areas.


• Local seasonal menus devised based on the ingredients picked up at ports along the route.


• A unique perspective on the dramatic Lofoten islands and parts of Arctic Norway that few other travelers get to see.


• Walking tours around the thriving cities of Bergen, Ålesund, Trondheim, and Tromsø, interspersed with relaxing sailings down the world-famous Geirangerfjord (summer only) and Trollfjord.


Get more information and tickets at www.hurtigruten.com.





A popular alternative is to explore Norway’s coastline either by rental car or by the Hurtigruten ferry, which sails almost the entire length of the country between Bergen and the Russian border. Either use the ship as a relaxing cruise with time to explore the major cities on foot, or as a ferry to move between some of Norway’s coastal highlights including Bergen, Ålesund, Trondheim, Lofoten, and Tromsø.



Best of Norway



The most efficient way to see the best of Norway is to combine the modern capital Oslo, historical trading port Bergen, and the western fjords into your itinerary—and you can see it all by rail and ferry.


Most travelers without their own transport follow the self-guided Norway in a Nutshell itineraries from Fjord Tours (see click here and click here for more information). Although these packages offer convenience and good value, they are often crowded during the high season and can feel rushed. Use the one-day pre-set itinerary as a base for your own plan, but extend the trip to take in extra sights along the way, spend more time in two of Norway’s most vibrant cities, and most importantly relax rather than rush through the fjords.


Day 1: Oslo


Spend the morning admiring the life’s work of Gustav Vigeland at the Vigeland Sculpture Park before museum hopping in the afternoon. The Bygdøy peninsula is home to the maritime-themed Viking Ship Museum, Fram Museum, and the Kon-Tiki Museum. Alternatively, check out Edvard Munch’s famous painting The Scream at the vast National Gallery downtown. Stay in one of the emerging budget hotel brands close to Oslo Central Station in preparation for an early start.
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Vigeland Sculpture Park in Oslo





Day 2: A Railway Enthusiast’s Dream


Take two of the world’s best-known railroad journeys in the same day. Travel on the Bergen Line from Oslo to Myrdal before taking the remarkable Flåm Railway, which twists and turns its way from mountain plateau to fjord level through the lush Flåm valley in less than one hour. Learn how the railroad was built at the Flåm village museum, before enjoying a delicious meal of local food and matching craft beer at the Viking-themed Flåmsbrygga brewpub, run by local craft brewery Ægir. Stay overnight in a cabin overlooking the fjord.


Day 3: Cruise the Nærøyfjord


Enjoy a light lunch from the on-board café on the two-hour cruise from Flåm to Gudvangen, which takes you past picturesque fjordside villages and along the UNESCO-listed Nærøyfjord. Return to Flåm on the same ferry, or save time and money and return on the bus. Rent a kayak for the afternoon for a much more intimate experience with the fjords, or take a hike along the railroad. Stay a second night in Flåm.


Day 4: Bergen


Take the fast ferry to Bergen to ride the length of the epic Sognefjord, one of the world’s longest and deepest fjords. Alternatively, return to Myrdal on the Flåm Railway to travel to Bergen along the remainder of the Bergen Line. Orient yourself with a ride up the Fløibanen Funicular. Enjoy the view with a snack or meal in the hilltop restaurant, or take a hike along one of the myriad marked trails. Stay the night in Bergen and enjoy an evening stroll along the historic Bryggen wharf.
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Bergen





Days 5-7: Optional Extras


Extend your journey by returning to Oslo and taking the Dovre Line railway to Trondheim. Watch out for mainland Europe’s only musk oxen in the Dovrefjell-Sunndalsfjella National Park. Explore the history of Norway, including an archaeological museum and the Crown Regalia at Nidaros Cathedral, before taking a stroll along the cobbled streets and sidewalk cafés of Trondheim’s Bakklandet neighborhood. Spend the night in Trondheim and return to Oslo via the morning train to Røros, which allows you four hours to enjoy lunch in a traditional setting and explore the unique former copper mining town.




Norway’s Famous Fjords


The Norwegian fjords were created thousands of years ago during the last Ice Age, when glaciers (which used to completely cover the country) cut deep valleys into the bedrock through abrasion. Most fjords are deeper than the adjacent sea.


The Norwegian word “fjord” actually has a wider meaning than in English and is used to refer to any long, narrow body of water. For example, the Oslofjord is simply a channel created by a geological rift, and it lacks the steep sides that characterize the famous fjords in the west.


Due to the excellent fishing opportunities combined with the protection from the storms of the Atlantic, many small farming communities grew up along the shorelines and at the innermost ends of the fjords. Although most of the cliffside farms are now abandoned, many small communities still survive and thrive along the water’s edge.


Norway’s most famous fjords include the Sognefjord, at 204 kilometers (127 miles) the world’s second longest, and the UNESCO-listed Geirangerfjord and Nærøyfjord. Hundreds of miles farther north, the mouth of the dramatic Trollfjord is only 100 meters (330 feet) wide, while its mountainsides reach more than 1,000 meters (over 3,500 feet) toward the sky.
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Geirangerfjord








Fjord Road Trip


Renting a car opens up a wealth of options to customize a fjord itinerary. Even in high season there will be times when you are all alone on the roads. Turn off the main routes and perhaps you’ll end up in a dense forest, or on top of a hill with an unspoiled view of a fjord all to yourself.


Outline a rough itinerary to be sure of good accommodation and restaurant options. Alternatively, tent up and take advantage of Norway’s excellent campsites and the freedom to roam laws that permit wild camping.


With two weeks and a rental car, I recommend taking in three of Norway’s most dynamic cities and several of the best known fjords, while leaving plenty of time for your own exploration. It’s important to note this itinerary includes a couple of roads that are only accessible May-October, depending on the weather. A winter road trip requires much more advance planning and should only be considered by experienced winter drivers.


Day 1: Oslo Airport to Lillehammer


150 KM (93 MI); 2 HOURS


Maximize your time on the road by renting a car from Oslo Airport Gardermoen and avoiding the high cost of driving in Norwegian cities by heading north, away from Oslo. A stop at Eidsvoll, site of the signing of Norway’s constitution, is a must for history buffs. Spend the afternoon in Lillehammer, where the Olympic Museum and open-air museum at Maihaugen offer a terrific introduction to Norwegian society and culture. Spend the night in one of the hotels overlooking the vast Lake Mjøsa.


Day 2: Drive to Åndalsnes


259 KM (161 MI); 4 HOURS


Carve your way through the heart of Norway and along the winding roads of the Rauma valley towards Åndalsnes. The visitor center at the Troll’s Wall (Trollveggen), Europe’s tallest vertical rock face, is worthy of a stop. The town itself is unremarkable, so stay in a comfortable cabin at one of the several campsites in the immediate area, and enjoy a relaxing evening walk along the Rauma river in the shadow of the jagged mountains.


Day 3: Geiranger via Trollstigen


95 KM (59 MI); 3 HOURS


Get to the Trollstigen mountain pass (May-Oct.) before 10am and you’ll beat the tour buses. Driving up the 11 hairpin bends is a memorable experience, as is the incredible view from the balconies that dangle over the mountain ridge. Continue on the National Tourist Route to Geiranger, allowing plenty of time for photo stops. The viewpoint at the 1,500-meter (5,000-foot) summit of Dalsnibba mountain (May-Oct., toll road) offers an outstanding bird’s-eye view of Geiranger.


Day 4: Geirangerfjord


21 KM (13 MI); 1.5 HOURS


After a quick visit to the modern Norwegian Fjord Center, pick up a packet of chocolate from Geiranger Sjokolade as a gift or to enjoy on the car ferry to Hellesylt. This one-hour cruise past the famous waterfalls and clifftop farms of the Geirangerfjord will leave a lasting impression. Dine and stay overnight in the peaceful village of Hellesylt, or a night at the spooky Hotel Union Øye is recommended for couples.


Day 5: Royal Fjord Route to Ålesund


120 KM (75 MI); 3.5 HOURS


Cross the underrated Hjørundfjord on a car ferry and follow in the footsteps of European royalty, who have traveled through this valley since the 19th century. Take a lunch in one of the many small villages along the route. Ørsta offers the most facilities and the option of an enjoyable waterside walk. Before arriving in Ålesund, take a detour through its suburbs up to the summit of Mount Aksla for one of Norway’s most spectacular urban viewpoints. An evening meal in the restaurant here is worth the cash.
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Ålesund






Day 6: Art Nouveau Ålesund



MINIMAL DRIVING IN AND AROUND ÅLESUND


A great choice to break up a Fjord Norway road trip is to spend the day exploring the rich art nouveau architecture of Ålesund. Whether you guide yourself or take a walking tour, the charm of the city is intoxicating. During the afternoon, explore the hiking trails and nature reserves of the neighboring Giske islands or meet the penguins at the saltwater Atlantic Sea Park. The city’s restaurants offer lunch and dinner options to suit all tastes and budgets.


Day 7: Balestrand


313 KM (195 MI); 6.5 HOURS


Make up a packed lunch from your hotel buffet or pick up some snacks from a supermarket for the lengthy drive south. Start your tour of the mighty Sognefjord in the peaceful village of Balestrand, perfect for exploring on foot. Treat yourself to dinner and a night in one of the historical rooms of the Kviknes Hotel and relax in one of the Sognefjord’s most picturesque locations.


Day 8: Blue Ice Hike on a Glacier


173 KM (107 MI); 3.5 HOURS


Drive to Gjerde for a close-up view of the Nigardsbreen glacier. Hike in the immediate area, or pre-book a guided blue ice hike for an unforgettable experience. Stay overnight at a nearby campsite, or head to Sogndal for more accommodation and dinner choices.
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the Flåm Railway
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fascinating shapes and colors of the Nigardsbreen glacier









Day 9: Sogndal to Flåm



105 KM (65 MI); 3 HOURS


Visit the magnificently preserved Borgund Stave Church and drive to Flåm via your choice of two of Norway’s most intriguing driving experiences. Negotiate the winding Snow Road (May-Sept.) over the Aurlandsfjellet mountains, or experience the unique lighting within the world’s longest road tunnel, the 24.5-kilometer (15.2-mile) Lærdal Tunnel. Stay overnight in Flåm and enjoy the range of local food and drink served at the village brewpub.


