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INTRODUCTION

This Snapshot guide, excerpted from my guidebook Rick Steves Scandinavia, introduces you to a land with immigrant roots, modern European values, and the great outdoors like nowhere else—Norway.

Start in Oslo, Norway’s sharp capital city, with its historic and walkable core, mural-slathered City Hall, and inspiring Nobel Peace Center. Oslo’s excellent museums are dedicated to Norwegian art, the paintings of Edvard Munch, Viking ships, traditional folk life, Norway’s WWII resistance, and more. Ogle the celebration-of-humanity statues at Vigeland Park, and relive Olympic memories at Holmenkollen Ski Jump.

Then head for Norway’s countryside for a dose of natural wonder. The famous “Norway in a Nutshell” ride—by train, ferry, and bus—showcases the scenic splendor of the country, from snowcapped mountains to the striking Sognefjord. Choose a cozy fjordside hamlet (such as Balestrand, Solvorn, or Aurland) as your home base for touring mighty glaciers and evocative stave churches. Explore the Gudbrandsdal Valley, Lillehammer’s excellent open-air folk museum, and the impressive Jotunheimen Mountains.

Dip into Bergen, Norway’s salty port town, with its lively fish market, colorful Hanseatic quarter, and a funicular to the top of Mount Fløyen. You can round out your Norwegian experience in the lively city of Stavanger, the time-passed Setesdal Valley, and resorty Kristiansand.

To help you have the best trip possible, I’ve included the following topics in this book:

• Planning Your Time, with advice on how to make the most of your limited time

• Orientation, including tourist information (abbreviated as TI), tips on public transportation, local tour options, and helpful hints

• Sights with ratings:

▲▲▲—Don’t miss

▲▲—Try hard to see

▲—Worthwhile if you can make it

No rating—Worth knowing about

• Sleeping and Eating, with good-value recommendations in every price range

• Connections, with tips on trains, buses, boats, and driving

Practicalities, near the end of this book, has information on money, phoning, hotel reservations, transportation, and more.

To travel smartly, read this little book in its entirety before you go. It’s my hope that this guide will make your trip more meaningful and rewarding. Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar.

Ha en god tur!

[image: Image]



NORWAY


[image: Image]



NORWAY


Norge

Norway is stacked with superlatives—it’s the most mountainous, most scenic, and most prosperous of all the Scandinavian countries. Perhaps above all, Norway is a land of intense natural beauty, its famously steep mountains and deep fjords carved out and shaped by an ancient ice age.
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Norway is also a land of rich harvests—timber, oil, and fish. In fact, its wealth of resources is a major reason why Norwegians have voted “nei” to membership in the European Union. They don’t want to be forced to share fishing rights with EU countries.

The country’s relatively recent independence (in 1905, from Sweden) makes Norwegians notably patriotic and proud of their traditions and history. They have a reputation for insularity, and controversially tightened immigration laws in 2014.

Norway’s Viking past (c. A.D. 800-1050) can still be seen today in the country’s 28 remaining stave churches—with their decorative nods to Viking ship prows—and the artifacts housed in Oslo’s Viking Ship Museum.
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The Vikings, who also lived in present-day Denmark and Sweden, were great traders, shipbuilders, and explorers. However, they are probably best known for their infamous invasions, which terrorized much of Europe. The sight of their dragon-prowed ships on the horizon struck fear into the hearts of people from Ireland to the Black Sea.

Named for the Norse word vik, which means “fjord” or “inlet,” the Vikings sailed their sleek, seaworthy ships on extensive voyages, laden with amber and furs for trading—and weapons for fighting. They traveled up the Seine and deep into Russia, through the Mediterranean east to Constantinople, and across the Atlantic to Greenland and even “Vinland” (Canada). In fact, they touched the soil of the Americas centuries before Columbus, causing proud “ya sure ya betcha” Scandinavian immigrants in the US to display bumper stickers that boast, “Columbus used a Viking map!”
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Both history and Hollywood have painted a picture of the Vikings as fierce barbarians, an image reinforced by the colorful names of leaders like Sven Forkbeard, Erik Bloodaxe, and Harald Bluetooth. Unless you’re handy with an axe, these don’t sound like the kind of men you want to hoist a tankard of mead with. They kept slaves and were all-around cruel (though there is no evidence that they forced their subjects to eat lutefisk). But the Vikings also had a gentle side. Many were farmers, fishermen, and craftsmen who created delicate works with wood and metal. Faced with a growing population constrained by a lack of arable land, they traveled south not just to rape, pillage, and plunder, but in search of greener pastures. Sometimes they stayed and colonized, as in northeast England, which was called the “Danelaw,” or in northwest France, which became known as Normandy (“Land of the North-men”).



  Norway Almanac

  Official Name: Kongeriket Norge—“The Kingdom of Norway”—or simply Norge (Norway).



Population: Norway’s 5.1 million people (about 35 per square mile) are mainly of Nordic and Germanic heritage, with a small population of indigenous Sami people in the north. The rapidly growing immigrant population is primarily from Pakistan, Sweden, Poland, Lithuania, and Somalia. Most Norwegians speak one of two official forms of Norwegian (Bokmål and Nynorsk), and the majority speak English as a second language. While church attendance is way down, the vast majority of Norwegian Christians consider themselves Lutheran.

Latitude and Longitude: 62°N and 10°E, similar latitude to Canada’s Northwest Territories.

Area: 148,700 square miles, slightly larger than Montana.

