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Introduction to Sweden
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Midnight sun over Lake Mälaren
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Lighthouse, Stockholm archipelago
The mere mention of Sweden conjures up resonant images: snow-capped peaks, reindeer wandering in deep green forests and the 24-hour daylight of the midnight sun. But beyond the household names of ABBA, IKEA and Volvo, Sweden is relatively unknown. The largest of the Scandinavian countries, with an area twice that of Britain (and roughly that of California), but a population of barely nine million, Sweden is still one of Europe’s best-kept secrets. Its cities are safe, carefree places where the cheap public transport runs on time and life is relaxed, while the countryside boasts pine, spruce and birch forest as far as the eye can see and crystal-clear lakes perfect for a summer afternoon dip – not to mention possibly the purest air you’ll ever breathe. The country’s south and west coasts, meanwhile, feature some of the most exquisite beaches in Europe – without the crowds.
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Forget anything you’ve heard about Sweden’s reputedly high prices – over recent years, the Swedish krona has depreciated significantly against most other Western currencies, putting Sweden within the scope of most visitors’ budgets. For accommodation, there’s a range of decent hotels, guesthouses and hostels to suit every pocket, and many hotels drop their prices in summer (and at weekends all year round).
Many tourists come to Sweden looking forward to wild sex and easy pick-ups – and most return disappointed. Somehow, over the years, the open Swedish attitude to nudity and sexuality has become confused with sex. Contrary to popular belief, Sweden isn’t populated solely with people waiting for any opportunity to tear off their clothes and make passionate love under the midnight sun. People may talk about sex openly, but when it comes down to it the Swedes can be rather puritanical. Nudity, though common, is quite unrelated to sex: go to a beach in Sweden on a hot summer’s day and you’ll doubtless see people sunbathing naked, but this state of affairs is certainly not an invitation for a love-in. However, the Swedes’ liberal and open attitude to virtually every aspect of life is certainly one of their most enviable qualities; people are generally left to do their own thing, providing it doesn’t impinge on the rights and freedoms of others. In Sweden, rights go hand in hand with duties, and there’s a strong sense of civic obligation (count how few times you see people dropping litter, for example), which in turn makes for a well-rounded and stable society.
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Reindeer
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Fact file
• Sweden is the third largest country in western Europe – behind only France and Spain – stretching 1600km from north to south. If the country were pivoted around on its southernmost point, the top of the country would reach as far south as Naples in Italy.
• More than half of Sweden’s land surface is covered with forest – mostly coniferous – punctuated by an astonishing 100,000 lakes.
• The Swedish parliament has one chamber, and its 349 members are elected by proportional representation, with ballots held every four years on the third Sunday in September. At 45 percent, the country has one of the highest proportions of female MPs in the world.
• Although the Sámi, the indigenous population of Swedish Lapland, constituted the only distinct minority of any size before World War II, today twenty percent of Sweden’s inhabitants are of foreign extraction.
• There is no translation for the Swedish word lagom, one of the most commonly used terms in the language. Roughly speaking, it means “just the right amount, not too much but not too little”, a concept that is the very essence of Swedishness.

Where to go
Sweden is principally a land of forests and lakes. Its towns and cities are small by European standards and are mostly located in the southern third of the country, where the majority of Swedes live. Of the cities, serenely beautiful Stockholm is supreme. Sitting elegantly on fourteen different islands, where the waters of Lake Mälaren meet the Baltic Sea, the city boasts some fantastic architecture, fine museums and by far the best culture and nightlife in the country. In fact, the capital’s wide, tree-lined boulevards, the narrow medieval streets of Gamla Stan, Stockholm’s Old Town, and its modern, state-of-the-art buildings make it one of the most beautiful cities in Europe. The 24,000 islands which comprise the Stockholm archipelago begin just outside the city limits and are a perfect antidote to the urban bustle, offering endless opportunities to explore unspoilt island villages and, of course, to go swimming. On the west coast, Gothenburg, the country’s second city, is also one of Sweden’s most appealing destinations. Gothenburgers have a reputation for being among the friendliest people in Sweden, and the city’s network of canals and spacious avenues are reminiscent of Amsterdam, whose architects designed it.
Where to go | 
Jugendstil – Swedish style
Forget any notion of Swedish design and style consisting solely of IKEA flatpacks and stripped-pine simplicity. One of the country’s most splendid periods for architecture and design was the end of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth – the era of Art Nouveau or Jugendstil.
This free-flowing style was employed to decorate the facades of urban landscapes across Europe, but the luxuriant curves and organic shapes were never so resonant as in nature-loving Sweden. Towns across the country still boast a wealth of beautiful examples from this elegant era: Stockholm’s Östermalm area is rich in Jugendstil, while in Gothenburg, the curves and curls are most apparent in Vasastan. In Malmö, Helsingborg and Lund the best houses – often cream-stuccoed with green paintwork – are peppered with images of quirky faces, rising suns and stylized flowers.
[image: ]

