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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome…and a Few Changes


Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.








[image: Image]




[image: Image]






[image: Image]






[image: Image]



INTRODUCTION


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


Start in Oslo, Norway’s sharp capital city, with its historic and walkable core and mural-slathered City Hall. Down on the pedestrian-friendly waterfront stroll along the promenade, clamber on the roof of the striking Opera House, marvel at the modernistic new Munch Museum, explore the Nazi Occupation at the stirring WWII Resistance Museum, and enjoy the outstanding National Museum (home to a version of Munch’s Scream). A quick ferry ride takes you to the Bygdøy peninsula and museums dedicated to famous ships—Viking, Fram, and Kon-Tiki—plus the Norwegian Folk Museum. Just beyond the center, hundreds of bronze and granite nudes adorn the majestic Vigeland Sculpture Park. Or, ride a tram above the city to relive Olympic memories at the Holmenkollen Ski Jump and breathe in sweeping views.


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 funicular to spectacular city views from the top of Mount Fløyen. You can round out your Norwegian experience in the lively city of Stavanger (with a side trip to soaring Pulpit Rock), the time-passed Setesdal Valley, or the port of Kristiansand (with ferries to Denmark).


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, and strategies for meaningful and efficient visits


• 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, staying connected, hotel reservations, transportation, and other helpful hints.


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.


God tur! Happy travels!
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NORWAY



Norge


Norway is stacked with superlatives—it’s the most mountainous, most scenic, and most prosperous of all the Scandinavian countries. It is also a land of rich harvests—timber, oil, and fish. In fact, Norway’s 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.
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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 have tightened immigration laws over the past several years.


Norway’s Viking past (c. AD 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. 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.
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Named for the Norse word vik, which means “bay” 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). 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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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 ax, 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 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).


Size: At 148,700 square miles, Norway is slightly larger than Montana, and has a population of 5.4 million people (about 35 per square mile)


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 rises in the depth of winter.


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


Biggest Cities: Norway’s capital city, Oslo, has a population of 680,000; more than 1 million live in its metropolitan area. Bergen, Norway’s second-largest city, has a population of about 284,000.


Economy: The Norwegian economy grows around 1.5-2 percent each year, contributing to a healthy $434 billion gross domestic product and a per capita GDP of $80,200. Its primary exports are oil and gas—Norway produces less than 5 percent of the world’s oil but exports 95 percent of it; the country is second only to Russia in natural gas production. Oil and gas make Norway one of the world’s richest countries. The two commodities account for more than 50 percent of the Norwegian economy. By law, the country must save a portion of its oil revenue; the fund is currently worth almost $1 trillion.


Currency: 9 Norwegian kroner (NOK) = about $1.


Government: As the leader of Norway’s parliamentary constitutional monarchy, King Harald V has largely ceremonial powers. Norway’s legislative body is the Stortinget (Parliament), with 169 members elected for four-year terms.


Flag: Red with a blue Scandinavian cross outlined in white.
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The Average Norwegian is 39 years old, has 1.8 children, will live to be 82, and enjoys a good coffee buzz, drinking nearly four cups a day.





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.


Similar to 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 invaded 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’s parliament is chaired by a prime minister), the royal family is still highly revered and respected.
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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.


Norwegians are mainly of Nordic and Germanic heritage, with a small population of indigenous Sami people in the north. The growing immigrant population is primarily from Sweden, Poland, Lithuania, Pakistan, and Somalia, with a recent wave from Syria. And though church attendance is way down, the vast majority of Norwegian Christians consider themselves Lutheran.


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.


Norwegians are proud of their rich folk traditions—from handmade sweaters and folk costumes to the small farms that produce a sweet brown 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.
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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. (Tap water here is actually wonderful, too—and much cheaper.)


While Norwegians speak a collection of mutually understandable dialects, the two official forms of Norwegian are 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 common, especially in urban areas, books, newspapers, and government agencies. Some Sami- and Finnish-speaking minorities are found in the far north.


Most Norwegians also speak 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 “Takk for maten” (tahk for MAH-ten); “Thanks for the food”). Norwegians rarely feel their guests have eaten enough, 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.” See the next page for more Norwegian survival phrases.