Day 10: A Day in Flåm


MINIMAL (IF ANY) DRIVING


This remote community may be tiny but it offers plenty of options to keep visitors occupied for a day. Choose between a kayak trip along the Aurlandsfjord, a cruise to the UNESCO-listed Nærøyfjord, or a return trip on the world-famous Flåm Railway. Alternatively, take it easy and stroll along the valley to the 17th-century church in the old village. Spend a second night relaxing in this peaceful location before hitting the roads again.


Day 11: Flåm to Bergen


167 KM (104 MI); 3 HOURS


Drive directly to Bergen and immerse yourself in the Hanseatic history of Norway’s second city. The Bryggen wharf and associated museum are a must-see. In the evening, familiarize yourself with the modern side of Bergen. Treat yourself to a feast of New Nordic cooking at one of the city’s outstanding restaurants, or take in a concert at one of the many gig venues.


Day 12: A Day in Bergen


MINIMAL (IF ANY) DRIVING


The outstanding Bergen Art Museum deserves at least a couple hours but could easily occupy the day if you have more than a passing interest in art history. The museum’s restaurants are great choices for a light lunch or indulgent dinner. If you didn’t catch a stave church on your travels, be sure to head out to a leafy suburb on the Bergen Light Rail to see the reconstructed Fantoft Stave Church.


To shorten this trip, leave your rental car at Bergen Airport (with prior agreement, for an additional fee) and return to Oslo by plane or the scenic Bergen Line railway.


Days 13-14: Oslo via Hardanger


463 KM (288 MI); 8 HOURS


Driving back to Oslo in a day is possible, but you’ll miss out on even more outstanding natural beauty. It’s best to allow two days for the return trip to take in the Hardangerfjord. Cross the fjord on the Hardanger Bridge, one of the world’s longest suspension bridges, and drive all the way down the sunny eastern edge of the narrow Sørfjord for an overnight stay in Odda. Alternatively, take in the spectacular Vøringsfossen waterfall as part of a night in Eidfjord.


Skirt the edge of the vast Hardangervidda National Park on Route 7 to return to Oslo. At Hønefoss, continue on the E16 southbound toward the city or eastbound toward the airport.



Best of Oslo



Twenty-first century Oslo is a city transformed. For decades, travelers would head straight for the mountains or the fjords, but today they linger in this cosmopolitan European capital with world-class architecture, art, and museums. Were it not for Norway’s stunning natural environment, three days in Oslo would satisfy most travelers. That’s because the city is intrinsically linked to nature, surrounded on all sides by forest and fjord. Spend an entire weekend break in Oslo or tag on this three-day itinerary to a longer tour and you will not leave disappointed.


Should the weather be good, consider replacing any of these choices with a day trip to Drøbak, a delightful fishing village on the Oslofjord, or to Fredrikstad to wander the streets of one of northern Europe’s best-preserved fortified districts.


To conserve your budget, make the most of your hotel’s breakfast buffet and plan to eat light for lunch. Many hotels offer the opportunity to compose a packed lunch from the breakfast buffet (for an additional charge), or just grab some fruit and snacks from a supermarket.


Day 1: Art and the Waterfront


A visit to the epic National Gallery affords the opportunity to see some of Edvard Munch’s most famous works with none of the crowds you might expect. Take a leisurely lunch in one of the excellent waterside restaurants on the Aker Brygge wharf, or grab a quick bite from a coffee shop and head instead to the Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art at the nearby Tjuvholmen development. In the afternoon, explore the buildings that inspired the castle in Disney’s Frozen at Akershus Fortress, before completing your tour of the waterfront with a stroll on the roof of Oslo Opera House. The nearby Oslo Central Station and Jernbanetorget square offer several options for dinner.
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Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art in Oslo
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Akershus Fortress in Oslo





Day 2: The Great Outdoors


Oslo’s excellent public transit brings forest and fjord within reach of all budgets. Take the metro to the Frognerseteren mountain lodge, where you can enjoy a slice of cake and a piping hot cup of cocoa before a walk through the forest to the world-class ski jump at Holmenkollen. On your way back to the city, stop off at Majorstuen and walk the short distance to take in the life’s work of Gustav Vigeland at the remarkable Vigeland Sculpture Park. For an informal dinner head to the busy streets of Grünerløkka, where most restaurants turn into lively nightspots as the time ticks by.


Day 3: The Museums of Bygdøy


The Bygdøy peninsula is home to some of the country’s best museums, clustered together amid the spacious homes of some of Oslo’s wealthiest residents. The Viking Ship Museum displays restored ships found in burial mounds along the Oslofjord, together with tools and other objects that reveal much about the daily lives of the Vikings. Continuing the maritime theme, the Kon-Tiki Museum tells the fascinating tale of Thor Heyerdahl’s Pacific expeditions through the original vessels and documentary films. Finally, watch actors bring an 18th-century farming community to life at the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History, a must-do during the summer. Splurge on dinner and drinks in the district of Frogner, which offers several high-end options.



Explore the Arctic



The dramatic mountains of Lofoten, the short days of winter and the endless summer nights, the aurora borealis dancing overhead, the vibrant colors and unique sounds of Sami culture, and the vast plains of tundra: Arctic Norway is a land of extremes.


Your best base to explore the Arctic is Tromsø, well connected to Oslo with several daily flights. Once you’ve exhausted options in the party capital of the north, choose to head west to explore the dramatic Lofoten islands or east through the Finnmark plains toward the North Cape.


Tromsø


DAY 1: NORWAY’S ARCTIC CAPITAL


The vibrant town of Tromsø is worthy of at least a full day before you set out into the Arctic wilderness. Cross the windswept city bridge for a closer look at the iconic Arctic Cathedral before taking the Tromsø Cable Car to the Storsteinen mountain summit for an unbeatable panorama of Tromsø’s mountainous setting. Once back in the city, a beer at the famous Rorbua (ask the locals why it’s famous) or Tromsø Jernbanestasjon, named after the city’s nonexistent railway station, is a must to sample some of the city’s well-known nightlife.
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cable car on the mountainside overlooking Tromsø
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view across the bay in Hammerfest








Option A: Lofoten


DAY 2: VESTERÅLEN


Start early and cross Senja, Norway’s second largest island, to the fishing village of Gryllefjord. Grab a light lunch of fresh shrimp while you wait for the car ferry (summer only) to Andenes at the northernmost tip of the Vesterålen archipelago. Follow the National Tourist Route south and overnight among the blue buildings of Sortland. Alternatively, extend your trip with an overnight stay in Andenes and join a whale-watching boat tour.




Family Fun


Children have a prominent place in Norwegian society and will be welcomed anywhere you travel, even on organized trips such as northern lights safaris and shorter glacier hikes.


Spacious campsite cabins provide great value family accommodations for road trips through the fjords, while the most family-friendly attractions are located in Oslo and around the southern coastline to Stavanger.


Some of Norway’s top attractions for children include:


• Norwegian Museum of Cultural History (Oslo): Children of all ages love exploring the historical farmstead brought to life with actors and animals.


• Tusenfryd (Oslo): Traditional roller coasters keep adults happy while children are well catered to at this family-friendly theme park just outside Oslo.


• Kristiansand Dyreparken (Kristian-sand): Norway’s biggest theme park includes an exotic zoo, water park, and plenty of unique accommodations within the park itself.


• Norwegian Petroleum Museum (Stavanger): Immediately outside the museum is the intriguing Geopark, an experimental children’s playground that tests new ways of recycling materials and unusual objects from the petroleum industry.
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Norwegian Petroleum Museum in Stavanger





• Leo's Lekeland: This chain of indoor play centers has branches in most major towns, including Oslo, Fredrikstad, Kristiansand, Stavanger, Bergen, Trondheim, and Tromsø. See www.leoslekeland.no for more information.





DAY 3: THE CAPITAL OF LOFOTEN


Discover the history of Norway’s iconic coastal ferry service at the Hurtigruten Museum in Stokmarknes, before taking the Melbu to Fiskebøl ferry onto the Lofoten islands. Grab a late lunch and wander the galleries of Svolvær, before admiring the ice sculptures over an evening drink in the Magic Ice bar.


DAYS 4-5: A DRIVE TO REMEMBER


Stock up on food for a picnic lunch before you leave Svolvær, as you won’t want to waste time searching for a restaurant. Head west through the Lofoten islands, allowing plenty of time for stops as the scenery becomes ever more dramatic. Linger around the stunning setting of Henningsvær, where you’ll find some of the islands’ most interesting artworks. The Lofotr Viking Museum and the living museum Nusfjord in a sheltered bay are other recommended stops. Stay overnight in a waterside timber cabin in Å or Reine, both stunning examples of traditional Lofoten fishing villages, before starting your return trip.



Option B: To the North Cape



DAY 2: ALTA


Enjoy the best of Tromsø (see Day 1) before making the six-hour drive to Alta. A visit to the UNESCO-listed rock carvings at the World Heritage Rock Art Centre is the undisputed highlight, but don’t miss the opportunity to learn about Sami culture and meet domesticated reindeer at the Boazo Sami Siida visitor center. There isn’t much to do in Alta itself, so take the opportunity to enjoy the midnight sun or grab an early night, getting ready for a long drive the next morning.
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the World Heritage Rock Art Centre in Alta





DAY 3: HAMMERFEST


Beware of reindeer on the rural roads leading up to Hammerfest and even in the city itself. Put on some walking shoes and explore the historical trails around the city, including the steep zigzag path that provides an outstanding view across the bay. The central district with its boardwalk has a modern feel to it, because the town was razed to the ground by retreating Nazi forces at the end of World War II. History buffs should allow a couple hours to fully appreciate the Museum of Reconstruction, which depicts the events and subsequent rebuilding of the town and community. Dine at one of the restaurants along Hammerfest’s modern boardwalk.


DAY 4: THE EXTREME NORTH


As you travel farther north the roads become narrower, the tunnels more intimidating, and the scenery more desolate. Take your time getting to Honningsvåg, a pleasant fishing community that vies with Hammerfest for the title of Europe’s northernmost town.


Catch an intimate performance of Our Northernmost Life from a local youth group before basing your decision of if and when to drive to the North Cape on the weather. Clouds often roll in across the famous plateau, disappointing hundreds of visitors hoping to see the midnight sun. A better-value alternative is to head to any hilltop across the region, where you’ll most likely be able to enjoy the midnight sun on your own. Although there are only a handful of restaurants, Honningsvåg will offer a better-value dinner than the overpriced visitor center at the North Cape.
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Oslo’s modern architecture
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Oslo City Hall by the waterfront.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S National Gallery: This impressive collection of artwork from across the ages rivals some of Europe’s greatest galleries. The Edvard Munch room is a particular highlight (click here).