Geography: Sharing the Scandinavian Peninsula with Sweden, Norway also has short northern borders with Finland and Russia. Its 51,575-mile coastline extends from the Barents Sea in the Arctic Ocean to the Norwegian Sea and North Sea in the North Atlantic. Shaped by glaciers, Norway has a rugged landscape of mountains, plateaus, and deep fjords. In the part of Norway that extends north of the Arctic Circle, the sun never sets at the height of summer, and never comes up in the deep of winter.

Biggest Cities: Norway’s capital city, Oslo, has a population of 634,000; almost a million live in its metropolitan area. Bergen, Norway’s second-largest city, has a population of about 240,000.

Economy: The Norwegian economy grows around 2 percent each year, contributing to a healthy $282 billion Gross Domestic Product and a per capita GDP of $55,400. Its primary export is oil—Norway ranks behind only Saudi Arabia and Russia in the amount of oil exported, making it one of the world’s richest countries. Thanks to this oil wealth, and the country’s generally prudent approach to debt, the recent economic crisis has been relatively easy on Norway.

Currency: 6 Norwegian kroner (kr, officially NOK) = about $1.

Government: As the leader of Norway’s constitutional monarchy, King Harald V has largely ceremonial powers. In September of 2013, Norwegian voters elected a right-wing government, which appointed Conservative Party leader Erna Solberg as prime minister. She is Norway’s second woman prime minister (after the Labor Party’s Gro Harlem Brundtland) and the country’s first Conservative leader since 1990. Though Solberg’s party formed a coalition with the far-right anti-immigration Progress Party, the government still does not have enough votes in Parliament to enact far-reaching changes to the Norwegian welfare state. Norway’s legislative body is the Stortinget (Parliament), with 169 members elected for four-year terms. The Conservative-Progress Party coalition currently holds 77 seats, followed by the Labor Party at 55 seats, and the Christian Democratic and Center parties with 10 seats each. The remaining seats are divided among smaller political parties.

Flag: The Norwegian flag is red with a blue Scandinavian cross outlined in white.
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The Average Norwegian...is 39 years old, has 1.86 children, and will live to be 82. Three in four Norwegians are employed in the service sector, one in five in industry, and only 2 percent in agriculture.



The Vikings worshipped many gods and had a rich tradition of mythology. Epic sagas were verbally passed down through generations or written in angular runic writing. The sagas told the heroic tales of the gods, who lived in Valhalla, the Viking heaven, presided over by Odin, the god of both wisdom and war. Like the Egyptians, the Vikings believed in life after death, and chieftains were often buried in their ships within burial mounds, along with prized possessions such as jewelry, cooking pots, food, and Hagar the Horrible cartoons.

Like the Greeks and Etruscans before them, the Vikings never organized on a large national scale and eventually faded away due to bigger, better-organized enemies and the powerful influence of Christianity. By 1150, the Vikings had become Christianized and assimilated into European society. But their memory lives on in Norway.

Beginning in the 14th century, Norway came under Danish rule for more than 400 years, until the Danes took the wrong side in the Napoleonic Wars. The Treaty of Kiel forced Denmark to cede Norway to Sweden in 1814. Sweden’s rule of Norway lasted until 1905, when Norway voted to dissolve the union. Like many European countries, Norway was taken over by Germany during World War II. April 9, 1940, marked the start of five years of Nazi occupation, during which a strong resistance movement developed, hindering some of the Nazi war efforts.

Each year on May 17, Norwegians celebrate their idealistic 1814 constitution with fervor and plenty of flag-waving. Men and women wear folk costumes (bunads), each specific to a region of Norway. Parades are held throughout the country. The parade in Oslo marches past the Royal Palace, where the royal family waves to the populace from their balcony. While the king holds almost zero political power (Norway has a parliament chaired by a prime minister), the royal family is still highly revered and respected.
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Several holidays in spring and early summer disrupt transportation schedules: the aforementioned Constitution Day (May 17), Ascension Day (May 14 in 2015, May 6 in 2016), and Whitsunday and Whitmonday (a.k.a. Pentecost and the following day, May 24-25 in 2015, May 15-16 in 2016).

High taxes contribute to Norway’s high standard of living. Norwegians receive cradle-to-grave social care: university education, health care, nearly yearlong paternity leave, and an annual six weeks of vacation. Norwegians feel there is no better place than home. Norway regularly shows up in first place on the annual UN Human Development Index.

Visitors enjoy the agreeable demeanor of the Norwegian people—friendly but not overbearing, organized but not uptight, and with a lust for adventure befitting their gorgeous landscape. Known for their ability to suffer any misfortune with an accepting (if a bit pessimistic) attitude, Norwegians are easy to get along with.

Despite being looked down upon as less sophisticated by their Scandinavian neighbors, Norwegians are proud of their rich folk traditions—from handmade sweaters and folk costumes to the small farms that produce a sweet cheese called geitost. Less than 7 percent of the country’s land is arable, resulting in numerous small farms. The government recognizes the value of farming, especially in the remote reaches of the country, and provides rich subsidies to keep this tradition alive. These subsidies would not be allowed if Norway joined the European Union—yet another reason the country remains an EU holdout.
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Appropriate for a land with countless fjords and waterfalls, Norway is known for its pristine water. Norwegian-bottled artisanal water has an international reputation for its crisp, clean taste. Although the designer Voss water—the H2O of choice for Hollywood celebrities—comes with a high price tag, the blue-collar Olden is just as good. (The tap water is actually wonderful, too—and much cheaper.)