The south is the most cosmopolitan part of the country, owing to the proximity of Denmark and the rest of the European continent, and its surprisingly varied western coast has bustling towns all the way along its length. Helsingborg, near the Danish island of Zeeland and across the water from where Hamlet’s Elsinore is situated, is small yet breezily continental; to the north lies the Bjäre peninsula, offering some of the country’s best cycling and hiking, with the home of Swedish tennis, Båstad, nestling at the peninsula’s base. Just over 50km south of Helsingborg is the glorious ancient university seat of Lund, while nearby Malmö, Sweden’s third city, heaves with youthful nightlife around its medieval core. The south coast is brimming with chocolate-box villages and a few cultural surprises; inland, southern Sweden boasts some handsome lakes, the two largest of which, Vänern and Vättern, provide exceptional fishing and splendid backdrops to some beautiful towns, not least the evocative former royal seat and the monastic centre after Vadstena; and Karlstad, the sunshine capital of Värmland, a rugged province ideal for river-rafting trips. To the east of the mainland lie the islands of Öland – featuring some stunning scenery – and Gotland, justifiably raved about as a haven for summer revelry, especially within the medieval walls of its unspoilt Hanseatic city, Visby.
[image: Stockholm]
Stockholm
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Hiker on the Kungsleden trail
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Bronze Age paintings, Tanumshede
Central Sweden and Swedish Lapland represent the most quintessentially “Swedish-looking” part of the country. In the centre lies Dalarna, an area of rolling hills and villages that’s home to Lake Siljan, one of Sweden’s most beautiful lakes. From Dalarna, the private Inlandsbanan train line strikes north through some of Sweden’s most beautiful scenery, with reindeer – and occasionally bears – having to be cleared off the track as the trains make their way from village to village. To the east, the other train line linking the north with the south runs close to the Bothnian coast. It’s along this eastern shoreline that most towns and cities of the north are located: Sundsvall, Umeå and Luleå are all enjoyable, lively places in which to break your journey on the long trek northwards. Equally, the High Coast north of Sundsvall is an excellent introduction to northern Sweden, with its array of pine-clad islands and craggy inlets, set against a patchwork of flower meadows and rolling hillsides.
[image: Jämtland]
Jämtland
Both train lines eventually meet in the far north of Sweden, inside the Arctic Circle and in the home of the Lapps or Sámi – Sweden’s (and Scandinavia’s) indigenous people. The further north you travel into Swedish Lapland, the more isolated the towns become – you’ll often be covering vast distances in these regions just to get to the next village, and you shouldn’t be surprised if you drive for hours without seeing a soul. This is the land of reindeer, elk and bears, of swiftly flowing rivers and coniferous forest, all traversed by endless hiking routes. The Kungsleden, a trail that stretches for 500km from Abisko to Hemavan, passes through some of Sweden’s wildest and most beautiful terrain, offering the chance to experience nature in the raw. Two of Sweden’s northernmost towns, Kiruna and Gällivare, make excellent bases for exploring the region’s national parks, which can all be reached easily by train or bus, and for visiting the world-famous Icehotel in nearby Jukkasjärvi. Swedish Lapland is also where you will experience the midnight sun: in high summer the sun never sets, allowing you to read the newspaper outdoors or play golf at midnight. In midwinter the opposite is true, and the complete darkness (not to mention temperatures as low as -30°C) can make this one of the most magical parts of the country to travel through, as the sky is lit up by the multicoloured patterns of the northern lights, or aurora borealis.
Where to go | 
Midsummer mayhem
An atmosphere akin to Mediterranean joie de vivre takes over Sweden during the midsummer solstice (the weekend closest to June 24), when maypoles are erected as giant fertility symbols in gardens and parks across the country. Midsummer is not a time for staying in towns – everyone heads to the countryside and coasts, with Dalarna, the island of Öland and the shores of the Bohuslän coast being just a few of the most popular spots. Aided in no small part by copious quantities of alcohol, the population’s national characteristics of reserve and restraint dissolve over midsummer weekend. Long trestle tables draped in white cloths and sagging under the weight of multiple varieties of herring, potatoes with dill, and gallons of akvavit are set up outside, and parties go on through the light night with dancing to the strains of accordions and fiddles.
[image: ]