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”). To pronounce the letter ø, purse your lips together and say “uh.” 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.
















	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







	zero / one / two

	null / en / to    newl / 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












[image: Image]



OSLO


Though Oslo is the smallest of the Scandinavian capitals, this brisk little city offers more sightseeing thrills than you might expect. Get ready to be inspired—Oslo simply has its act together.
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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 just 10,000 people—one-fiftieth the size of Paris or London.


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


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 onetime industrial area, along the Akers River, has been reclaimed as a lush green zone, filled with spiffed-up brick warehouses and (on a sunny day) hundreds of sunbathing Norwegians. The city’s port hums with international shipping and a sizeable cruise industry. Its waterfront, once traffic-congested and slummy, has undergone an extreme urban makeover, and today sports ultramodern yet people-friendly residential zones and the Havnepromenaden—a pedestrian walkway stretching the length of the harbor.
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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 II, 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. For a look at modern Oslo, tour the striking City Hall, peek at sculptor Gustav Vigeland’s people pillars, ascend the exhilarating Holmenkollen Ski Jump, wander futuristic promenades, walk all over the Opera House, and celebrate the world’s greatest peacemakers at the Nobel Peace Center.


Even with all this modernization, it’s delightfully easy to escape the urban downtown and harbor area to a sprawling, green, and pastoral countryside—dotted with parks and lakes, and surrounded by hills and forests. For the visitor, Oslo is an all-you-can-see smorgasbord of historic sights, nature, art, and Nordic fun.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Oslo offers an exciting slate of sightseeing thrills. Ideally, spend two days here. Keep in mind that the Vigeland Museum (next to Vigeland Sculpture Park) is closed on Monday. The National Museum may also be closed Monday (check ahead). Spend the two days like this:


Day 1: Take my self-guided Oslo Walk. Tour the Akershus Fortress and the Norwegian Resistance Museum, then catch a free City Hall tour (likely offered June-Aug only; off-season, tour it on your own). Spend the afternoon at the National Museum (for Norwegian art, opening in 2022), Munch Museum, or Holmenkollen Ski Jump and museum (to enjoy some wilderness).


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 Sculpture Park, enjoying Gustav Vigeland’s statues.


With More Time: You could easily fill a third day: Slow things down, go for a lazy hike along the Akers River (and eat at the trendy Mathallen Oslo food hall), and/or head out to the islands in the Oslofjord.


In the evening, you could enjoy a pricey dinner by the harbor or near Karl Johans Gate. Or venture to the appealing, affordable, and less touristy dining zones around Youngstorget, Mathallen, and Olaf Ryes Plass.
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Orientation to Oslo


Oslo (pop. 680,000) is easy to manage. Most sights are contained within the city center. Much of what you’ll want to see clusters in three easy-to-connect zones: downtown, around the harbor and the main boulevard, Karl Johans Gate (with the Royal Palace at one end and the train station at the other); in the Bygdøy (big-duhy) district, a 10-minute ferry ride across the harbor; and Frogner Park (with the Vigeland Sculpture Park), about a mile behind the palace.


With more time, head out of the core to see the more colorful neighborhoods: Majorstuen and Frogner feel “uptown,” with chic boutiques, elegant homes, and lots of parks. Grünerløkka and the adjacent Akers River greenbelt is hipster central, with the foodie-paradise Mathallen and plenty of bohemian cafés. Youngstorget, a quick walk north of Karl Johans Gate, is mostly residential and packed with tempting restaurants. And Grønland, behind the train station, is the multiethnic immigrants’ zone.


TOURIST INFORMATION


The big, high-tech Visit Oslo office is in the Østbanehallen—the traditional-looking building 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 the Østbanehallen. You can also enter the TI from inside the train station (generally July-Aug Mon-Sat 8:00-19:00, Sun 9:00-18:00; May-June and Sept daily 9:00-18:00; slightly shorter hours Oct-April; +47 23 10 62 00, www.visitoslo.com).


At the TI, pick up these freebies: an Oslo city/transit map; the annual Oslo Guide (overview of museums, eating, and nightlife); U.F.O. (guide to current museum exhibits); and the What’s On Oslo monthly (museum and event listings). The TI also sells the handy Oslo Pass (described later, under “Sights in Oslo”). If you’re traveling beyond Oslo, you can purchase domestic train and Norway in a Nutshell tickets here. Consider picking up the Bergen Guide and information for the rest of Norway, including the useful, annual Fjord Norway Travel Guide.