While the Norwegian people speak a collection of mutually understandable dialects, the Norwegian language has two official forms: bokmål (book language) and nynorsk (New Norse). During the centuries of Danish rule, people in Norway’s cities and upper classes adopted a Danish-influenced style of speech and writing (called Dano-Norwegian), while rural language remained closer to Old Norse. After independence, Dano-Norwegian was renamed bokmål, and the rural dialects were formalized as nynorsk, as part of a nationalistic drive for a more purely Norwegian language. Despite later efforts to combine the two forms, bokmål remains the most commonly used, especially in urban areas, books, newspapers, and government agencies. Students learn both.

The majority of the population under 70 years of age also speaks English, but a few words in Norwegian will serve you well. If you visit a Norwegian home, be sure to leave your shoes at the door; indoors is usually meant for stocking-feet only. At the end of a meal, it’s polite to say “Thanks for the food”—“Takk for maten” (tahk for MAH-ten). Norwegians rarely feel their guests have eaten enough food, so be prepared to say “Nei, takk” (nay tahk; “No, thanks”). You can always try “Jeg er mett” (yay ehr met; “I am full”), but be careful not to say “Jeg er full”—“I am drunk.”

STAVE CHURCHES

Norway’s most distinctive architecture is the stave church. These medieval houses of worship—tall, skinny, wooden pagodas with dragon’s-head gargoyles—are distinctly Norwegian and palpably historic, transporting you right back to the Viking days. On your visit, make it a point to visit at least one stave church.

Stave churches are the finest architecture to come out of medieval Norway. Wood was plentiful and cheap, and locals had an expertise with woodworking (from all that boat-building). In 1300, there were as many as 1,000 stave churches in Norway. After a 14th-century plague, Norway’s population dropped, and many churches fell into disuse or burned down. By the 19th century, only a few dozen stave churches survived. Fortunately, they became recognized as part of the national heritage and were protected. Virtually all of Norway’s surviving stave churches have been rebuilt or renovated, with painstaking attention to the original details.
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A distinguishing feature of the “stave” design is its frame of tall, stout vertical staves (Norwegian stav, or “staff”). The churches typically sit on stone foundations, to keep the wooden structure away from the damp ground (otherwise it would rot). Most stave churches were made of specially grown pine, carefully prepared before being felled for construction. As the trees grew, the tips and most of the branches were cut off, leaving the trunks just barely alive to stand in the woods for about a decade. This allowed the sap to penetrate the wood and lock in the resin, strengthening the wood while keeping it elastic. Once built, a stave church was slathered with black tar to protect it from the elements.
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Stave churches are notable for their resilience and flexibility. Just as old houses creak and settle over the years, wooden stave churches can flex to withstand fierce winds and the march of time. When the wind shifts with the seasons, stave churches groan and moan for a couple of weeks...until they’ve adjusted to the new influences, and settle in.

Even after the Vikings stopped raiding, they ornamented the exteriors of their churches with warlike, evil spirit-fighting dragons reminiscent of their ships. Inside, a stave church’s structure makes you feel like you’re huddled under an overturned ship. The churches are dark, with almost no windows (aside from a few small “portholes” high up). Typical decorations include carved, X-shaped crossbeams; these symbolize the cross of St. Andrew (who was crucified on such a cross). Round, Romanesque arches near the tops of the staves were made from the “knees” of a tree, where the roots bend to meet the trunk (typically the hardest wood in a tree). Overall, these churches are extremely vertical: the beams inside and the roofline outside both lead the eye up, up, up to the heavens.

Most surviving stave churches were renovated during the Reformation (16th and 17th centuries), when they acquired more horizontal elements such as pews, balconies, pulpits, altars, and other decorations to draw attention to the front of the church. In some (such as the churches in Lom and Urnes), the additions make the church feel almost cluttered. But the most authentic (including Hopperstad near Vik) feel truly medieval. These time-machine churches take visitors back to early Christian days: no pews (worshippers stood through the service), no pulpit, and a barrier between the congregation and the priest, to symbolically separate the physical world from the spiritual one. Incense filled the church, and the priest and congregation chanted the service back and forth to each other, creating an otherworldly atmosphere that likely made worshippers feel close to God. (If you’ve traveled in Greece, Russia, or the Balkans, Norway’s stave churches might remind you of Orthodox churches, which reflect the way all Christians once worshipped.)

When traveling through Norway, you’ll be encouraged to see stave church after stave church. Sure, they’re interesting, but there’s no point in spending time seeing more than a few of them. Of Norway’s 28 remaining stave churches, seven are described in this book. The easiest to see are the ones that have been moved to open-air museums in Oslo and Lillehammer. But I prefer to appreciate a stave church in its original fjords-and-rolling-hills setting. My two favorites are both near Sognefjord: Borgund and Hopperstad. They are each delightfully situated, uncluttered by more recent additions, and evocative as can be. Borgund is in a pristine wooded valley, while Hopperstad is situated on a fjord. Borgund comes with the only good adjacent stave church museum. (Most stave churches on the Sognefjord are operated by the same preservation society; for more details, see www.stavechurch.com.)
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Other noteworthy stave churches include the one in Lom, near the Jotunheimen Mountains, which is one of Norway’s biggest, and is indeed quite impressive. The Urnes church, across from Solvorn, is technically the oldest of them all—but it’s been thoroughly renovated in later ages (it is still worth considering, however, if only for its exquisite carvings and the fun excursion to get to it). The Fantoft church, just outside Bergen, burned down in 1992, and the replica built to replace it has none of the original’s magic. The stave church in Undredal advertises itself as the smallest. I think it’s also the dullest.


