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The animated Disney film “Fro-
zen,” based on Hans Christian Ander-
sen’s Nordic tale, “The Snow Queen,” 
has prompted a surge in travel to Nor-
way. Tourism visits are up and Disney 
Cruise Line recently began offering a 
Norwegian Fjord itinerary. But even 
before the blockbuster hit, the seafar-
ing country has dazzled visitors with 
its fascinating Viking history, natural 
wonders and welcoming Scandinavian 
style.

Scenery buff that I am, I set out to 
experience my own inspired tale in 
the land of majestic fjords, Norway’s 
signature attraction. Traveling in mid-
May, I made a circular route from Oslo 
to the west coast town of Ålesund and 
back through the mountainous region 
to eastern Norway, staying in historic 
hotels along the way.

Seeing springtime’s verdant val-
leys against the steep, snowcapped 
mountains plunging into cobalt gla-
cier waters was indeed a showstopper 
for me. But I discovered that Norway’s 
appeal extends much further, with a 
vibrant culture of outdoor adventure, 
art, design and creative cuisine — all 
perfectly complementing the dramatic 
natural terrain.

Historic hotels

Norway’s association, De Histo-
riske, comprises a select group of 
hotels characterized by their history, 
atmospheric charm and gastronomy. 
From historic inns and coaching stops 
to country manors and estates, the var-
ied properties have been transformed 
into first-rate boutique hotels with 
modern amenities.

One of the most charming, rustic 
lodgings with 1700s farm buildings is 
Røisheim Hotell near the Jotunheimen 
National Park. Guests can choose to 
stay in the original lodge, the convert-
ed storehouse or a cozy stable room, 
and the inn’s historic dining room 
is known throughout the area for its 
traditional regional cuisine. A pleas-
ant hiking path leads up the wooded 
hillside behind the property, and the 
trailhead to Norway’s highest moun-
tain, Galdhøpiggen, is nearby.

From Ålesund, I traveled by cruise 
boat to two of my favorite hotels along 
the fjords. Hotel Union Øye, tucked 
in a storybook setting at the end of 

NorangsFjord, has welcomed guests 
since 1891, including notables King 
Wilhelm II, playwright Henrik Ibsen, 
and author Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. 
Each individually appointed room, 
beautifully restored in period décor, 
is named for a famous guest.

On an adjacent fjord, the StorFjord 
Hotel sits on a hilltop with a panorama 
of StorFjord and the Sunnmøre Alps. 
The original log house, of traditional 
Norwegian style with grass-sod roof, 
became a hotel in 2007 and expanded 
to include larger dining areas and two 
new buildings handcrafted in the old 
style — with sheep’s wool placed in 
the gaps between logs for insulation. 
With hiking paths, kayaking, candlelit 

dining and inviting resting spots, Stor-
fjord Hotel is an idyllic spot to relax 
and recharge.

Outdoor fun

Norway is known for winter sports, 
but the outdoor culture is equally 
lively from spring to fall with excel-
lent hiking, fishing and boating. Many 
of the historic hotels have accessible 
walking and hiking trails, as well as 
bikes and kayaks available.

Hiking opportunities abound from 
the fjord town of Geiranger, and for a 
scenic waterfall walk, there is a nice 
climb from the village up a stairway 
path with multiple overlooks of the 
world famous fjord. The newly-con-

structed walkway leads to the Norwe-
gian Fjord Center, where one can see 
a multi-media presentation about Gei-
rangerfjord, a UNESCO World Heri-
tage site. Geirangerfjord is thought to 
be one of the locales that inspired the 
fantasy kingdom of Arendelle in the 
film, Frozen.

Dubbed “adventure capital of the 
fjords,” the city of Ålesund makes a 
good base for sightseeing excursions 
by bus or small cruise boat. Local out-
fitter 62° Nord offers fishing, kayaking 
and bicycles for hire and nature-based 
adventure including a wildlife sea safa-
ri by RIB-boat. The high-speed RIB-
boat ride, sometimes bumpy and jar-
ring if the waves are rough, follows the 
rugged coastline to visit a seal colony 
and island bird colonies with eagles 
and puffins. For urban adventure, Åle-
sund recently completed renovation 
of a 418-step path to a scenic lookout 
point at Mount Aksla, well worth the 
climb for 360-degree views across the 
town and surrounding archipelago.

Cultural heritage, urban gems

After a devastating fire in 1904, 
the city of Ålesund was rebuilt in 
art nouveau style, with architecture 
characterized by turrets, spires and 
colorful ornamentation. Stories of the 
fire and reconstruction are chroni-
cled in a museum at the Art Nouveau 
Center. Historically a codfish export 
center, Alesund also has a distinctive 
maritime culture, and like the rest 
of Norway, a strong patriotism that I 
witnessed on Norwegian Constitution 
Day, May 17, when the locals parade in 
national costume, the bunad, for spir-
ited celebration.

The 1,000-year old capital of Oslo 
is a dynamic city and a cultural and 
design hub. The medieval Akershus 
Fortress, built around 1300, is the city’s 
historic gem, but Oslo has contem-
porary architecture that completely 
wowed me — especially the master-
piece Norwegian Opera and Ballet. 
The ultra-modern building, of marble 
and glass with angles that slope to the 
harbor, was designed by the renowned 
architectural firm Snøhetta, that also 
designed New York’s Ground Zero 
Pavilion and the Moss Arts Center at 
Virginia Tech. Snøhetta’s characteris-
tic geometric patterned façades and 

From its Nordic heritage to outdoor adventure and  
creative cuisine, Norway’s vibrant culture offers wide appeal.
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The Art Nouveau town of Ålesund offers boat excursions and adventure-based activities.

The stave church at Lom was 
built around 1160 and is still in 
use today.

One of many roadside viewpoints overlooking GeirangerFjord, a UNESCO World 
Heritage site

The traditional timber log StorFjord Hotel sits 
atop a hill with stunning fjord and mountain 
views.

Destination Norway:
fanciful f jord scenery and more
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