ARRIVAL IN OSLO


By Train


The central train station (Oslo Sentralstasjon, or “Oslo S” for short) is slick and helpful. You’ll find ATMs, two exchange desks, and luggage storage. The station is plugged into a lively modern shopping mall called Byporten (Mon-Fri 10:00-20:00, Sat until 18:00, closed Sun), where just inside the entrance you’ll find a cheap Bit sandwich shop. Inside the station is a well-stocked Co-op Prix grocery store (long hours Mon-Sat, closed Sun), a small Joker supermarket (long hours daily), and a Vinmonopolet liquor store (Oslo’s most central place to buy wine or liquor—which is sold only at Vinmonopolet stores, Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, Sat until 15:00, closed Sun).


For tickets and train info, head to the station’s ticket office between tracks 8 and 9 (Mon-Fri 7:30-20:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-18:00 plus summer weekends from 7:45). Here, you can buy domestic and Norway in a Nutshell tickets, get information on the Flåm and Bergen Railway (Bergensbanen), and buy international train tickets. Domestic train tickets (but not international tickets) can also be bought at ticket machines. Tickets to Sweden are available at the blue machines marked SJ.


By Plane or Boat


For details on arriving in Oslo by plane or boat, see the end of this chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Theft Alert: Pickpockets are a problem in Oslo, particularly in crowds on the street and on subways and buses. Oslo’s street population loiters around the train station; you may see aggressive panhandlers there and along Karl Johans Gate.


Pharmacy: Jernbanetorgets Vitus Apotek is open 24 hours daily (across from train station on Jernbanetorget, +47 23 35 81 00).


Laundry: Billig Vask & Rens (“Cheap Wash & Clean”) is near Vår Frelsers Cemetery, a half-mile north of the train station (self-serve open daily 8:00-21:00; full-serve Mon-Fri 9:00-18:00, Sat 10:00-15:00, closed Sun; on the corner of Wessels Gate and Ullevålsveien, Ullevålsveien 15, bus #37 from train station, +47 41 64 08 33).


Bike Rental: Oslo’s near-complete ban on cars in the city core and the addition of bike lanes have made it an increasingly good city for cycling, despite its hills. A public bike-rental system lets you grab basic city bikes from locked racks at various points around town (first hour free, then 15 NOK/15 minutes; requires smartphone app, www.oslobysykkel.no). If you’re traveling with a group, you can reserve bikes in advance with Viking Biking (no walk-up rentals, daily flat rate of 2,000 NOK for 1-10 bikes; includes helmet, lock, and map; daily 10:00-18:00, Nedre Slottsgate 4, +47 41 26 64 96, www.vikingbikingoslo.com; see “Tours in Oslo,” later, for their guided bike tours).
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Movies: The domed Colosseum Kino in Majorstuen, with 1,500 seats, is a fun place to catch a big-time spectacle. Originally built in 1928, this now 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).




Sightseeing by Public Transit


With a transit pass or an Oslo Pass, take full advantage of the T-bane and the trams. Spend just five minutes getting a grip on the system, and you’ll be in command. Here are some handy stops and stations.


T-bane Stations


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, National Museum, Aker Brygge, Royal Palace)


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


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


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)


Tram and Bus Stops


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


Trams #11, #12, and #18 to Olaf Ryes Plass (center of Grünerløkka district)


Trams #13 and #19, and bus #32 (south and parallel to Karl Johans Gate to central train station; stops near Opera House and Munch Museum)


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





GETTING AROUND OSLO


By Public Transit


Oslo is a big city, and taxi fares are exorbitant. Take advantage of the excellent transit system, made up of buses, trams, ferries, and a subway (Tunnelbane, or T-bane for short; see the “Sightseeing by Public Transit” sidebar). The system is run by Ruter, which has a transit-information center below the skinny glass tower in front of the central train station (Mon-Fri 7:00-20:00, Sat-Sun 8:00-18:00, www.ruter.no).