Norwegian Survival Phrases


Norwegian can be pronounced quite differently from region to region. These phrases and phonetics match the mainstream Oslo dialect, but you’ll notice variations. Vowels can be tricky: å sounds like “oh,” æ sounds like a bright “ah” (as in “apple”), and u sounds like the German ü (purse your lips and say u). Certain vowels at the ends of words (such as d and t) are sometimes barely pronounced (or not at all). In some dialects, the letters sk are pronounced “sh.” In the phonetics, ī sounds like the long i in “light,” and bolded syllables are stressed.





	English
	Norwegian
	Pronunciation



	Hello. (formal)
	God dag.
	goo dahg



	Hi. / Bye. (informal)
	Hei. / Ha det.
	hī / hah deh



	Do you speak English?
	Snakker du engelsk?
	
snahk-kehr dew eng-ehlsk



	Yes. / No.
	Ja. / Nei.
	yah / nī




	Please.
	Vær så snill.
	vayr soh sneel



	Thank you (very much).
	(Tusen) takk.
	(tew-sehn) tahk



	You’re welcome.
	Vær så god.
	vayr soh goo



	Can I help you?
	Kan jeg hjelpe deg?
	kahn yī yehl-peh dī




	Excuse me.
	Unnskyld.
	
ewn-shuld



	(Very) good.
	(Veldig) fint.
	(vehl-dee) feent



	Goodbye.
	Farvel.
	fahr-vehl




	one / two
	en / to
	ayn / toh



	three / four
	tre / fire
	treh / fee-reh



	five / six
	fem / seks
	fehm / sehks



	seven / eight
	syv / åtte
	seev / oh-teh



	nine / ten
	ni / ti
	nee / tee



	hundred
	hundre
	
hewn-dreh



	thousand
	tusen
	
tew-sehn



	How much?
	Hvor mye?
	voor mee-yeh



	local currency: (Norwegian) crown
	(Norske) kroner
	(norsh-keh) kroh-nehr



	Where is...?
	Hvor er...?
	voor ehr



	...the toilet
	...toalettet
	toh-ah-leh-teh



	men
	
menn / herrer

	mehn / hehr-rehr



	women
	damer
	
dah-mehr



	water / coffee
	vann / kaffe
	vahn / kah-feh



	beer / wine
	øl / vin
	uhl / veen



	Cheers!
	Skål!
	skohl



	The bill, please.
	Regningen, takk.
	
rī-ning-ehn tahk
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OSLO

While Oslo is the smallest of the Scandinavian capitals, this brisk little city offers more sightseeing thrills than you might expect. As an added bonus, you’ll be inspired by a city that simply has its act together.

Sights of the Viking spirit—past and present—tell an exciting story. Prowl through the remains of ancient Viking ships, and marvel at more peaceful but equally gutsy modern boats (the Kon-Tiki, Ra, Fram, and Gjøa). Dive into the traditional folk culture at the Norwegian open-air folk museum, and get stirred up by the country’s heroic spirit at the Norwegian Resistance Museum.
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For a look at modern Oslo, tour the striking City Hall, take a peek at sculptor Gustav Vigeland’s people-pillars, climb the exhilarating Holmenkollen Ski Jump, walk all over the Opera House, and then celebrate the world’s greatest peacemakers at the Nobel Peace Center.

Situated at the head of a 60-mile-long fjord, surrounded by forests, and populated by more than a half-million people, Oslo is Norway’s cultural hub. For 300 years (1624-1924), the city was called Christiania, after Danish King Christian IV. With independence, it reverted to the Old Norse name of Oslo. As an important port facing the Continent, Oslo has been one of Norway’s main cities for a thousand years and the de facto capital since around 1300. Still, Oslo has always been small by European standards; in 1800, Oslo had 10,000 people, while cities such as Paris and London had 50 times as many.

But Oslo experienced a growth spurt with the Industrial Age, and in 50 years (from 1850 to 1900) its population exploded from about 10,000 to about 250,000. Logically, most of “old Oslo” dates from this period when the city’s many churches and grand buildings were made of stone in the Historicism styles (neo-Gothic and neo-Romanesque) of the late 19th century.

And Oslo’s old industrial quarter, with its evocative brick factories and warehouses, is a trendy bohemian-chic zone that comes with as much of an edge as you’ll find in otherwise wholesome Norway. The entire city—full of rich Norwegians—is expensive.

Today the city sprawls out from its historic core to encompass nearly a million people in its metropolitan area, about one in five Norwegians. Oslo’s port hums with international shipping and a sizeable cruise industry. Its waterfront, once traffic-congested and slummy, has already undergone a huge change, and the extreme urban makeover is just starting. The vision: a five-mile people-friendly and traffic-free promenade stretching from east to west the entire length of its waterfront. Cars and trucks now travel in underground tunnels, upscale condos and restaurants are taking over, and the neighborhood has a splashy Opera House. Oslo seems to be constantly improving its infrastructure and redeveloping slummy old quarters along the waterfront into cutting-edge residential zones. The metropolis feels as if it’s rushing to prepare for an Olympics-like deadline. But it isn’t—it just wants to be the best city it can be.
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You’ll see a mix of grand Neoclassical facades, plain 1960s-style modernism, and a sprouting Nordic Manhattan-type skyline of skyscrapers nicknamed “the bar code buildings” for their sleek yet distinct boxiness.