S Oslo Opera House: The award-winning architecture of this striking structure slopes gently into the Oslofjord. Walk up to the roof and take in the views from the top (click here).
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S Vigeland Sculpture Park: Explore the life’s work of Gustav Vigeland at the center of Frogner Park. Many of the 200 sculptures take human form (click here).


S Bygdøy Museums: Oslo’s most interesting and unique cultural museums are gathered together on the Bygdøy peninsula. A day here is time well spent (click here).


S Holmenkollen Ski Arena: The views from the top of the ski jump at this world-class sporting arena are both breathtaking and stomach-churning (click here).


S Nordmarka: Packed with locals on weekends, the Nordmarka forest is the city’s premier destination for hiking and cross-country skiing, less than a 30-minute metro ride from downtown (click here).


S Mathallen Food Hall: Some of the best restaurants in Oslo are gathered together under one roof (click here).





Oslo is one of Europe’s fastest growing cities and offers a growing list of cultural attractions to tempt the fjord-bound traveler to spend some extra days in the city. The combination of historic buildings, functional commercial districts, comfortable accommodations, and modern architecture attracts a diverse range of travelers to Norway’s dynamic capital.


In recent years, Copenhagen and Stockholm have gotten into a very public battle for the rather meaningless marketing title “Capital of Scandinavia.” Approach this subject in Oslo and locals will roll their eyes, safe in the knowledge that their city has become the modern cultural heartbeat of Scandinavia. After years of lying in the doldrums with a frankly deserved reputation of expensive dullness, Oslo’s 21st-century renaissance has gathered pace in the blink of an eye.


First came the Aker Brygge fjord-side development of shops, restaurants, offices, and apartments replacing the unsightly Aker shipyard that greeted visitors arriving by sea. The motorway that further blighted the waterfront was ripped up and replaced with a network of tunnels. Oslo’s waterfront is now a pleasant car-free environment, and it’s set to improve even further.


With Oslo gaining in confidence as an emerging world city, attention turned to redevelopment of the east side. For several years since its opening in 2008, the sparkling white marble and glass Oslo Opera House stood alone as a symbol of the future, but development is finally underway on a new central library and Munch museum to complete the area’s revitalization.


Almost all international travelers bound for the fjords will touch down in Oslo, and finally the city has enough to demand attention and insist that all but the most nature-obsessed travelers should spend a day or two exploring the capital.


A city full of surprises to first-time visitors, Oslo is a much more cosmopolitan place than any other Norwegian city. One in three residents were born outside of Norway, so mosques, temples, and a vast array of food and shopping options fill the city’s streets.
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Many visitors are surprised at Oslo’s proximity to the great outdoors, offering more recreational opportunities than perhaps any other city of its size in the world. Despite a population of well under a million, the city is surrounded by water and forest, so in the summer there are awesome hiking, biking, and boating opportunities, while in the winter you are never more than a 20-minute metro ride from a cross-country ski trail.


Although it appears to be in the south of the country, Oslo is placed in the center of the region known as Eastern Norway thanks to the country’s unusual geography. The region stretches along the Swedish border from the mountains south of Trondheim to the mouth of the Oslofjord. An extended stay in Oslo puts you within easy reach of great cities such as historic Fredrikstad or sporty Lillehammer, both worthy of a day trip if you’ll be staying more than a couple days in Oslo.


HISTORY


Depending on your faith in ancient Norse sagas, King Harald Hardråde founded Oslo in 1049. There is evidence of earlier settlement, however, which puts Oslo at well over 1,000 years old. Either way, the original settlement stood at the foot of the Ekeberg hills to the east of today’s central district.


The city’s first golden age came way back in the Middle Ages. King Haakon V chose to live in Oslo at the beginning of the 14th century and build Akershus Fortress, two things that eventually led to the designation of Norway’s capital switching from Bergen to Oslo.


This age of prosperity didn’t last long. Like much of Europe, the city faced the horrors of the Black Death in 1349. A union with Denmark quickly followed, and the country remained in union with its Scandinavian neighbors (including Sweden at one point) until 1814. During this period, the development of Oslo slowed greatly and was largely overshadowed by the Hanseatic trading boom in Bergen.


In 1624 Oslo was destroyed by a three-day-long fire. King Christian IV declared that the old wooden city should not be rebuilt. Instead he built a new network of city streets behind Akershus Fortress. As was the king’s prerogative, he named the new city Christiana. The old city continued to grow in an unmanaged state around its original location, populated with lower-class citizens.


Shipbuilding eventually pulled Christiana out of the doldrums, and the city’s economy slowly began to stand on its own two feet. In the 19th century, Norway finally became an independent nation once again and formed a looser union with Sweden, and the city really took off. New institutions such as the University of Oslo and the National Gallery were opened, the city expanded along the Akerselva river and got its first railway. The Parliament building was constructed and the memory of Danish rule was slowly but surely wiped away. In 1877 the city name was changed to Kristiania, before the original Norwegian name of Oslo was restored in 1925.


Since the discovery of oil in the 1960s, Oslo, along with cities like Stavanger and Haugesund, has entered a boom era, attracting international investment and interest. But it wasn’t until the political decisions of the late 20th century to redevelop so much of the waterfront that Oslo started the transition to in-demand tourist destination.


A little bit of Oslo changed forever with the terror attacks of July 2011, when a far-right extremist killed a total of 77 people, mostly children, in the city center and on nearby Utøya island. Then Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg and the city’s people responded to the atrocities with love and hope, a display of emotion and solidarity that gripped the world. An enormous bed of roses lay in front of the cathedral for weeks, and at a rallying event in front of the city hall a few weeks later, Stoltenberg proclaimed that “hope will win.”


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Oslo offers something for you whether you have just an afternoon or an entire week. It would be remiss to visit Norway without spending at least a couple of days exploring the capital’s unique attractions.


To take in the city’s waterside attractions, visit the museums of Bygdøy, and explore at least some of the outdoor possibilities, allow three full days. Oslo is a surprisingly compact city and easy to explore on foot, but the excellent public transit system will speed things along if you’re on a tight schedule.


For those spending a longer time in Oslo, it’s worth considering some trips to nearby towns like Drøbak or Eidsvoll. A trip to Fredrikstad’s beautiful Old Town is a great way to spend a summer’s day, while Lillehammer is a must to rekindle memories of the 1994 Winter Olympic Games. Fredrikstad is just over an hour away by train or coach, and while Lillehammer is farther (more than two hours by car or train), it can be a comfortable day trip destination with some advance planning.


If your visit to Oslo is short, try to avoid Sunday and Monday. Almost all shops and some attractions are closed on Sunday, while many museums and galleries close on Monday. Opening hours are also restricted throughout the Norwegian holiday month of July.


Oslo Pass


If you stop by the modern Oslo Visitor Centre (Østbanehallen, Jernbanetorget, tel. 81 53 05 55, www.visitoslo.com, 9am-6pm daily), you will be offered the Oslo Pass. Available for 24, 48, or 72 hours, the pass gives you unlimited access on public transit; free parking in municipal car parks; free walking tours; entry to many museums, galleries, and attractions; and discounts in certain restaurants and stores. At 335kr (24 hours), 490kr (48 hours), or 620kr (72 hours), the pass isn’t cheap. Note that children under 16 and seniors over 67 pay approximately half the adult rate, while students under 30 can claim a 20 percent discount with identification.


Whether the investment is worthwhile comes down to your traveling style and simple math. It’s difficult to argue for the 24-hour pass unless you plan to rush around the city trying to cram as much as possible into one day. The 72-hour pass, however, is a different story. Consider the alternative: There is no equivalent public transit pass, so you would need to buy a seven-day pass for 240kr. Visiting just four of Oslo’s biggest attractions (National Gallery, Viking Ship Museum, the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History, and Holmenkollen Ski Museum) adds 435kr to your bill. At 620kr, the 72-hour pass can be a good value, especially if you visit even more places or take advantage of the discounts. Consider also the convenience factor of avoiding foreign currency transaction fees on your credit card or the accumulation of loose change.


The Oslo Pass can be bought at the Oslo Visitor Centre; Ruter public transit information centers at Jernbanetorget, Aker Brygge, or Oslo Airport; and from most museums and hotels. To obtain the child, senior, or student rate, you’ll need to buy your pass at the Oslo Visitor Centre or from a Ruter center. You can also pre-order online and collect your pass at Oslo Visitor Centre. All passes come with a booklet listing the benefits and discounts available at each attraction.


ORIENTATION


The city of Oslo covers an area so large that a lake high up in the hills actually marks its geographic center. The sprawling forest surrounding the city on three sides is fiercely loved by locals and just as much a part of the city as the paved streets below. The forest is split broadly into Nordmarka to the north and Østmarka to the east, both accessible by public transit.


You’ll spend most of your time in the compact downtown (sentrum) area. The few square miles of interest pivot around the main artery, Karl Johans gate. The mostly pedestrianized street slices straight through downtown Oslo, passing Oslo Cathedral, Parliament, and the National Theater on its way from Oslo Central Station to the Royal Palace. The city’s waterfront is split into two bays; Pipervika to the west is home to the City Hall, Akershus Fortress, and Aker Brygge, while Bjørvika to the east is home to the Oslo Opera House, the gleaming office blocks and upscale restaurants of Barcode, and the luxury residential development Sørenga.


A short ferry trip into the Oslofjord reaches popular recreational islands. The pick of these is Hovedøya, with a nature reserve, important historical monuments, open space, and sheltered beaches.


Oslo’s suburbs are divided by the Akerselva river. In simplistic terms, west of the river is more upmarket, with parks, expensive boutiques, and clean streets, while east of the river is more working class, with apartment blocks, cheaper shops and restaurants, and majority immigrant communities. Along the river itself is the hybrid Grünerløkka, a gentrified district full of boutiques, trendy cafés, and remarkable hairstyles.


Heading west, Frogner is an upper-class neighborhood great for shopping and home to most of the world’s ambassadors to Norway. The important transit interchange at Majorstuen is a short distance from the sprawling Frogner Park and Vigeland Sculpture Park. Walking from downtown to Majorstuen via the Royal Palace and Frogner is a pleasant experience and great if you like shopping, thanks to the exclusive Bogstadveien shopping precinct.