Schedules: The system runs like clockwork, with schedules clearly posted and followed. Download the RuterReise app for schedules at your fingertips, or check reader boards at stops for the next tram’s arrival time (usually every 10 minutes).


Tickets: A different app—called RuterBillett—lets you buy tickets with your mobile phone (credit card or PayPal). Individual tickets work on buses, trams, ferries, the T-bane, and Vy trains (within Oslo) for one hour (37 NOK via RuterBillett app and at the transit office, ticket machines, transit office, Narvesen kiosks, and convenience stores; 57 NOK from driver; note that boats to Bygdøy require a separate, more expensive ticket). Other options include a 24-hour ticket (111 NOK; buy on RuterBillett app or at ticket machines or the transit office; good for unlimited rides in 24-hour period) and the Oslo Pass (free run of entire system, including Bygdøy boats; described later under “Sights in Oslo”). Validate your ticket by holding it next to the card reader when you board.


By Taxi or Uber


Taxis come with a 150-NOK drop charge (yes, that’s nearly $20 just to get in the car) that covers you for three or four kilometers—about two miles (more on evenings and weekends). Taxis are a good value only if you’re with a group. If you use a minibus taxi, you can negotiate an hourly rate. To get a taxi, wave one down, find a taxi stand, or call +47 22 38 80 90. Uber works in Oslo just like in the US.


Tours in Oslo


Local Guides


You can hire a private guide for around 2,000 NOK for a two- to three-hour tour. I had a good experience with Oslo Guideservice (2,000 NOK/2 hours, +47 22 42 70 20, www.guideservice.no); my guide, Aksel, had a passion for both history and his hometown of Oslo. The easy-to-work-with Oslo Guidebureau will tailor a tour to meet your interests (+47 22 42 28 18, www.osloguidebureau.no).


Bike Tours


Viking Biking gives several different guided tours in English, including a three-hour Oslo Highlights Tour that includes Bygdøy beaches and a ride up the Akers River (425 NOK, May-Sept daily at 14:00, Nedre Slottsgate 4, +47 41 26 64 96, www.vikingbikingoslo.com). They also rent bikes to groups; see “Helpful Hints,” earlier. If you’d rather walk, check out their forest-to-fjord and island nature walks.


Bus Tours


While a bus tour can help you get your bearings, most of Oslo’s sightseeing is concentrated in a few discrete zones and well-connected by public transit. Consider my self-guided tram tour (later) instead. If a bus tour appeals, HMK does a daily city tour (350 NOK/3 hours, 500 NOK/4 hours, departs from the DFDS cruise terminal, Akershusstranda 31, +47 48 08 31 02, https://sightseeingoslo.com).
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Oslo at a Glance


▲▲▲City Hall Oslo’s artsy 20th-century government building, lined with vibrant municipal-themed murals, best visited with included tour. Hours: Daily 9:00-16:00, June-Aug until 18:00; generally 3 tours/day (may not run off-season).





▲▲▲National Museum Norway’s cultural and natural essence, captured on canvas. Hours: Opens in 2022; likely Tue-Fri 10:00-18:00, Thu until 19:00, Sat-Sun 11:00-17:00, closed Mon.





▲▲▲Vigeland Sculpture Park and ▲▲Vigeland Museum Set in sprawling Frogner Park, with tons of statuary by Norway’s greatest sculptor, Gustav Vigeland, and the studio where he worked. Hours: Sculpture park—always open; Vigeland Museum—Tue-Sun 10:00-16:00, closed Mon year-round.





▲▲▲Fram Museum Captivating exhibit on two Arctic exploration ships. Hours: Daily June-Aug 9:00-18:00, May and Sept 10:00-18:00, Oct-April until 17:00.





▲▲Norwegian Resistance Museum Gripping look at Norway’s tumultuous WWII experience. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00; Sept-April until 16:00.





▲▲Norwegian Folk Museum Norway condensed into 150 historic buildings in a large open-air museum. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00—grounds open until 20:00; Sept-May park open daily 11:00-16:00, but most historical buildings closed.





▲▲Viking Ship Museum Impressive trio of ninth-century Viking ships, with exhibits on the people who built them. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-16:00, closed Mon.