But overall, the feel of this major capital is green and pastoral—spread out, dotted with parks and lakes, and surrounded by hills and forests. For the visitor, Oslo is an all-you-can-see smörgåsbord of historic sights, trees, art, and Nordic fun.

PLANNING YOUR TIME

Oslo offers an exciting slate of sightseeing thrills. Ideally, spend two days, and leave on the night boat to Copenhagen or on the scenic “Norway in a Nutshell” train to Bergen the third morning. Spend the two days like this:

Day 1: Take my self-guided “Welcome to Oslo” walk. Tour the Akershus Fortress and the Norwegian Resistance Museum. Catch the City Hall tour. Spend the afternoon at the National Gallery and at the Holmenkollen Ski Jump and museum.

Day 2: Ferry across the harbor to Bygdøy and tour the Fram, Kon-Tiki, and Viking Ship museums. Spend the afternoon at the Norwegian Folk Museum. Finish the day at Vigeland Park, enjoying Gustav Vigeland’s statues.

Keep in mind that the National Gallery and the Vigeland Museum (at Vigeland Park) are closed on Monday.

Orientation to Oslo

Oslo is easy to manage. Its sights cluster around the main boulevard, Karl Johans Gate (with the Royal Palace at one end and the train station at the other), and in the Bygdøy (big-doy) district, a 10-minute ferry ride across the harbor. The city’s other main sight, Vigeland Park (with Gustav Vigeland’s statues), is about a mile behind the palace.

The monumental, homogenous city center contains most of the sights, but head out of the core to see the more colorful neighborhoods. Choose from Majorstuen and Frogner (chic boutiques, trendy restaurants), Grünerløkka (bohemian cafés, hipsters), and Grønland (multiethnic immigrants’ zone).

TOURIST INFORMATION

The city’s shiny new Oslo Visitor Center is in the Østbanehallen, the traditional-looking building right next to the central train station. Standing in the square (Jernbanetorget) by the tiger statue and facing the train station, you’ll find the TI’s entrance in the red-painted section between the station and Østbanehallen. You can also enter the TI from inside the train station (May-Sept daily 9:00-18:00, Oct-April daily 9:00-16:00, tel. 81 53 05 55, www.visitoslo.com).

At the TI, pick up these freebies: an Oslo map, the helpful public-transit map, the annual Oslo Guide (with plenty of details on sightseeing, shopping, and eating), and the You Are Here Oslo map and visitors guide (a young people’s guide that’s full of fun and offbeat ideas). For entertainment ideas and more, the free What’s On in Oslo monthly has the most accurate record of museum hours and an extensive listing of happenings every day, such as special events, tours, and concerts. If you like to bike, ask about the public bike-rental system (100 kr/24 hours; you can rent a card from TI to release simple one-speed bikes from racks around town).

If you’re traveling on, pick up the Bergen Guide and information for the rest of Norway, including the useful, annual Fjord Norway Travel Guide. Consider buying the Oslo Pass (described next). It’s valid for 24, 48, or 72 hours; and there is a special rate for children ages 4-15 and for seniors who are 67 and older.

Use It, a hardworking information center, is officially geared for those under age 26 but is generally happy to offer anyone its solid, money-saving, experience-enhancing advice (Mon-Fri 11:00-17:00, Sat 12:00-17:00, longer hours July-early Aug, closed Sun; Møllergata 3, look for Ungdomsinformasjonen sign, tel. 24 14 98 20, www.use-it.no). They can help find you the cheapest beds in town (no booking fee) and they offer these free services: Wi-Fi and Internet access, phone use, and luggage storage. Their free You Are Here Oslo guide—with practical info, maps, ideas on eating cheap, good nightspots, tips on picking up a Norwegian, the best beaches, and so on—is a must for young travelers and worthwhile for anyone curious about probing the Oslo scene.
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Oslo Pass: This pass covers the city’s public transit, ferry boats, and entry to nearly every major sight—all described in a useful handbook (320 kr/24 hours, 470 kr/48 hours, 590 kr/72 hours; big discounts for kids ages 4-15 and seniors age 67 and over, www.visitoslo.com). Do the math before buying; add up the individual costs of the sights you want to see to determine whether an Oslo Pass will save you money. (Here are some sample charges: one 24-hour transit pass-90 kr, Nobel Peace Center-90 kr, three boat museums at Bygdøy-270 kr, National Gallery-50 kr. These costs, which total 500 kr, justify buying a 48-hour pass.) Students with an ISIC card may be better off without the Oslo Pass. If you have a smartphone, you can download the Oslo Pass app; after activating the pass, you don’t have to be online to use it.

ARRIVAL IN OSLO

By Train

The central train station (Oslo Sentralstasjon, or “Oslo S” for short) is slick and helpful. You’ll find free Wi-Fi, an Internet café, ATMs, and two Forex exchange desks. The station is plugged into a lively modern shopping mall called Byporten (Mon-Fri 10:00-21:00, Sat 10:00-20:00, closed Sun). You’ll also find a cheap Bit sandwich shop with seating, a Joker supermarket (Mon-Fri 6:00-23:00, Sat 8:00-23:00, Sun 9:00-23:00), and a Vinmonopolet liquor store (Oslo’s most central place to buy wine or liquor—which is sold only at Vinmonopolet stores, Mon-Thu 10:00-18:00, Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat 9:00-15:00, closed Sun). The new TI is in the Østbanehallen, right next to the train station.