Further to west is the peninsula of Bygdøy, of interest to travelers for the museums, as well as its beaches and hiking trails, which are popular with locals.


Immediately east of downtown, the diverse districts of Grønland and Tøyen offer the cheapest places to eat and shop in town but are short on sights. Farther east, Oslo’s old town Gamlebyen doesn’t compare to the historical districts of Fredrikstad, Bergen, Trondheim, and Stavanger, so there’s no need to make a special journey.


Outside the central area, Oslo stretches for miles to the northeast and southeast with industrial and residential suburbs home to Oslo’s rapidly increasing population.


Sights


Much of what you’ll need to see in Oslo in located downtown, but don’t miss the museums of Bygdøy, and take at least one trip into the hills.


All major museums and galleries have English explanations, either on the exhibits themselves or via a brochure. Where an establishment offers guided tours they are usually in Norwegian, with English available only on Saturday or by prior arrangement, often at a hefty cost. If a guided tour is important to you, inquire in advance.


DOWNTOWN


Oslo’s compact center is packed with sights. You could pack in a day’s sightseeing and have seen some of the world’s most famous paintings and cultural experiences.
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National Museum


(Nasjonalmuseet)


The National Museum of Art, Architecture and Design (tel. 21 98 20 00, www.nasjonalmuseet.no) is spread over a few distinct venues. The National Gallery, Museum of Contemporary Art, and the National Museum of Architecture are all worthy of a visit, especially as a combined ticket for all of the venues is just 100kr. All of the venues are closed on Monday. There is free entry on Thursday with extended opening hours until 7pm.


A new National Museum between the City Hall and Aker Brygge, scheduled to open in 2020, will combine all the museums together for the first time. As that time draws near, some of the exhibitions are likely to be reduced in size as the museums get ready for a logistical nightmare, so do check the latest status in advance if you’re planning a special visit. The Museum of Decorative Arts and Design (Kunstindustrimuseet) (St. Olavs gate 1) is now closed pending the move.



S NATIONAL GALLERY



(Nasjonalgalleriet)


The city’s star attraction is the vast National Gallery (Universitetsgata 13, 11am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun., 100kr). You could easily spend an entire day exploring Norway’s largest public collection of paintings and sculptures, or just an hour if you want the highlights. Most visitors head straight for the Edvard Munch room, home to his most famous works, including Madonna and The Scream, which is located here rather than at the Munch museum itself. If this gallery was in London, Paris, or Rome there would be queues out of the door, but it’s quite normal to find yourself all alone in the Munch room with one of the world’s most famous artworks. Alone that is, apart from the security guard making sure you don’t sneak a photograph.
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statue outside the National Gallery





The gallery is organized into a labyrinth of small rooms, each one representing a specific time period and/or style, so the rest of the highlights are dispersed throughout the building. Although the collection consists of predominantly Norwegian art from the Romantic era and more modern works, there is an impressive collection of works from French impressionists including Paul Cézanne, Édouard Manet, and perhaps the movement’s most prolific practioner, Oscar-Claude Monet. Although each painting is captioned only with the title and artist, the theme of each room is described in detail in both Norwegian and English on a wall panel. This is well worth reading when first entering a room as it helps to set context.


Other must-sees include the self-portrait by Vincent van Gogh and the sumptuous French Salon, named for its original purpose of housing plaster copies of French sculptures. The French Salon’s marbled stucco walls and fleurs-de-lis decals are now home to the gallery’s cozy café. Opening times coincide with the gallery, although food is served only until 4pm.


NATIONAL MUSEUM OF ARCHITECTURE


(Nasjonalmuseet—Arkitektur)


The lesser known of the quartet of museums, yet my personal favorite, is the fabulous National Museum of Architecture (Bankplassen 3, 11am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun.). The building itself is a great example of modern architecture, let alone the exhibits it guards inside. Architect Sverre Fehn refurbished the former Norwegian Central Bank building and achieved the delicate balance of restoring the Regency glory while adding in modern elements such as the glass pavilion to the rear. A film inside shows the story of the refurbishment. The museum is well suited for those who like the technical details of architecture, as plans and models of classical and modernist Norwegian buildings are everywhere.


MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART


(Museet for samtidskunst)


Immediately adjacent to the National Museum of Architecture, the Museum of Contemporary Art (Bankplassen 4, 11am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun.) is home to thousands of artworks from 1945 to the present day. Photography and drawings are commonplace amid installations and digital media. A permanent exhibition from French-American Louise Bourgeois (1911-2010) showcases her famous sculptural installations known as cells, most notably Celle VIII.



S Oslo Opera House



(Operahuset)


With so much development going on at the waterfront Bjørvika neighborhood, you’ll need to follow the signs to find the quickest route to the Oslo Opera House (Kirsten Flagstads plass 1, tel. 21 42 21 21, www.operaen.no). The striking angular design, somewhere between a glacier, ski slope, and a ship coming in to dock, connects the city to its people in spectacular fashion. The roof rises out of the water, allowing visitors the ability to walk right up to the top. From the top you can clearly see across the city, from the Holmenkollen Ski Jump to the Oslofjord islands, and you also get a front-row view of the striking new vertical development of offices and restaurants named Barcode.
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Walking up to the roof of the Oslo Opera House is a must-do.





The Italian marble, white granite, and glass structure shimmers beautifully in the summer sun, imposing yet inviting. With such a memorable design and views across the city and the fjord, you’d be forgiven for forgetting you’re standing on top of an opera house. However, with free rooftop concerts held throughout the summer, you’re unlikely to make that mistake.


Norwegian architect firm Snøhetta scooped many accolades for the design, including the 2008 culture award at the World Architecture Festival in Barcelona and the 2009 European Union Prize for Contemporary Architecture (Mies van der Rohe award). The interior is covered in oak to bring warmth in contrast to the coolness of the white exterior. A small café and shop are inside. A short distance into the fjord is the floating steel and glass art installation called She Lies, constantly moving with the waves and catching the light in a similar way to the giant windows of the Opera House itself.


For further insights, a 50-minute guided tour (1pm Mon.-Fri., noon Sat., 100kr) gives you unique backstage access otherwise off-limits.


You don’t get much for free in Oslo, so take advantage of one attraction with free entry close by. The Norwegian Customs Museum (Norsk Tollmuseum) (Tollbugata 1a, tel. 22 34 68 76, 11am-3pm Mon.-Fri., free) is appropriately housed in the old Customs headquarters. Original uniforms and items dating back more than 350 years are on display, alongside exhibits documenting the history of imports and exports to and from Norway. You won’t need more than 20 minutes here.


Karl Johans gate and the Civic Center


Start your walking tour of Oslo’s downtown from the biggest transit interchange in the city. Buses, trams, and people trundle across Jernbanetorget square all day while the T-Bane rumbles every few minutes through the tunnel beneath your feet. The statue of the tiger on the city square is one of the city’s most photographed. At first glance one may wonder why Oslo is nicknamed the Tiger City (Tigerstaden), given the distinct lack of any orange-and-black striped animals roaming Scandinavia, yet statues of tigers appear all across the city.


The phenomenon actually comes from the 1870 poem Last Song (Sidste sang), in which the Swedish poet Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson described the dangerous city Oslo as a tiger fighting a horse representing the countryside. Hardly dangerous by world standings, but for a rural Norwegian the big city was seen as a ruthless place.


The Jernbanetorget square is useful to orient yourself by, with its tall tower marking the Ruter public transit information center, the start of Karl Johans gate (downtown’s main artery), and just around the corner the sleek modern lines of the Opera House.


OSLO CATHEDRAL


(Oslo Domkirke)


First consecrated in 1697 and previously known as Our Saviour’s Church, Oslo Cathedral (Karl Johans gate 11, 10am-4pm Mon.-Thurs., 4pm-6am Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun., free) is an active parish church for downtown Oslo and host of public events for the Royal Family and Government. After the Oslo and Utøya terror attacks of 2011, locals blanketed the streets outside with roses, notes, and candles right up to the tram tracks. Restored to its original baroque style, the interior includes the original pulpit, altar, and carved organ. Don’t miss the adjacent Neo-Romanesque bazaar halls, built during the 19th century as butcher shops but today home to cafés and restaurants.
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Oslo Cathedral





NORWEGIAN PARLIAMENT


(Stortinget)


Past the hustle and bustle of Karl Johans gate is the first of the impressive civic buildings built in the 19th century. The Norwegian Parliament (Karl Johans gate 22, tel. 23 31 30 50, www.stortinget.no) is the Oslo Parliament building. The main entrance on Løvebakken was designed to face up to the Royal Palace. Unlike in many parliaments in the world, Norway’s Plenary Chamber is located in the semicircular frontage with windows that open out onto the public square below.


Without getting elected to Parliament, the only way to get inside the building is on a tour. Free one-hour guided tours are held in English every Saturday morning at 11:30am on a first-come, first-served basis, with weekday tours added during July.


The tours look at the history of the building and politics in Norway and take you inside the Plenary Chamber, with plenty of good-natured humor about the Swedes and the Danes, of course. As the building is an active government building, it’s advisable to check the website or tourist information to confirm the tours are running on your specific day of interest. Bookings are not possible except for groups, so wait in line outside the rear entrance on Akersgata; as long there are not 30 people (the maximum allowable) in front of you, you’ll be fine. It’s best to leave bags in your hotel, as you can expect airport-style security.


ROYAL PALACE


(Det kongelige slott)


Spend some time relaxing in front of the Parliament building in Eidsvolls plass, an urban park home to fountains and numerous events throughout the year, including a charming Christmas market in December. This section of Karl Johans gate is often used for processions and other public events, most notably on Norway’s Constitution Day, May 17. The crowds fill the street as they approach the Royal Palace (Slottsplassen 1, tel. 22 04 87 00, www.kongehuset.no), the official residence of the Norwegian royal family. The palace is open to the public during the summer months but only on an official one-hour guided tour, on which you’ll see various state rooms, the banqueting hall, and the palace chapel. They run four times daily in English from mid-June to mid-August starting at noon; book in advance.
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The Royal Palace stands at the end of Karl Johans gate.





A popular free attraction is the changing of the guard that takes place every day at 1:30pm in front of a camera-laden horseshoe of curious tourists. Erected 1845-1849, the Guardhouse is believed to be the oldest building in Norway built in the Swiss style.