▲▲Kon-Tiki Museum Adventures of primitive Kon-Tiki and Ra II ships built by Thor Heyerdahl. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, June-Aug from 11:00, Nov-Feb until 16:00.





▲Aker Brygge and Tjuvholmen Oslo’s harborfront promenade and nearby arty Tjuvholmen neighborhood with Astrup Fearnley Museum, upscale galleries, shops, and cafés.





▲Akershus Fortress Complex and Tours Historic military base and fortified old center, with guided tours, ho-hum castle interior, and excellent Norwegian Resistance Museum (listed earlier). Hours: Park generally open daily 6:00-21:00—until 18:00 in winter; fortress tours run 2/day July-mid-Aug, 1/day Sat-Sun only off-season.





▲Oslo Opera House Stunning performance center that’s revitalized the harborfront. Hours: Foyer and café/restaurant open daily roughly 11:00-18:00; Opera House tours—1-2/day year-round.





▲Munch Museum Works of Norway’s famous Expressionistic painter. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, Oct-May until 16:00.





▲Norwegian Maritime Museum Briny voyage through Norway’s rich seafaring heritage. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00; Oct-April 11:00-16:00.





▲Grünerløkka Oslo’s popular former working-class district, bustling with cafés, pubs, and shops.





▲Ekeberg Sculpture Park Hilly, hikeable 63-acre forest park with striking contemporary art and city views.





▲Holmenkollen Ski Jump and Ski Museum Dizzying vista and a schuss through skiing history, plus a zip line off the top. Hours: Daily 9:00-20:00, May and Sept 10:00-17:00, Oct-April until 16:00.





Oslofjord Cruises


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 (covered by public transit tickets and 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 multilingual commentary. It departs from the City Hall dock (235 NOK, discount with Oslo Pass; daily at 10:15, 11:45, 13:15, and 14:45; departs 30 minutes earlier from the Opera House and 30 minutes later from Bygdøy; +47 23 35 68 90, www.boatsightseeing.com). They also offer two-hour fjord tours with dull live commentary (355 NOK, 3/day late March-mid-Oct, additional departures in summer, 2/day on winter weekends), a dinner cruise on a sailing ship (485 NOK, no narration; “shrimp buffet” is just shrimp, bread, and butter; daily mid-June-Aug 19:00-22:00), and jazz and blues-themed cruises.


Oslo Walk


This self-guided stroll, worth ▲▲, covers the tourist-friendly walking zone in the heart of Oslo—from the train station, up the main drag, and past City Hall to the harborfront. Allow a brisk 45 minutes without stops.


1 Central Train Station: Start at the plaza just outside the main entrance of Oslo’s central train station (Oslo Sentralstasjon), near the statue of the tiger prowling around out front. This 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.
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In the middle of the plaza, look for the tall, skinny, glass Ruter tower that marks the public transit office. From here, trams zip to City Hall (harbor, boat to Bygdøy), and the T-bane subway (look for the T sign to your right) goes to Vigeland Sculpture Park and Holmenkollen. Tram #12—described in my self-guided tram tour, later—leaves from directly across the street.


The green building behind the Ruter tower is a shopping mall called Byporten (literally, “City Gate,” see big sign on rooftop), built to greet those arriving from the airport on the shuttle train. Oslo’s 37-floor pointed-glass skyscraper, the Radisson Blu Plaza Hotel, pokes up behind that. The hotel’s 34th-floor SkyBar welcomes the public with air-conditioned views and pricey drinks. The tower was built with reflective glass so that, from a distance, it almost disappears. The area behind the Radisson—the lively and colorful “Little Karachi,” centered along a street called Grønland—is where many of Oslo’s immigrants settled. It’s become a vibrant nightspot, offering a fun contrast to the predictable Norwegian cuisine and culture.
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Oslo’s Most Strollable Spots


Oslo’s pulse is best felt by strolling. Three good areas are 1) along and near the central Karl Johans Gate, which runs from the train station to the palace (follow my self-guided Oslo Walk); 2) in trendy harborside Aker Brygge, a glass-and-chrome collection of sharp cafés, fine condos, and polished produce stalls (really lively at night, tram #12 from train station); and 3) along Bogstadveien, a bustling shopping street with no-nonsense modern commerce, lots of locals, and no tourists (T-bane to Majorstuen and follow this street back toward the palace and tourist zone).