For tickets and train info, you can go to the station’s ticket office located between tracks 8 and 9 (Mon-Fri 6:30-23:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-18:00—opens at 7:45 on summer weekends) or to the helpful train office at the National Theater railway and T-bane station, which can have shorter lines (Mon-Fri 7:30-17:00, closed Sat-Sun; Ruseløkkveien, southwest of National Theater). At either ticket office, you can buy domestic and Norway in a Nutshell tickets, and pick up leaflets on the Flåm and Bergen Railway, but only the station office sells international tickets. The TI also sells domestic train tickets (same price, likely friendlier and faster).

By Plane

Oslo Airport

Oslo Lufthavn, also called Gardermoen, is about 30 miles north of the city center and has a helpful 24-hour information center (airport code: OSL, tel. 91 50 64 00, www.osl.no).

Flytoget is the speedy train that zips travelers between the airport and the central train station in 20-25 minutes (170 kr, less for students and seniors, 4/hour, runs roughly 5:00-24:00, not covered by rail passes, simply swipe your credit card through card reader at gate before boarding, then swipe it again when you get off—or buy ticket from machine or at ticket counter, where you’ll pay a 30-kr surcharge; tel. 81 50 07 77, www.flytoget.no). Note that Flytoget trains alternate between those that go only to the central train station, and others that also continue on through Oslo, stopping at the National Theater station (which is closer to some recommended hotels and uses the same ticket).

Local trains are nearly half the cost of Flytoget trains and nearly as fast (90 kr, roughly 2/hour, 25 minutes, covered by rail passes, some also serve National Theater station). You’ll save about 30 kr on this trip with an Oslo Pass because the pass covers transportation within Oslo; you only need to pay the fare for the stretch between the airport and the edge of town.

To reach the Flytoget and local train counters at the airport: After you leave customs, exit right and walk all the way to the far corner; you’ll see two separate ticket counters (one for Flytoget, NSB for the cheaper local trains) and separate TV screens showing the timetables for Flytoget and the “lokal-InterCity-fjerntog” trains.

Flybus airport buses stop directly outside the arrival hall and make several downtown stops, including the central train station (150 kr one-way, 3/hour, 40 minutes, tel. 67 98 04 80).

Taxis run to and from the airport (895-kr fixed rate until 17:00, 1,095-kr rate after 17:00, confirm price before you commit). Oslo Taxi is the most reliable (tel. 02323). I prefer the slick and faster Flytoget train, but the taxi can be a good value for families and those with lots of luggage.

Other Airports near Oslo

If you arrive at the Rygge or Sandefjord airports, catch a Flybus airport bus to downtown Oslo. If you’re going from Oslo to either airport, note that buses depart Oslo’s central bus terminal (next to the train station) about three hours before all flight departures.

Rygge Airport: Ryanair and Norwegian use this airport near the city of Moss, 40 miles south of Oslo (160 kr for Flybus ticket—buy from driver, www.rygge-ekspressen.no; airport code: RYG, tel. 69 23 00 00, www.en.ryg.no).

Sandefjord Airport Torp: Ryanair, WizzAir, and other discount airlines use this airport, 70 miles south of Oslo (250 kr for Flybus ticket from driver, www.torpekspressen.no; airport code: TRF, tel. 33 42 70 00, www.torp.no).

HELPFUL HINTS

Pickpocket Alert: They’re a problem in Oslo, particularly in crowds on the street and in subways and buses. To call the police, dial 112.

Street People and Drug Addicts: Oslo’s street population loiters around the train station. While a bit unnerving to some travelers, locals consider this rough-looking bunch harmless. The police have pretty much corralled them to the square called Christian Frederiks Plass, south of the station.

Money: Banks in Norway don’t change money. Use ATMs or Forex exchange offices (outlets near City Hall at Fridtjof Nansens Plass 6, at train station, and at Egertorget at the crest of Karl Johans Gate; hours vary by location but generally Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat 9:00-17:00, closed Sun).

Internet Access: @rctic Internet Café is pricey but central, located in the train station’s main hall and above track 13 (60 kr/hour, daily 8:00-23:00).

Post Office: It’s in the train station.

Pharmacy: Jernbanetorgets Vitus Apotek is open 24 hours daily (across from train station on Jernbanetorget, tel. 23 35 81 00).

Laundry: Selva Laundry is on the corner of Wessels Gate and Ullevålsveien at Ullevålsveien 15, a half-mile north of the train station (daily self-serve 8:00-21:00, full-serve 10:00-19:00, walk or catch bus #37 from station, tel. 41 64 08 33).

Bike Rental: Viking Biking, run by Americans Curtis and Ben, rents bikes (125 kr/8 hours, 200 kr/24 hours, includes helmet, map, rain poncho, and lock, daily 9:30-18:00, Nedre Slottsgate 4, tel. 41 26 64 96, www.vikingbikingoslo.com; see “Tours in Oslo,” later, for their guided bike tours).

Or use the public bike-rental system to grab basic city bikes out of locked racks at various points throughout town (100 kr/24 hours; get card at TI).
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Movies: The domed Colosseum Kino in Majorstuen, one of northern Europe’s largest movie houses with 1,500 seats, is a fun place to catch a big-time spectacle. Built in 1928, this high-tech, four-screen theater shows first-run films in their original language (Fridtjof Nansens Vei 6, a short walk west from Marjorstuen T-bane station, www.oslokino.no).

Updates to This Book: For updates to this book, check www.ricksteves.com/update.

