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Northern 
Exposure
With lush forests, raging rivers, magnifi cent mountains and the old- 
meets-new beauty of its cosmopolitan capital, Stockholm, at its heart, 
Sweden is a beautiful, yet expensive, place to visit. But it will capture the 
heart of travellers of every stripe, from sporty mountaineers to culture 
buffs seeking relaxation. FC Magazine takes a look at one of the world’s 
most beautiful countries.
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By AlexAndrA roAch

B
etween Denmark and Sweden lies the Kat-

tegat, a small sea which drains into the Baltic 

Sea through the Danish straits to the south, 

and into the North Sea toward Norway and 

the Arctic.

It is from across this sea that hundreds of 

thousands of the more than five million tourists who 

visit Sweden annually journey to this fascinating slice 

of Scandinavia, usually on large ferries from Denmark 

or Britain.

Floating into Swedish waters via boat is the 

perfect introduction to a nation famed for its lakes, 

wetlands and love of the sea. Indeed, as you sail 

toward the rocky outcroppings which lead the way to 

the famed port city of Gothenburg (or, as the Swedes 

call it, Göteborg), the pristine coastline is dotted with 

people holding all manner of fishing rods, as well as 

those braver souls casting their lines from fishing boats 

of all shapes and sizes.

left: nature’s 
true wonders the 
northern lights, or 
aurora borealis. 
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“The Northern Lights – curtains of red, green, yellow, pink and blue – are indescribably beautiful. It’s 
worth the freezing temperatures to see one of nature’s true wonders with your own eyes.”

The marvel of Scandinavian engineering that is the 

Älvsborg Bridge, which stretches for almost a kilometre 

and towers more than 100 metres above the water, is 

the first of Gothenburg’s impressive landmarks to greet 

sea-bound visitors, the bridge’s soaring rectangular 

towers framing the city’s eclectic, ancient-meets-

modern skyline.

By the time you disembark at Gothenburg’s big, 

bustling ferry port, much of the city’s unique character 

is clearly evident; it isn’t home to the famed Volvo 

automotive brand and two of the country’s most 

prestigious universities for nothing.

Gothenburg offers something for travellers of 

every taste. There’s the historic Haga District, dotted 

with the brightly-coloured wooden houses and 

buildings common to 19th century Scandinavia; cross-

country skiing in the winter; and even the largest 

shopping mall in Scandinavia, Nordstan.

In all, Gothenburg is the traveller’s perfect 

introduction to Sweden itself, a land rich in natural 

beauty, history and culture, from the vibrant, thriving 

metropolis of its capital, Stockholm, to the frozen 

tundra of the country’s north where the Northern 

Lights dance across the sky.

City of Islands

On last count, Sweden is made up of no fewer than 

221,800 islands, so it makes perfect sense that its capital, 

Stockholm, consists of numerous islands: 14, to be exact. 

A network of bridges and tunnels connect 

Stockholm’s islands, although most tourists probably 

won’t even notice crossing between the islands as this 

infrastructure is so well integrated into the city’s design.

Although the city has a public transport system that 

can only be described as “excellent” – ferries, trains, 

trams and buses run throughout the city all day, year-

round – Stockholm is a fairly flat, endlessly fascinating 

city you can easily explore on foot, with many of the 

main sights and attractions within strolling distance of 

Stockholm’s Central train station.

Stockholm is home to more than 2.1 million 

of Sweden’s 9.5 million residents and is famed for 

its sleek, beautiful architecture, culture and natural 

beauty: more than 30% of the city is crown parkland, 

stunningly lush and green in the warmer months, and 

blanketed in crisp, white snow in the winter.

All around Stockholm’s 14 islands are the smaller 

islands – close to 25,000 in number – which form the 

Baltic Sea’s second-largest archipelago, which is a tourist 

attraction in itself. Boating, biking and hiking tours 

operate year-round in the the Stockholm Archipelago, 

ensuring travellers can admire the sights in style.

A true cultural hub, Stockholm has museums 

dedicated to everything from those great Swedish 

exports ABBA and the Nobel Prizes, to the open-air 

museum Skansen, which shows the way Swedes lived 

at the turn of the century and also houses a petting zoo 

full of native animals, including reindeer and elk. The 

city’s world-famous amusement park Tivoli Gardens is a 

popular attraction for the young and the young at heart; 

the Swedes take great pride in the park, with locals 

making up a large number of its visitors.

The Vasamuseet is one of the more unusual 

museums, dedicated to the mighty warship Vasa. Only 

minutes after its launch in August 1628, the ship sank 

to the bottom of Stockholm Harbour, taking 300 people 

down with it (most of whom, thankfully, escaped a 

watery fate). Why did it sink? The ship’s 69 metre long, 

50 metre high bulk was simply too heavy to float.

The ship was raised from the seabed in 1961 and 

a massive restoration effort followed in which the more 

than 14,000 pieces of the ship which were recovered 

were painstakingly restored and pieced together.