While most tourists never get out of the harbor/Karl Johans Gate district, the real, down-to-earth Oslo is better seen elsewhere, in places such as Bogstadveien. The bohemian, artsy Grünerløkka district, is also good for a daytime wander. And the new Havnepromenaden stretches all the way along the harbor, from the marina at Frognerkilen to the Sørenga neighborhood to the east. The 5.5-mile pedestrian route is marked by orange towers (get info at TI or see www.visitoslo.com/en/articles/the-harbour-promenade for route).





Oslo allows hard-drug addicts and sex workers to mix and mingle in the station area. (While it’s illegal to buy sex in Norway, those who sell it are not breaking the law.) The cameras near the top of the Ruter tower monitor drug deals. Signs warn that this is a “monitored area,” but keep your valuables close.


• Note that you are near the Opera House and the Munch Museum, if you’d like to side-trip there now. (The Opera House is through the park to the right of the station, and the Munch Museum is just a few minutes’ walk beyond that.) Otherwise, turn your back to the station. You’re now looking (across the street) up Norway’s main drag, called...


Karl Johans Gate: This grand boulevard leads directly from the train station to the Royal Palace. The street is named for the French general Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte, who took the Swedish name Karl Johan when he was elected the crown prince of Sweden in 1810. He ruled as a popular king (1818-1844) during the period after Sweden took Norway from Denmark.


Walk three blocks up Karl Johans Gate. This people-filled stretch is crowded with street musicians, sidewalk artists, and shops greedily devouring tourists’ money. Even if you’re visiting in the snowy winter, you’ll walk on bare concrete: Most of downtown Oslo’s pedestrian streets are heated.
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• Hook right around the curved old brick structure of an old market and walk to the...


2 Oslo Cathedral (Domkirke): This Lutheran church is the third cathedral Oslo has had, built in 1697 after the second one burned down. It’s where Norway commemorates its royal marriages and deaths, and national tragedies. In the grass in front of the cathedral, you may see a memorial to the victims of the 2011 bombing and mass shooting.
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Look for the cathedral’s cornerstone (near the base of the steeple), a thousand-year-old carving from Oslo’s first and long-gone cathedral showing how the forces of good and evil tug at each of us. Look high up on the tower. The tiny square windows midway up the copper cupola were once the lookout quarters of the fire watchman.


Step inside (daily 10:00-16:00, Fri until late) beneath the red, blue, and gold seal of Oslo and under an equally colorful ceiling (late Art Deco from the 1930s). The box above on the right is for the royal family. The fine Baroque pulpit and altarpiece date from 1700. The chandeliers are from the previous cathedral (which burned in the 17th century). The colorful windows in the choir (leading up to the altar) were made in 1910 by Emanuel Vigeland (Gustav’s less famous brother).


The church courtyard (to the right as you face the entrance) is lined by a circa-1850 circular row of stalls from an old market. Rusty meat hooks now decorate the lamps of a peaceful café, which has quaint tables around a fountain. The atmospheric $$$$ Café Bacchus, at the far left end of the arcade, serves food outside and in a classy café downstairs (sandwiches, salads, full meals, good cakes, coffee, Mon-Sat 11:30-22:30, closed Sun, +47 90 51 52 64).


• The square that faces the cathedral is called...


3 Stortorvet: In the 17th century, when Oslo’s city wall was located about here, this big square was the point where farmers entered and sold their goods. Today it’s still lively as a flower and produce market (Mon-Fri). The statue shows Christian IV, the Danish king who ruled Norway around 1600, dramatically gesturing at some geraniums. He named the city, rather immodestly, Christiania. (Oslo took back its old Norse name only in 1925.) Christian was serious about Norway. During his 60-year reign, he visited it 30 times (more than all other royal visits combined during 300 years of Danish rule). The big GlasMagasinet department store is a landmark on this square.
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• Return to Karl Johans Gate, and continue up the boulevard past street performers, cafés, shops, and throngs of people. At the next corner, Kongens Gate leads left, past the 17th-century grid-plan town to Akershus Fortress (described in “Sights in Oslo,” later). But we’ll continue hiking straight up to the crest of the hill, enjoying some of the buskers along the way.