GETTING AROUND OSLO

By Public Transit: Commit yourself to taking advantage of Oslo’s excellent transit system, made up of buses, trams, ferries, and a subway (Tunnelbane, or T-bane for short; see “Sightseeing by Public Transit” sidebar). Use the TI’s free public transit map to navigate. The system runs like clockwork, with schedules clearly posted and followed. Many stops have handy electronic reader boards showing the time remaining before the next tram arrives (usually less than 10 minutes). Ruter, the public-transit information center, faces the train station under the glass tower; Mon-Fri 7:00-20:00, Sat-Sun 8:00-18:00, tel. 177 or 81 50 01 76, www.ruter.no).

Individual tickets work on buses, trams, ferries, and the T-bane for one hour (30 kr if bought at machines, transit office, Narvesen kiosks, convenience stores such as 7-Eleven or Deli de Luca, or via smartphone app—or 50 kr if bought on board). Other options include the 24-hour ticket (90 kr; buy at machines, transit office, or via smartphone app; good for unlimited rides in 24-hour period) and the Oslo Pass (gives free run of entire system; described earlier). Validate your ticket or smartcard by holding it next to the card reader when you board.

By Taxi: Taxis come with a 150-kr drop charge that covers you for three or four kilometers—about two miles (more on evenings and weekends). Taxis can be a good value if you’re with a group. If you use a minibus taxi, you are welcome to negotiate an hourly rate. To get a taxi, wave one down, find a taxi stand, or call 02323.

Tours in Oslo

Oslo Fjord Tours

A fascinating world of idyllic islands sprinkled with charming vacation cabins is minutes away from the Oslo harborfront. For locals, the fjord is a handy vacation getaway. Tourists can get a glimpse of this island world by public ferry or tour boat. Cheap ferries regularly connect the nearby islands with downtown (free with Oslo Pass).

Several tour boats leave regularly from pier 3 in front of City Hall. Båtservice has a relaxing and scenic 1.5-hour hop-on, hop-off service, with recorded multilanguage commentary. It departs from the City Hall dock (185 kr, daily at 9:45, 11:15, 12:45, and 14:15; departs 30 minutes later from Opera House and one hour later from Bygdøy; tel. 23 35 68 90, www.boatsightseeing.com). They won’t scream if you bring something to munch. They also offer two-hour fjord tours with lame live commentary (269 kr, 3-4/day late March-Sept) and a “Summer Evening on the Fjord” dinner cruise on a sailing ship (395 kr; joyride without narration that includes a “shrimp buffet”—just shrimp, bread, and butter; daily mid-June-Aug 19:00-22:00).

Bus Tours

Båtservice, which runs the harbor cruises, also offers four-hour bus tours of Oslo, with stops at the ski jump, Bygdøy museums, and Vigeland Park (390 kr, 2/day mid-May-mid-Sept, departs next to City Hall, longer tours also available, tel. 23 35 68 90, www.boatsightseeing.com). HMK also does daily city bus tours (220 kr/2 hours, 350 kr/4 hours, departs next to City Hall, tel. 22 78 94 00, www.hmk.no).


Sightseeing by Public Transit

With a transit pass or an Oslo Pass, take full advantage of the T-bane and the trams. Just spend five minutes to get a grip on the system, and you’ll become amazingly empowered. Here are the only T-bane stations you’re likely to use:

Jernbanetorget (central station, bus and tram hub, express train to airport)

Stortinget (top of Karl Johans Gate, near Akershus Fortress)

Nationaltheatret (National Theater, also a train station, express train to airport, near City Hall, Aker Brygge, Royal Palace)

Majorstuen (walk to Vigeland Sculpture Park, trendy shops on Bogstadveien, Colosseum cinema)

Grønland (colorful immigrant neighborhood, cheap and fun restaurant zone, bottom of Grünerløkka district; the underground mall in the station is a virtual trip to Istanbul)

Nydalen (start of my Nydalen to Grünerløkka Walk)

Holmenkollen (famous ski jump, city view)

Frognerseteren (highest point in town, jumping-off point for forest walks and bike rides)

Sognsvann (idyllic lake in forest outside of town)

Trams and buses that matter:

Trams #11 and #12 ring the city (stops at central station, fortress, harborfront, City Hall, Aker Brygge, Vigeland Park, Bogstadveien, National Gallery, and Stortorvet)

Trams #11, #12, and #13 to Olaf Ryes Plass (center of Grünerløkka district)

Trams #13 and #19, and bus #31 (south and parallel to Karl Johans Gate to central station)

Bus #30 (Nydalen, Olaf Ryes Plass in Grünerløkka, train station, near Karl Johans Gate, National Theater, and Bygdøy, with stops at each Bygdøy museum)



Open Top Sightseeing runs hop-on, hop-off bus tours (260 kr/all day, 19 stops, www.opentopsightseeing.no; every 30 minutes, leaves from City Hall, English headphone commentary, buy ticket from driver). While the tours help you get your bearings, most of Oslo’s sightseeing is concentrated in a few discrete zones that are well-connected by the excellent public-transportation network—making pricey bus tours a lesser value. And if you hit the timing wrong, you may wait up to an hour at popular stops (such as Vigeland Park) for a chance to hop back on.

Biking Tours

Viking Biking gives several different guided tours in English, including a three-hour Oslo Highlights Tour (250 kr, May-Sept daily at 13:00, Nedre Slottsgate 4, tel. 41 26 64 96, www.vikingbikingoslo.com). They also rent bikes; see “Helpful Hints,” earlier.