But if one only has time to see one of Stockholm’s 

many attractions, the city’s historic Old Town (or 

“Gamla Stan”) is surely the best choice.

Dating back to the 13th century, its slender streets, 

uneven cobblestones and iconic tall, narrow, brightly-

coloured buildings speak of history and times long 

gone.

The Old Town’s Stortorget, or main square, is 

home to the aforementioned tall, colourful buildings 

as well as the Stockholm Stock Exchange Building and 

the ancient stone well, all of which were constructed in 

Above: Sweden’s capital, Stockholm.left: The iconic colourful buildings of Stockholm’s Stortorget Square.
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the 1700s and remain in perfect condition today due to 

the great care Stockholmers take to preserve history.

Walking tours are conducted year-round of the 

Old Town, and they provide an opportunity to soak up 

the unseen history of the city, including the Stockholm 

Bloodbath of 1520, where almost 100 Swedish nobles 

and clergymen were slaughtered following an invasion 

by the Danish under the command of King Christian II.

But, reflecting perfectly that Sweden has spent the 

better part of two centuries at peace, the Old Town’s 

ancient cobblestoned streets flow not with blood, but 

tourists and locals.

Dotted with cafes, ice cream parlours and gift 

shops, a day in the Old Town is time well spent.

Up in lights

The little village of Jukkasjärvi, in Lapland in 

Sweden’s far north, may seem an unusual holiday spot 

at first glance. At the winter’s height in December, 

ttemperatures average -15°C, and the town plunges 

into the dark, almost-sunless winter the Arctic Circle is 

famed for.

Jukkasjärvi lies in the shadow of ragged mountain 

ranges, including Sweden’s tallest peak Kebnekaise, 

which towers 2,117 metres above sea level and is 

perpetually snow-capped, year-round, giving the village 

a fairy-tale feel.

Even in the middle of the day, only a few hours 

of wintry sunlight is able to fight its way through the 

clouds, leaving its inhabitants – less than 600 of whom 

are permanent residents – in gloom for much of 

December and January.

But there are advantages to the darkness. From 

November to March, the skies of northern Scandinavia 

– along with those of Alaska, Scotland and Canada – are 

alight with one of nature’s true wonders: the Northern 

Lights, or Aurora Borealis. And Jukkasjärvi neighbours 

one of the world’s best vantage points from which to 

see the Northern Lights: Abisko National Park.

Abisko lies about 100km from Jukkasjärvi and 

about 90km from the village’s much-larger neighbour: 

Kiruna, Sweden’s northernmost town and home of 

almost 20,000 inhabitants.

The lights – curtains of red, green, yellow, pink 

and blue which float across the Arctic and Antarctic skies 

when atoms and energy-charged particles in the Earth’s 

thermosphere collide – are indescribably beautiful. It is 

more than worth the freezing temperatures to see one 

of nature’s true wonders with your own eyes.

With daily train services to Abisko from Stockholm 

and Kiruna and well-constructed roads that make for 

easy driving year-round come rain, hail or snow, the park 

is easily accessible and has some lovely accommodation 

on-site and in the nearby Abisko township.

But for those travellers seeking a truly unique 

experience, Jukkasjärvi’s infamous Icehotel provides 

an unmissable, unmatchable hotel stay: between 

December and April, the Icehotel and its furnishings 

are constructed from ice from the mighty Torne River. 

The hotel’s beds, chairs, tables and even the drinking 

glasses at the Icebar are all made entirely of ice and the 

hotel’s interior (which also offers luxury and budget 

“warm” accommodation in the permanent, bricks-

and-mortar-building tradition year-round) is kept at a 

temperature of -5°C so the ice doesn’t melt.

Guests sleep ensconced in thermal sleeping bags 

and reindeer skins, the latter of which has been the 

traditional bedding of the native Sami people since 

time immemorial. Winter overalls, boots, mittens and 

a morning sauna are also included in guests’ packages, 

and the hotel’s location provides a fantastic location 

for Lapland’s popular winter-time leisure pursuits, 

including skiing, dog-sledding and sleigh-riding, pulled 

by a team of reindeer, Santa-style.

But Lapland isn’t just a perfect winter retreat; it’s 

also a beautiful place to visit during the warmer months, 

when the snow melts to reveal vast fields of wildflowers 

and lush forest with raging rivers, a landscape perfect 

for hiking, horse-riding and mountain climbing. And 

between May and July, visitors can see a true spectacle 

of nature: the midnight sun which, at its height, leaves 

northern Scandinavia soaked in sunlight 24-hours a day.

Despite the extreme weather conditions Sweden 

can experience (including in the major cities of the south 

like Gothenburg and Stockholm), the Swedes remain 

an open, friendly and welcoming people. You’ll find 

yourself returning for a second visit in no time at all. ■

Top: Abisko national Park in the autumn. Above left: A suite at the Icehotel. Above right: Sweden’s northernmost 
town, Kiruna, in the winter.
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