A helpful link between downtown and the shopping district of Bogstadveien, the romantic Palace Gardens (Slottsparken) are worth a stroll at any time of year. The ponds, statues, and open spaces of the park look especially peaceful covered in snow.


IBSEN MUSEUM


(Ibsenmuseet)


Just behind the palace you’ll find the Ibsen Museum (Henrik Ibsens gate 26, tel. 22 12 35 50, www.ibsenmuseet.no, 11am-6pm daily June-Aug., 11am-4pm daily Sept.-May, 100kr), dedicated to Norway’s most famous playwright. At the turn of the 21st century, the interior of his former home was lovingly restored to the original colors and furniture, allowing visitors a glimpse into his mind as he wrote his dramatic final works. Exhibits from Ibsen’s life can be viewed at any time, but the rooms of his home—the library, dining room, parlors, and study—are only available to view by joining a 30-minute guided tour. Available in English and Norwegian, the tours are held every hour on the hour up to one hour before closing. Book in advance to guarantee a spot, as groups are limited to 15.


To mark the importance of Ibsen’s work to the Norwegian language, the sidewalks from the Grand Hotel to the museum feature 69 steel quotations inscribed into the ground from some of his most loved characters.


Waterfront


Until the construction work around the Oslo Opera House is complete, Pipervika remains Oslo’s primary waterfront area, with a mix of old and new architecture.




Island Hopping in the Oslofjord


If the weather is kind to you, do as the locals do and head out to the small islands that dot the fjord in front of Oslo. Each island has its own distinctive character, from the beaches and history of Hovedøya to the residential vibe of Lindøya. Each island can be reached by small passenger ferries that run as part of the Ruter public transit system. They all leave from Vippetangen, which is a 20-minute walk or a couple minutes’ ride on bus 60 from Jernbanetorget. The ferry runs year-round, although departures are much less frequent outside the summer months, so check www.ruter.no for the latest timetable. Choose to stay on one island for the day, or design your own itinerary and hop between several.
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HOVEDØYA


The largest and most popular of the islands, Hovedøya is great for swimming on its western beaches or playing games on the large open grassy area. The east of the island is dominated by a nature reserve and perfect for hiking. Historical monuments abound, including the ruins of a monastery founded by English Cistercian monks in the 12th century and burned down in 1532. You’ll also find cannon batteries from the days when the island was used by the Norwegian army. A few steps from the jetty, the beautiful Lavetthuset is home to a gallery and small kiosk open during the summer.


LINDØYA


Many of the Oslo residents that own one of the 300 summer cottages on Lindøya spend the whole month of July on the island. Peace and tranquility, yet just a 15-minute ferry ride from civilization. That population is served by a small shop and facilities including swimming areas and a football field.


NAKHOLMEN


Similar to Lindøya, Nakholmen is a small island filled with 200 holiday cottages. Not the most interesting of the islands for travelers, but interesting to get an insight into the Norwegian summer house experience.


GRESSHOLMEN


The hilly island of Gressholmen is connected to Heggholmen and Rambergøya with causeways that form an important bay for sea birds. Home to the picturesque Heggholmen lighthouse, the island is notable for holding Oslo’s first main airport. Seaplanes landed here from 1927 to 1939, and the former airport is now a boatyard.


BLEIKØYA


One of the less frequented islands is also one of the more intriguing. Bleikøya is home to a former 19th-century sanatorium that housed children suffering with tuberculosis. A nature reserve occupies the northeastern part of the island, which is also home to a small World War II memorial.


LANGØYENE


The only island that permits free overnight camping, Langøyene is a popular place to spend the long summer nights. The large beach, volleyball court, field for ball games, and small kiosk (summer only) attract a younger crowd, especially on weekends.





AKERSHUS FORTRESS


(Akershus Festning)


Akershus Fortress might look familiar—it was the inspiration for the castle in the Disney film Frozen. A monument to Oslo’s history, the fortress has played an important role in the city’s fortunes since its construction in medieval times. Turned into a state-of-the-art palace in the 17th century by King Christian IV, the fortress successfully defended all sieges before becoming a prison in the 18th century.
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Akershus Fortress





During World War II, the German Wehrmacht occupied the fortress. The Norwegian prisoners were moved and the Germans used the fortress as a prison of their own for those opposed to the Nazi system. Needless to say, conditions were poor, the fortress earning the nickname “Death’s waiting room” from locals. After inmates attempted to escape, conditions deteriorated even further, as all furniture and bedding were removed.


The fortress is still an active military area, but the grounds are open to the public until 9pm daily. A small visitor center (tel. 23 09 39 17, 11am-4pm Mon.-Fri., noon-5pm Sat.-Sun., free) tells the story of the fortress from medieval castle to war prison. The grounds offer visitors a terrific vantage point of the modern Aker Brygge development and the Oslofjord.



NORWEGIAN ARMED FORCES MUSEUM



(Forsvarsmuseet)


The Norwegian Armed Forces Museum (tel. 23 09 35 82, www.forsvaretsmuseer.no, 10am-5pm daily May-Aug., 10am-4pm Tues.-Sun. Sept.-Apr., free) traces Norwegian military history from the days of the Vikings right through to the present day. The unions with Denmark and Sweden are explored, along with the sea battles of World War II.


RESISTANCE MUSEUM


(Norges Hjemmefrontmuseum)


Located next to a memorial to Norwegians executed during World War II, the Resistance Museum (tel. 23 09 31 38, 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-4pm Sat.-Sun., longer hours June-Aug., 60kr) chronicles the domestic fight against the Nazi occupation. Most of the original documents, newspapers, posters, and audio recordings that document the struggle are of course in Norwegian, and while written explanations in English are available, it’s only worth the entrance fee if you’re a real war history buff.


CHRISTIANIA TORV


A few minutes north of Karl Johans gate is the grid-style layout of the Kvadaturen district. Make time to pass through the heart of Kvadaturen, the cobbled square of Christiania Torv. Surrounded by a picturesque collection of original buildings from the 17th century, amid the cobbled roadway and centuries-old buildings, you’ll find a fountain sculpture of a hand pointing downward. This marks the spot where King Christian IV chose to rebuild Oslo after a fire destroyed the old town in 1624. You won’t be the first visitor to repeat his alleged words, “The new town will lie here!” while pointing to the ground!


MINI BOTTLE GALLERY


Hidden away in the Kvadaturen district is the Mini Bottle Gallery (Kirkegata 10, tel. 23 35 79 60, noon-4pm Sat.-Sun., www.minibottlegallery.com, 85kr), one of the city’s most curious museums. Over 12,500 miniature bottles are on display in various installations, with a further 40,000 kept in a secure vault. Needless to say, it’s the world’s largest such collection. A popular venue for office parties and product launches, the Mini Bottle Gallery is an intriguing concept, but a visit is only worth the entrance fee if you have a specific interest in bottles beyond their contents.


OSLO CITY HALL


(Rådhus)


Oslo City Hall (Fridtjof Nansens plass, tel. 23 46 12 00, 9am-4pm daily Sept.-June, 9am-6pm daily July-Aug., free) is easy to spot thanks to its distinctive twin brown towers. Despite its brutal post-war brick architecture, the City Hall is a popular building among locals, voted as Oslo’s “structure of the 20th century.”


The building is known for its bell tower, which rings out on the hour every hour. Featuring such classic composers as Edvard Grieg and Vivaldi, as well as more modern hits such as “Imagine” by John Lennon, the program has in recent years altered based on current events. In 2016, the bells rang out David Bowie’s “Changes” to pay tribute to the iconic singer upon his death.


In addition to housing Oslo’s city council and administrative offices, City Hall is home to an art gallery featuring predominantly Norwegian artists from the early 20th century. During June and July, free guided tours are held at 10am, noon, and 2pm. Tours are given in Norwegian or English depending on the makeup of the group. Given the number of tourists, it usually ends up being English. Tours in Spanish, German, and French are available upon request.


NOBEL PEACE CENTER


(Nobels Fredssenter)


The City Hall is known internationally for being the home of the Nobel Peace Prize ceremony every November. Next door is a museum chronicling the history of the award. At the heart of the Nobel Peace Center (Brynjulf Bulls plass 1, tel. 48 30 10 00, www.nobelpeacecenter.org, 10am-6pm daily, closed Mon. Sept.-May, 100kr) is the Nobel Field, a collection of digital screens surrounded by thousands of LED lights creating a unique ambience. Each screen contains the story of a Nobel laureate.




Nobel Peace Prize


Unlike all the other Nobel Prizes, which are awarded in Stockholm, the Nobel Peace Prize is awarded every November in Oslo. The prestigious annual award is intended to recognize those who have “done the most or the best work for fraternity between nations, for the abolition or reduction of standing armies, and for the holding and promotion of peace congresses.”


NOTABLE WINNERS


The first winners in 1901 were Switzerland’s Henry Dunant, for his role in founding the Red Cross, and France’s Frederic Passy, for being one of the main founders of the Inter-Parliamentary Union and also the main organizer of the first Universal Peace Congress.


Other notable winners include Nelson Mandela, Mother Teresa, Aung San Suu Kyi, Theodore Roosevelt, and Desmond Tutu. Organizations are also eligible for the award. Doctors Without Borders took the prize in 1999. In 2012 the European Union took the honor for “over six decades contributed to the advancement of peace and reconciliation, democracy, and human rights in Europe.”


CONTROVERSY


Despite the award’s prestige, it has not been without its controversy. In 1973 Henry Kissinger and Lê Đức Thọ were awarded the Nobel for their efforts in negotiating the Paris Peace Accords, although fighting continued on to 1975.


Lê Đức Thọ refused to accept the award, and two members of the Norwegian Nobel Committee members resigned in protest. Other controversial winners include Yasser Arafat and Barack Obama, the latter saying he did not feel deserving of the award, which was announced just nine months after he took office.


The prize has also caused controversy for its omissions. “The greatest omission in our 106-year history is undoubtedly Mahatma Gandhi,” said Geir Lundestad, secretary of the Norwegian Nobel Committee in 2006. “Gandhi could do without the Nobel Peace Prize. Whether the Nobel committee can do without Gandhi is the question.”





Other permanent exhibits tell the story of Alfred Nobel, while temporary exhibitions profile the most recent winners. Although by no means required, a guided tour from the ultra-knowledgeable guides is worth the extra planning. Tours in English are included in the ticket price and run at 2pm on weekends throughout the year, daily during the summer.