Guided Walking Tour

Oslo Guideservice offers 1.5-hour historic “Oslo Promenade” walks from June through August (150 kr, free with Oslo Pass; Mon, Wed, and Fri at 17:30; leaves from sea side of City Hall, confirm departures at TI, tel. 22 42 70 20, www.guideservice.no).

Local Guides

You can hire a private guide through Oslo Guideservice (2,000 kr/2 hours, tel. 22 42 70 20, www.guideservice.no); my guide Aksel had a passion for both history and his hometown of Oslo. Or try Oslo Guidebureau (prices start at 1,950 kr/3 hours, tel. 22 42 28 18, www.osloguide.no, mail@guideservice.no).

Oslo Tram Tour

Tram #12, which becomes tram #11 halfway through its loop (at Majorstuen), circles the city from the train station, lacing together many of Oslo’s main sights. Apart from the practical value of being able to hop on and off as you sightsee your way around town (trams come by at least every 10 minutes), this 40-minute trip gives you a fine look at parts of the city you wouldn’t otherwise see.

The route starts at the main train station, at the traffic-island tram stop located immediately in front of the transit office tower. The route makes almost a complete circle and finishes at Stortorvet (the cathedral square), dropping you off a three-minute walk from where you began the tour.

Starting out, you want tram #12 as it leaves from the second set of tracks, going toward Majorstuen. Confirm with your driver that the particular tram #12 you’re boarding becomes tram #11 and finishes at Stortorvet; some of these may turn into tram #19 instead, which takes a different route. If yours becomes #19, simply hop out at Majorstuen and wait for the next #11. If #11 is canceled because of construction, leave #12 at Majorstuen and catch #19 through the center back to the train station, or hop on the T-bane (which zips every few minutes from Majorstuen to the National Theater—closest to the harbor and City Hall—and then to the station). Here’s what you’ll see and ideas on where you might want to hop out:

From the station, you’ll go through the old grid streets of 16th-century Christiania, King Christian IV’s planned Renaissance town. After the city’s 17th fire, in 1624, the king finally got fed up. He decreed that only brick and stone buildings would be permitted in the city center, with wide streets to serve as fire breaks.

You’ll turn a corner at the fortress (Christiana Torv stop; get off here for the fortress and Norwegian Resistance Museum), then head for City Hall (Rådhus stop). Next comes the harbor and upscale Aker Brygge waterfront neighborhood (jump off at the Aker Brygge stop for the harbor and restaurant row). Passing the harbor, you’ll see on the left a few old shipyard buildings that still survive. Then the tram goes uphill, past the House of Oslo (a mall of 20 shops highlighting Scandinavian interior design; Vikatorvet stop) and into a district of ugly 1960s buildings (when elegance was replaced by “functionality”). The tram then heads onto the street Norwegians renamed Henrik Ibsens Gate in 2006 to commemorate the centenary of Ibsen’s death, honoring the man they claim is the greatest playwright since Shakespeare.

After Henrik Ibsens Gate, the tram follows Frognerveien through the chic Frogner neighborhood. Behind the fine old facades are fancy shops and spendy condos. Here and there you’ll see 19th-century mansions built by aristocratic families who wanted to live near the Royal Palace; today, many of these house foreign embassies. Turning the corner, you roll along the edge of Frogner Park (which includes Vigeland Park, featuring Gustav Vigeland’s sculptures), stopping at its grand gate (hop out at the Vigelandsparken stop).

Ahead on the left, a statue of 1930s ice queen Sonja Henie marks the arena where she learned to skate. Turning onto Bogstadveien, the tram usually becomes #11 at the Majorstuen stop. Bogstadveien is lined with trendy shops, restaurants, and cafés—it’s a fun place to stroll and window-shop. (You could get out here and walk along this street all the way to the Royal Palace park and the top of Karl Johans Gate.) The tram veers left before the palace, passing the National Historical Museum and stopping at the National Gallery (Tullinløkka stop). As you trundle along, you may notice that lots of roads are ripped up for construction. It’s too cold to fix the streets in winter, so, when possible, the work is done in summer. Jump out at Stortorvet (a big square filled with flower stalls and fronted by the cathedral and the big GlasMagasinet department store). From here, you’re a three-minute walk from the station, where this tour began.


Welcome to Oslo Walk


This self-guided stroll, worth ▲▲, covers the heart of Oslo—the zone where most tourists find themselves walking—from the train station, up the main drag, and past City Hall to the harborfront. It takes a brisk 30 minutes if done nonstop.

Train Station: Start at the plaza just outside the main entrance of Oslo’s central train station (Oslo Sentralstasjon). The statue of the tiger prowling around out front alludes to the town’s nickname of Tigerstaden (“Tiger Town”) and commemorates the 1,000th birthday of Oslo’s founding, celebrated in the year 2000. In the 1800s, Oslo was considered an urban tiger, leaving its mark on the soul of simple country folk who ventured into the wild and crazy New York City of Norway. (These days, the presence of so many beggars, or tigger, has prompted the nickname “Tiggerstaden.”)

[image: Image]

With your back to the train station, look for the glass Ruter tower that marks the public transit office; from here, trams zip to City Hall (harbor, boat to Bygdøy), and the underground subway (T-bane, or Tunnelbane—look for the T sign to your right) goes to Vigeland Park (statues) and Holmenkollen. Tram #12—featured in the self-guided tram tour described earlier—leaves from directly across the street.
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