Pause at the wide spot in the street (near the T-bane stop) to appreciate the...


4 Crest of Karl Johans Gate (Egertorget): Look back at the train station. A thousand years ago, old Oslo was located at the foot of the wooded hill behind the station. Now look ahead to the Royal Palace in the distance, which was built in the 1830s “with nature and God behind it and the people at its feet.” If the flag flies atop the palace, the king is in the country.


Karl Johans Gate, a parade ground laid out in about 1850 from here to the palace, is now the axis of modern Oslo. Each May 17, Norway’s Constitution Day, an annual children’s parade turns this street into a sea of marching student bands and young costumed flag-wavers, while the royal family watches from the palace balcony. Since 1814, Norway has preferred peace. Rather than celebrating its military on the national holiday, it celebrates its children.


In the middle of the small square, the T sign marks a stop of the T-bane subway. W. B. Samson’s bakery is a good place for a quick, affordable lunch, with a handy cafeteria line (WC in back)—duck inside and be tempted by the pastries. Two traditional favorites are kanelboller (cinnamon rolls) and skolebrød (“school bread,” with an egg and cream filling).


High overhead, the big neon 5 Freia sign (dating from 1911) trumpets another sweet Norwegian treat. Norway’s answer to Cadbury, the Norwegian chocolatier Freia is beloved...or it was, until an American company bought it. Still, the local factory is partly operational, and nostalgic Norwegians will always think of Freia as “a little piece of Norway.”
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Continuing down Karl Johans Gate: People-watching is great along Karl Johans Gate. If it’s summer, half of the city’s population is gone—vacationing in their cabins or farther away—and the people you’ll see in the city center are mostly visitors.


Hike two blocks farther down Karl Johans Gate. The street called Akersgata, on your right, kicks off a worthwhile stroll past the site of the July 2011 bombing, the national cemetery, and through a parklike river gorge to the popular Grünerløkka quarter (an hour-long walk, described later, under “Sights in Oslo”).


Pass the big brick Parliament building (on the left, described later). On your right, seated in the square, is a bearded, tubby statue of the 19th-century painter Christian Krohg.


If you’d like to get a city view (and perhaps a pricey refreshment), enter the glass doors facing the street at #27 (not the bank entrance at the corner) and take the elevator to the eighth-floor rooftop bar, aptly named Eight.


A few doors farther down Karl Johans Gate, just past the Freia shop (selling that favorite Norwegian chocolate), the venerable Grand Hotel (Oslo’s celebrity hotel—Nobel Peace Prize winners sleep here) overlooks the boulevard.


• Politely ask the waiter at the Grand Café—part of the Grand Hotel—if you can pop inside for a little sightseeing (he’ll generally let you).


6 Grand Café: This historic café was for many years the meeting place of Oslo’s intellectual and creative elite (playwright Henrik Ibsen was a regular here). It still has some beautiful old artwork—including (at the far back) a wall-length mural showing Norway’s literary and artistic clientele from a century ago enjoying this fine hangout. On the far left, find Ibsen, coming in as he did every day at 13:00. Behind the waiter on the right, Edvard Munch leans against the window, apparently dozing. Names are on the sill beneath the mural.


• Continue to the next corner (at the intersection of Karl Johans Gate and Rosenkrantz Gate). To your left, a little park faces Norway’s...


7 Parliament Building (Stortinget): Norway’s parliament meets here (along with anyone participating in a peaceful protest outside). Stortinget—from an old Viking word—basically means “Big Gathering.” Built in 1866, the building seems to counter the Royal Palace at the other end of Karl Johans Gate. If the flag’s flying, parliament’s in session. Today the king is a figurehead, and Norway is run by a unicameral parliament and a prime minister. Guided tours of the Stortinget are offered for those interested in Norwegian government (free, 1 hour, typically Sat mornings, may be more frequent in summer—check schedule at www.stortinget.no, enter on Akersgata—on the back side of the building).


• Cross over into the long median park. On your left, notice the red, white, and blue coin-op public WCs. (Free WCs are inside the Paleet shopping mall, on the right side of the boulevard).


Enjoying the park, stroll toward the palace, past the fountain. Pause at the...
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