AKER BRYGGE


The old Aker shipyard dominated the area until its closure in 1982. Four years later, the first part of waterside development Aker Brygge opened its doors. Today, over 6,000 people work here and over 1,000 people call it their home. The offices, malls, and residences are linked by several public areas and a pier perfect for an afternoon stroll or people watching from the many restaurants, cafés, and ice-cream kiosks that line the route. A recent extension to Aker Brygge, Tjuvholmen (www.tjuvholmen.no) is a modern waterside development with a grim history. Thieves were executed here in the 18th century, and its name directly translates into English as the Thief’s Island.


On the walk from Aker Brygge to Tjuvholmen you will pass the always-burning Eternal Peace Flame, dedicated to the city of Oslo by Sri Chinmoy in 2001 and designed to serve as a beacon of light and inspiration.



ASTRUP FEARNLEY MUSEUM OF MODERN ART



(Astrup Fearnley Museet)


Tjuvholmen is the sparkling new location of the Astrup Fearnley Museum of Modern Art (Strandpromenaden 2, tel. 22 93 60 60, www.afmuseet.no, noon-5pm Tues.-Wed. and Fri., noon-7pm Thurs., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun., 120kr), a private collection of works that focuses on meaningful individual pieces rather than time periods or movements. In addition to the range of Norwegian contemporary artists, the collection has a strong American influence. The museum welcomes a regular carousel of touring exhibitions, including the likes of Alex Israel, Matthew Barney, and Cindy Sherman. Damien Hirst’s diamond skull For the Love of God appeared here during the opening season.


Explore the waterside sculpture park right outside and you’ll discover a small hidden beach. If you’re in the mood for more artwork, take a few steps behind the Astrup Fearnley Museum to discover Galleri Haaken (Tjuvholmen allé 23, tel. 22 55 91 97, www.gallerihaaken.com, noon-5pm Wed.-Fri., noon-4pm Sat.-Sun., free), which showcases a range of Norwegian contemporary artists in a much more intimate setting. The curator is usually on hand to answer questions and will happily discuss all things art and all things Tjuvholmen.


GRÜNERLØKKA & EASTERN OSLO


Most visitors to eastern Oslo go for shopping or nightlife rather than sightseeing, but nevertheless there are some sights of note. A stroll northward along the Akerselva river bypasses Grünerløkka and takes you past former mills and factories, many now converted to arts- and design-related trades. As you head farther, the feel of Oslo becomes more gritty, yet there are some sights to take in.
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Munch Museum


(Munchmuseet)


Until its long-awaited move to a new high-profile location next to Oslo Opera House, the Munch Museum (Tøyengata 53, tel. 23 49 35 00, www.munchmuseet.no, 10am-4pm daily Oct.-June, 10am-5pm daily July-Sept., 100kr) remains open in Tøyen. Although the most famous works of Edvard Munch (1863-1944) are housed in the National Gallery, the museum still holds over 1,000 paintings, yet it is no ordinary art museum. During Munch’s childhood, his mother died of tuberculosis and one of his younger sisters was diagnosed with mental illness. The museum reveals how this challenging childhood led to the dark psychological symbolism that defines much of his work. Munch once wrote, “My father was temperamentally nervous and obsessively religious to the point of psychoneurosis. From him I inherited the seeds of madness. The angels of fear, sorrow, and death stood by my side since the day I was born.”


You’ll never look at The Scream in the same way again.


University Botanical Garden


(Universitetets Botaniske hage)


The green lung of the otherwise urban eastern Oslo, the University Botanical Garden (Sars’ gate/Monrads gate, tel. 22 85 17 00, 7am-9pm daily, free) offers a pleasant shortcut through to Grünerløkka. The fragrant garden, alpine garden, and old ornamental plants from Eastern Norway line your route. At the southwestern end, the Viking Garden displays the natural resources available during from the Viking Age. A caged hemp plant, herbs, rocks, and other plant life are all showcased within a Viking ship-themed outdoor exhibit.


North of the gardens is the Natural History Museum (Naturhistorisk museum) (Sars’ gate 1, tel. 22 85 50 50, www.nhm.uio.no, 11am-4pm Tues.-Sun., 50kr), which encompasses a zoological museum popular with children. Known locally as Ida, the world’s oldest complete primate skeleton has been on display since 2009, coinciding with the 200th anniversary of Darwin’s birth and the 150th anniversary of the publication of The Origin of Species. The bone structure is so well preserved that historians can tell Ida is female and have placed the skeleton’s age at an astonishing 47.8 million years. The lemur is likely to be the closest living relative alive today.


Ekeberg Sculpture Park


(Ekebergparken)


Farther out into Oslo’s suburbs, Ekeberg Sculpture Park (Kongsveien 23, tel. 21 42 19 19, www.ekebergparken.no, free) doesn’t have the crowds of Vigeland Park but offers just as much intrigue. The sculpture-laden natural forest and parkland offers outstanding views across the fjord and ever-expanding city. Salvador Dalí’s Venus de Milo aux Tiroirs and Per Inge Bjørlo’s Inner Space VI—The Life Cycle are two of the park’s most visited spots, along with the very spot that inspired Edvard Munch to paint The Scream. It is believed Munch’s mentally ill sister Laura Catherine was a patient at the nearby asylum at the time. In 2013, Serbian filmmaker Marina Abramovic filmed 270 citizens of Oslo screaming out their emotions from Ekeberg Park in a disturbing, dramatic homage to Munch. A Scream-selfie here is hard to resist.


WESTERN OSLO


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Vigeland Sculpture Park



(Vigelandsparken)


Wander the truly unique Vigeland Sculpture Park (Nobels gate 32, tel. 23 49 37 00, www.vigeland.museum.no, open daily, free) and get drawn in to the bizarre mind of Gustav Vigeland (1869-1943). More than 200 sculptures in bronze, granite, and wrought iron are on display in the park, which Vigeland himself designed. Walk from one end to the other in just 10 minutes, or spend an entire morning examining the human condition. Many sculptures take human form, and there is an eerie realism to them, not least the famous Angry Boy, its hand a different color due to the myth that if you touch it, you get good luck. (Park officials discourage this, though, because of deterioration to the sculpture.)
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Vigeland Sculpture Park is one of Norway’s most visited attractions.





There are plenty of abstract sculptures too, such as the man being attacked by angry babies and the park’s famous centerpiece, a 14-meter-high monolith consisting of 121 stone figures writhing around on top of one another in a desperate attempt to reach the sky. Critics of Vigeland say he was a Nazi sympathizer and his art is made up of fascist aesthetics, but it’s hard to agree on a summer’s day with the fountain flowing and locals mixing happily with tourists from every corner of the world.


The sculpture park is surrounded on all sides by the much larger Frogner Park. Oslo’s biggest inner city playground is filled with locals walking dogs, barbecuing pølser (hot dogs), and playing Frisbee. It makes for a much nicer walk back to the transit interchange at Majorstuen once you’re done with Vigeland’s work. Often skipped over by visitors, the City Museum (Bymuseet) (Frognerveien 67, tel. 23 28 41 70, www.oslomuseum.no, 11am-4pm Tues.-Sun., free) is set back in the park’s southern corner and worth a look due to the fabulous 18th-century atmosphere of Frogner Manor. Inside the museum, the history of Oslo and the Frogner borough is examined largely through paintings and photographs, one of the biggest collections in Norway.



S Bygdøy Museums



Whether by accident or design, Oslo’s most distinctive museums of cultural history are bunched together on the otherwise wealthy residential peninsula of Bygdøy.
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To reach Bygdøy, you can take bus 30, which runs a regular route from Jernbanetorget (outside Oslo Central Station) year-round, but the more interesting and quicker way is to take the ferry (Mar.-Oct.) from Pier 3 by City Hall. The first stop serves (by way of a short walk) the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History and the Viking Ship Museum, while the second stop drops you right outside the Kon-Tiki, Fram, and Norwegian Maritime Museums. Bus 30 stops outside all the Bygdøy museums.


The 10-minute ferry trip is quicker than the 20-minute bus trip, but a standalone ticket (35kr one-way, 55kr round-trip) is required from the booth before you board, as the regular public transit passes are not valid on the Bygdøy service. However, the ferry trip is complimentary for Oslo Pass holders.


NORWEGIAN MUSEUM OF CULTURAL HISTORY


(Norsk Folkemuseum)


If for some reason you’re not heading out to the western fjords after your time in Oslo, then the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History (Museumsveien 10, tel. 22 12 37 00, www.norskfolkemuseum.no, 125kr) is a must-do for a taste of rural Norwegian life. The highlight of the center is a genuine medieval stave church from the town of Gol, which was relocated to Oslo by King Oscar II in the 19th century. Other farmsteads from all across the valleys of Norway have been acquired and relocated here, including a mustard yellow 19th-century farmhouse from Stiklestad with a refurbished interior to show how a busy farming family would have lived during the 1950s. Other notable highlights include the parsonage (1752) from Sogn and an open-hearth house, barn, and stable comprising the Setsedal farmstead (1739).
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the stave church from Gol at the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History





The park is open daily year-round, although the experience in the summer season from mid-May to mid-September is far richer. Open 10am-6pm, the open-air museum comes to life with hosts in traditional folk dress ready to show you their farmsteads and explain their lives to you, to the soundtrack of live folk music. Make it clear you’re an English speaker and the hosts will happily switch languages.


Outside summer, the opening hours are drastically reduced to 11am-3pm (4pm on weekends), and the museum adopts a more serious demeanor, although there is still plenty to see for those with an interest in Norwegian culture.



VIKING SHIP MUSEUM



(Vikingskipshuset)


Neighboring the Museum of Cultural History, the Viking Ship Museum (Huk Aveny 35, tel. 22 13 52 80, 9am-6pm daily May-Sept., 10am-4pm daily Oct.-Apr., 100kr) is one of the most popular attractions on Bygdøy and with good reason. Three genuine Viking ship discoveries from Gokstad, Oseberg, and Tune are on display in the purpose-built building. Two of them are in spectacular condition, considering they were built in the 9th century. As much as the ships play a starring role, the exhibits around the periphery take you on an eye-opening journey into Viking life. Discover sledgehammers and household objects such as tools, textiles, and utensils that were used.


The ships provide the foundation for continuing research. The Gokstad grave was excavated in 1880 but until recently was never investigated using modern methods. A recent research project, Gokstad Revitalized, has revealed a marketplace at nearby Heimdalsjordet, providing yet more insight into the daily life of the Vikings.


KON-TIKI MUSEUM


(Kon-Tiki Museet)


In 1947, Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl set sail from Peru on a hand-built raft called Kon-Tiki. He wanted to prove it was possible to sail to Polynesia as ancient myths told. After an 8,000-kilometer (5,000-mile) journey across the Pacific Ocean, his raft reached the Tuamotu Archipelago. His success backed up his theory that, contrary to popular belief that Polynesia was populated from west to east, there had been ancient contact from South America to Polynesia. Largely dismissed by modern anthropologists, Heyerdahl’s theories and adventures nevertheless inspired an Academy Award-winning documentary movie. The Kon-Tiki Museum (Bygdøynesveien 36, tel. 23 08 67 67, www.kon-tiki.no, 10am-6pm daily June-Aug., 10am-5pm daily Mar.-May and Sept.-Oct., 10am-4pm daily Nov.-Feb., 100kr) tells the tale of Heyerdahl and houses original vessels and equipment from his expeditions.


FRAM MUSEUM


(Frammuseet)


While you’re in the mood for expeditions, explore a genuine polar vessel at the Fram Museum (Bygdøynesveien 36, tel. 23 28 29 50, www.frammuseum.no, 9am-6pm daily June-Aug., 10am-4pm daily Sept.-May, 100kr), adjacent to the Kon-Tiki Museum. The strongest wooden ship ever built, Fram survived journeys to both polar caps. Although principally focused on the vessel, the museum also profiles Norwegian polar explorers Fridtjof Nansen (who helped fund and specify the ship), Otto Sverdrup, and Roald Amundsen and the Scottish-Norwegian ship designer Colin Archer and has exhibits on polar bears and penguins.


NORWEGIAN MARITIME MUSEUM


(Norsk Maritimt Museum)


Next door to the Fram Museum is the Norwegian Maritime Museum (Bygdøynes-veien 37, tel. 24 11 41 50, www.marmuseum.no, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sun., 100kr), which completes the series of museums of Bygdøy but is only worthwhile to those with a specific interest in maritime culture and history. Exhibits principally focus on the technical details of the shipping industry, although the hall of traditional boats and the maritime art gallery hold some interest.


NORTHERN OSLO


Northern Oslo is defined by its vast Nordmarka forest, where its hiking trails and lakes become the city’s playground. But other than the ski arena, sightseeing opportunities are thin on the ground.
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S Holmenkollen Ski Arena



(Holmenkollen nasjonalanlegg)


The main attraction at Holmenkollen Ski Arena (Kongeveien 5, tel. 22 92 32 00, www.holmenkollen.com) is the Holmenkollen Ski Jump (Holmenkollbakken), visible from all across the city. This world-class sporting arena, which hosted the 1952 Winter Olympics and was rebuilt in 2011, is free to walk around, take in the remarkable views across the city, and feel your stomach churn at the thought of sailing off into the skies.
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cross-country skiers at Holmenkollen Ski Arena





For the true Holmenkollen experience, take an elevator ride up the ski jump tower to see the views the jumpers get just before they set off. It’s not for the faint-hearted. At the foot of the tower is the Ski Museum (Skimuseet), the world’s oldest museum dedicated to skiing, profiles famous Norwegian polar explorers right through to present-day snowboarding. Never tried winter sports? Simulators allow you to give it a go in relative safety, although there’s no guarantee you won’t be embarrassed.


The ski jump tower, museum, and simulators are open 10am-4pm daily with extended hours of 9am-8pm from June to August. A 130kr ticket buys you entrance to the ski jump tower and museum, and the simulator costs 75kr, but the ski jump arena and gift shop are free to explore.


A word of warning: The only way to reach Holmenkollen by public transit is the T-Bane. As pleasurable as the Holmenkollen line is, a 10-minute uphill walk is required to reach the Ski Arena from Holmenkollen station. If you’re visiting in the winter, check in advance at www.holmenkollen.com for any major events that will impede access for tourists. It’s not uncommon to see Olympic-level athletes training in the biathlon arena and on the cross-country trails around Holmenkollen.


KOLLENSVEVET ZIP LINE


From April through October, Oslo’s home of ski jumping plays host to another extreme activity. The Kollensvevet Zip Line (tel. 22 08 30 00, www.kollensvevet.no, 730kr) is an expensive yet exhilarating opportunity to get the same view as the professional ski jumpers who soar over the city. From mid-June through August, the line is open 11am-6pm Monday-Friday and noon-6pm Saturday-Sunday; outside those few weeks, hours are on weekends only. Arrive early to avoid a long wait, especially on weekends, when advance reservations are possible but only for an additional 500kr.


HOLMENKOLLEN CHAPEL


(Holmenkollen kapell)


Standing proudly overlooking the ski arena is Holmenkollen Chapel (Holmenkollveien 142, tel. 23 62 94 70), a traditional-looking church that hides a dark history. In 1993, musicians from Norwegian black metal band Emperor torched the original chapel, one of a series of church arsons in the early 1990s. The church was rebuilt a few years later to strongly resemble the traditional Norwegian stave churches, and is now one of the city’s most popular venues for weddings. It’s only open for services at 11am on Sunday.


Bogstad Manor


(Bogstad gård)


One of the few Norwegian country estates, Bogstad Manor (Sørkedalen 826, tel. 22 06 52 00, www.bogstad.no) is an oasis of calm just 10 kilometers (6 miles) northwest of Oslo. The history of the estate dates back to 1649, up until which the land had been cultivated and rented out to farmers. Morten Lauritzen bought the land from the Danish-Norwegian King Fredrik III and used the forested areas to boost the local timber trade.


Peder Anker, who became the first Norwegian prime minister in Stockholm in 1814 during the long union with Sweden, improved the estate during the 18th century. Inspired by the grand architecture of Versailles and Rome, he built a ballroom, collected paintings, and created Norway’s first English landscape park, which housed exotic plants from all over the world inside greenhouses.


Guided tours (1pm Tues.-Sun. May-Sept.) of the museum are only available in Norwegian, but an English language booklet is provided. The fully restored 18th-century lakeside park is free to explore year-round. The café, gift shop, and small exhibition about the manor are open noon-4pm Tuesday-Sunday. To reach Bogstad Manor, travel to Røa T-Bane station and then take a 5-minute bus ride on route 41 or a 40-minute walk.


Norwegian Museum of Science & Technology


(Norsk Teknisk Museum)


If you are traveling with kids who love planes, trains, and automobiles, the Norwegian Museum of Science & Technology (Kjelsåsveien 143, tel. 22 79 60 00, www.tekniskmuseum.no, 11am-6pm daily mid-June to mid-Aug., 9am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-6pm Sat.-Sun. mid-Aug. to mid-June, 150kr) is a must-visit attraction. The museum tells the story of Norway’s development from an agrarian to an industrial society, and it’s all done through bright, colorful, and interactive exhibits that are just plain fun. Founded over 100 years ago, the museum stays fresh by updating its exhibits on an annual basis. Because of its rather unusual location away from all other museums, it’s best to combine a visit here with a hiking or swimming trip at nearby Sognsvann or a stroll along the Akerselva river.


VICINITY OF OSLO


A number of sights are all within easy reach of downtown Oslo by public transit.


Bærums Verk


In 1610, King Christian IV (of Denmark and Norway) founded an iron ore production facility 16 kilometers (10 miles) west of Oslo. Over 400 years later, Bærums Verk (tel. 67 13 00 18, www.baerumsverk.no, free) is now a thriving shopping destination. Verksgata is home to a blacksmith, glassblower, textile shop, carpenter’s workshop, and other traditional Norwegian crafts, while supermarkets and other shops service the neighboring village of the same name. The oven museum houses a unique collection of antique cast-iron ovens produced at the ironworks, from the baroque style of the 1700s up to the end of production in 1964.


The complex is open daily but opening hours vary for each shop. Go 10am-5pm (noon-4pm Sun.) to guarantee most places being open. From the end of November, the Christmas Street (Julegaten) opens every weekend, offering gift ideas, festive food, and entertainment, including leisurely reindeer-pulled sled rides.


To reach Bærums Verk, take bus 143, which has regular departures from Oslo Bus Terminal and stops right outside the complex. As the destination is outside the city of Oslo, a two-zone bus ticket is required for the 50-minute ride.


Eidsvoll House


(Eidsvollsbygningen)


Continue north past the airport on the E6 highway or the train and you come to Eidsvoll, a picturesque small village of wooden houses and churches. The real attraction here is the Eidsvoll House (Carsten Ankers veg 19, tel. 63 92 22 10, www.eidsvoll1814.no, 10am-5pm daily May-Aug., 10am-3pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-4pm Sat.-Sun. Sept.-Apr., 125kr), which marks the place where Norway became an independent country in 1814.


In April 1814, 112 elected representatives arrived at Eidsvoll and immediately divided in two. One group wanted complete independence for Norway, while the unionist half believed a union with Sweden was the best way forward. It took over a month for the battle to be settled and for a constitution to be drawn up and signed, declaring Norway an independent state.


Extensive restorations have turned the former manor house into a national monument to be proud of and where this history can be rightly remembered. In addition to the former manor itself, the visitor center highlights stories of global democracy from past and present, while the charming coffee house and gift shop are worthy stops.


Located 60 kilometers (37 miles) northeast of Oslo, Eidsvoll House can be reached by a 30-minute train journey from Oslo S station to Eidsvoll, followed by a 20-minute walk or a 5-minute bus ride on route 811. A three-zone ticket will be required. By car, the journey from downtown Oslo will take around 40 minutes.


Tusenfryd


While the name literally means a thousand joys, the Viking-themed Tusenfryd (Vinterbro, tel. 64 97 64 97, www.tusenfryd.no, from 299kr) theme park offers only 35 attractions—but kids will want to stick around for the day. Racing through the water rapids on Ragnarok and experiencing the 4D-motion ride Thor’s Hammer are the must-dos, while two traditional roller coasters are worth the queues. The Formula-1 themed Speedmonster takes you from stationary to 90 kph (56 mph) in just two seconds, while speeds on the Thundercoaster top 100 kph (62 mph).


The park is open daily in June and July, plus most weekends in May and August. Opening hours vary and exceptions apply, so check carefully before you travel, especially as advance online booking secures the cheapest rate.


Located 20 kilometers (12.5 miles) south of Oslo, Tusenfryd can be reached in just 30 minutes on express bus 500, which leaves Oslo Bus Terminal half-hourly, or you can book park tickets through Adventure Oslo (tel. 41 14 64 74, adventureoslo.no) for inclusive bus travel from the city center.


Sports and Recreation


Oslo might be a cosmopolitan capital packed with art and culture, but that doesn’t mean it’s lacking in outdoor opportunities. Surrounded on all sides by forest and water, Oslo has plenty to offer those seeking an active outdoorsy break from the city.


TOURS


Walking Tours


If your time in Oslo is limited or you want to get your bearings on the first day of a longer stay, Free Walking Tours (www.freetouroslo.com) leave the tiger statue on Jernbanetorget square at 10am daily, with an additional 4pm tour Friday-Sunday. The 90-minute walk takes in the Oslo Opera House, Christiania Torv, Aker Brygge, Oslo City Hall, and all the attractions along Karl Johans gate.


While the tours are advertised as free, tips of around 50kr are expected by the English speaking-guide, who is usually an energetic university student. On weekends, groups can be uncomfortably large, but it’s nevertheless a good way to orient yourself and decide what you want to take a closer look at during the afternoon.


Boat Tours


Båtservice Sightseeing (Rådhusbrygge 3, tel. 23 35 68 90, www.boatsightseeing.com) runs a selection of fjord cruises from Pier 3 in front of the City Hall. The most popular is the two-hour Fjord Sightseeing (299kr) tour of the Opera House, Akershus Fortress, Aker Brygge wharf, and the inner Oslofjord islands. From mid-June to mid-August, there are six daily departures (starting at 10:30am), reduced to three in the shoulder season (Mar.-Sept.) and just two through the winter.


Their three-hour Oslofjord Evening Cruise (7pm most days June-Aug., 420kr) takes you out into the fjord in an old wooden sailboat with the sun low in the sky. Although the chance of taking to the water in a classic vessel is a tempting one, it’s an expensive trip, given the only food served is a simple buffet of shrimp with bread and butter.


Inquire and buy tickets for both trips from the ticket booth on the pier or from Oslo Visitor Centre.


Bus Tours


When the weather is not so good, a bus tour from HMK Sightseeing (tel. 22 78 94 00, www.sightseeingoslo.com) is a good solution to see a lot of the city in relative comfort. If time is tight, the 2.5-hour Panorama Tour (270kr) ticks off the major attractions, including a brief stop for photos at Holmenkollen Ski Jump and a walking tour of the Vigeland Sculpture Park.


The longer Full Day Sightseeing Tour (420kr) also includes entrance to the Viking Ship Museum and your choice of the Fram Museum or Kon-Tiki Museum on the Bygdøy peninsula. Lunch is not included, so it’s a wise move to bring your own; otherwise, you’ll need to visit a museum cafeteria rather than the exhibits.


All tours are given in English, Norwegian, and German and start from behind City Hall.


HIKING


Oslo’s city streets can be surprisingly quiet on a Saturday morning. That’s because the locals head out to the hills. The forests to the north and east of the city are accessible by public transit, so within 30 minutes you can go from sipping a latte downtown to a 360-degree view of vast untouched forest.



S Nordmarka



Just as much a symbol of the city as the Opera House or Royal Palace, the Nordmarka forest is the city’s premier destination for hiking in the summer and fall and skiing in the winter and spring. The far-reaching trails climb hills, piercing a path through dense forest and around large lakes in a seemingly endless maze.




[image: image]


The Nordmarka forest is a popular recreation spot year-round.





Reaching Oslo’s wilderness is easy thanks to metro routes 1 and 6, which whisk you to Frognerseteren and Sognsvann stations, respectively, in under a half hour.


In contrast to the city streets, Nordmarka is bustling on Sunday. Norwegian families spanning multiple generations walk together and even come out of their shells a little. Try saying hello!


One of Nordmarka’s most popular routes is the steady three-mile hike from Frognerseteren to the popular cabin at Skjennungstua (Ullevålseterveien 60, tel. 90 15 59 20, www.skjennungstua.no). The cabin’s kiosk is staffed sporadically (most often 11am-4pm on Wednesdays and weekends), but there is also an unstaffed small cabin open year-round should you need to take shelter or grab a bite to eat. Payment for coffee and dried foods is made on an honesty policy, so carrying some cash on a hike is a wise idea. The hike to Skjennungstua is straightforward, albeit hilly, and should take around one hour.


You can reach the same destination from Sognsvann, but the distance is a little longer. For those after an easier stroll, a 45-minute loop around Sognsvann lake on the 3.7-kilometer (2.3-mile) cycle-free footpath is a great option, while heading east to the much larger Maridalsvannet lake is a great option for those on two wheels or who fancy a longer hike. The marked trail from Sognsvann to and around Maridalsvannet lake is 15.3 kilometers (9.5 miles) round-trip, with two mild ascents; the hike can take from three hours to an entire day, depending on your pace.


BIKING


Bicycles from Oslo City Bike (Oslo Bysykkel) (www.oslobysykkel.no) are available from over 100 stations across the city center and can be used for up to three hours at a time. Available from 6am to midnight from early April to late November, the bikes are only accessible by way of a season ticket costing 299kr per year.


A better alternative for tourists is the better quality rental bikes from Viking Biking (Nedre Slottsgate 4, tel. 41 26 64 96, www.vikingbikingoslo.com), available from 200kr per day. Bikes are available from April to October and the rest of the year weather-permitting. It’s best to book online in advance. The company also offers guided sightseeing tours starting at 240kr. The daily Oslo Highlights tour is the most popular, but the River Bike tour opens up the Oslo missed by many and is highly recommended.


WINTER SPORTS


Skiing and Snowboarding


Less than a half-hour from downtown Oslo is the city’s biggest winter sports facility, Oslo Winter Park (Tryvannsveien 64, tel. 22 14 36 10, www.oslovinterpark.no). Better known by locals by its former name Tryvann, the park can be reached by the free shuttle bus (or a short walk) from the Voksenkollen metro stop.


The season depends on snowfall, but in the majority of years, most of the 18 runs are open by December, thanks to artificial snow production facilities filling the gap. Once the season has started, snow production facilities and floodlights keep the park open 10am-10pm Monday-Friday and 10am-5pm Saturday-Sunday right through to mid-April.


A daily lift pass costs 400kr; access to the beginners’ area is 200kr. Equipment rental runs at around 400kr, while lessons with patient English-speaking instructors are also available (695kr for 1hr, 1,570kr for 3hrs).


Snowboarders can use the park with a dedicated area, although for the international standard superpipe it’s best to use the second entrance several miles away at Wyller. Take the metro to Røa and connect with the 41 bus. The long Wyllerløypa black run and express chair lift links the two sections of the park.


More serious skiers should consider the international standard slopes of the Hafjell and Kvitfjell resorts, just north of Lillehammer.


Tobogganing


Oslo’s best toboggan run, Korketrekkeren (Frognerseteren, tel. 22 49 01 21, www.korken.no) sits on the hill that was formerly home to the 1952 Olympic bobsled and luge track. The 2,000-meter (6,562-foot) run starts at Frognesteren metro station and ends at Midstuen, where you can board the metro to start all over again. Daily sled rental from the outlet next to Frognerseteren restaurant costs 100kr, while the run itself is free to use. A day ticket for the metro is a wise investment.


SWIMMING


Swim for free in the Oslofjord or at selected lakes in Oslo’s forests. The city’s most popular beach is Huk on the Bygdøy peninsula, with the nearby Paradisbukta better suited for children. Both are within a short bus trip from downtown Oslo. On warm days, locals head for the islands of the inner Oslofjord, reachable by public ferry. Hovedøya is the best choice for sunbathing and swimming.


The most accessible lake open for swimming is at Sognsvann on the end of the metro line 6. Diving is possible and there is plenty of space for picnics in the surrounding forest and parkland.


For those who prefer more managed facilities, Frognerbadet (Middelthuns gate 28, tel. 23 27 54 50), an outdoor pool on the fringes of Frogner Park, is open from June to August, but you’ll do well to find space on a hot summer weekend when queues to get in can snake down the street. The best alternative is the Tøyenbadet (Helgesens gate 90, tel. 23 46 22 90, 7am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-7pm Sat.-Sun., 100kr) indoor public swimming center, which is open year-round. Tuesday and Thursday mornings are reserved for local schools.


GOLF


The par-71 championship course at Oslo Golf Club (Ankerveien 127, tel. 22 51 05 60, www.oslogk.no) is set on the shores of Bogstad lake, with a small waterfall providing the backdrop to the 12th green. Norway’s oldest golf club welcomes members of other clubs to use its facilities. A handicap certificate of at least 28 for men and 32 for women is required, and arrangements should be made in advance. Greens fees are 950kr, with a 15 percent discount available in the Norwegian holiday month of July.


For those who don’t take their golf quite so seriously, Grünerløkka Minigolfpark (Søndre gate 1, tel. 22 38 00 27, www.minigolfparken.no, noon-8pm daily, 50kr) is a fun alternative for all. Set next to the Aker river, the 18 holes are open every day, weather permitting. Giant street chessboards can also be played (free).


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Soccer


The Oslo region boasts three clubs competing in the Norwegian Premier League, with games taking place March through October. The Vålerenga Fotball (www.vif-fotball.no) team currently plays at the national Ullevaal Stadion (Sognsveien 75), three kilometers (two miles) north of downtown Oslo, although they are scheduled to move to their own purpose-built 18,000-capacity stadium at their traditional home in the east of the city in time for the 2018 summer season.


Their biggest local rivals are Lillestrøm SK (www.lsk.no). Their Åråsen Stadion holds 12,250, and with an average attendance of half that, tickets are available for almost all games on the day. It’s 16 kilometers (10 miles) northeast of Oslo and an easy train ride from the capital.


Since returning to the top tier of Norwegian football in 2013, family-friendly Stabæk (www.stabak.no) enjoyed something of a renaissance under Bob Bradley, former boss of the U.S. men’s national team. Their small Nadderud Stadion (Haukeveien) is not the grandest sporting arena but is within walking distance of Bekkestua metro station, 10.5 kilometers (6.5 miles) west of downtown Oslo.
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