When to go
In general, May to September is the best time to visit Sweden – north or south. Summer weather in Sweden is similar to that in southern Britain, though there are more hours of sunshine and less rain; the average July temperature in Stockholm, for example, is the same as that in London. Most Swedes take their summer holiday between mid-June and mid-August, which is when the weather is at its best and festivals are thick on the ground. Generally, if southern Sweden is having a hot summer, it’ll be miserably cold and rainy in the north – and vice versa.
[image: Skier in Riksgränsen]
Skier in Riksgränsen
By the end of August, the leaves in northern Sweden start to change colour and night frosts are not uncommon; the first snows fall in September. In Stockholm, snow starts to fall in October but doesn’t generally settle; by November, though, the ground is usually covered in a blanket of snow, which will last until the following March or even April, when there can still be snow showers. Winters in the south of Sweden are often mild, and the southern province of Skåne can escape snow completely. By the end of March or beginning of April, temperatures slowly start to rise; the official definition of the arrival of spring is five consecutive days with temperatures above zero. Bear in mind, though, that if you’re heading north in late spring you’re likely to encounter snow until well into May.
[image: Husky dog, Lapland]
Husky dog, Lapland
Daylight is in short supply in winter. In December, it doesn’t get light in Stockholm until around 9.30am, and it’s normally dark again by 3pm. North of the Arctic Circle – in Kiruna, for example – there’s 24-hour darkness from mid-December to mid-January, and the merest glow of light at noon during the months immediately either side. Conversely, at the height of summer there’s no part of Sweden which is dark for any length of time; in the far north there’s 24-hour daylight and midnight sun from the end of May to the end of June, and April and July are very light months. Even the south of the country only experiences a few hours of darkness: in Stockholm it doesn’t get properly dark at all in June – from 11pm or midnight there’s a sort of half-light, with the sun only just below the horizon, which lasts just a few hours, and come 3am it’s bright daylight again.
[image: Forest in Vasterbotten]
Forest in Vasterbotten
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Northern lights
Also known by their Latin name, aurora borealis, the northern lights are visible all across northern Sweden during the dark months of winter. These spectacular displays of green-blue shimmering arcs and waves of light are caused by solar wind, or streams of particles charged by the sun, hitting the atmosphere. The colours are the characteristic hues of different elements when they hit the plasma shield that protects the Earth: blue is nitrogen and yellow-green oxygen. Although the mechanisms which produce the aurora are not completely understood, the displays are generally more impressive the closer you get to the poles – low temperatures are also rumoured to produce some of the most dramatic performances. Gällivare and Kiruna, both well inside the Arctic Circle, are arguably the best places in Sweden to catch a glimpse of the aurora, particularly during the coldest winter months from December to February. Although displays can range from just a few minutes to several hours, the night sky must be clear of cloud to see the northern lights from Earth.
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		Average daily temperatures (°C) and precipitation (mm)


		 	Jan 	Mar 	May 	June 	July 	Aug 	Oct 	Dec 
	Jokkmokk 
	°C 	-17 	-8 	6 	12 	14 	12 	1 	-14 
	mm 	30 	24 	35 	48 	78 	74 	41 	32 
	Umeå 
	°C 	-9 	-4 	7 	13 	15 	14 	4 	-7 
	mm 	49 	41 	41 	44 	53 	78 	65 	56 
	Östersund 
	°C 	-7 	-4 	7 	12 	13 	12 	4 	-6 
	mm 	27 	23 	35 	57 	76 	60 	37 	31 
	Stockholm 
	°C 	-3 	0 	11 	16 	17 	16 	8 	-1 
	mm 	39 	26 	30 	45 	72 	66 	50 	46 



		Gothenburg 
	°C 	-2 	1 	11 	15 	16 	16 	9 	0 
	mm 	62 	50 	51 	61 	68 	77 	84 	75 
	Visby 
	°C 	-1 	0 	10 	14 	16 	16 	8 	1 
	mm 	48 	32 	29 	31 	50 	50 	50 	51 
	Lund 
	°C 	-1 	2 	11 	15 	17 	17 	9 	1 
	mm 	54 	44 	43 	54 	66 	63 	60 	65 



28 things not to miss
It’s not possible to see everything Sweden has to offer in one trip, and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a selective taste of the country’s highlights, from snowmobiling to sampling a smorgasbord. 
01 Snowmobiling  • Snowmobiling across Lapland is an exhilarating way to see Sweden in winter.[image: Snowmobiling]

02 Sámi culture, Lapland  • Sights such as Jokkmokk market and Fatmomakke village in Lapland are monuments to the thriving culture of Sweden’s indigenous population.[image: Sámi culture, Lapland]

03 Lund Cathedral  • This twelfth-century cathedral in Sweden’s principal university town is the finest Romanesque building in northern Europe.[image: Lund Cathedral]

04 Swimming in a lake  • Amongst Sweden’s 100,000 lakes, you’re bound to find one you can call your own.[image: Swimming in a lake]

05 Renaissance buildings, Kalmar  • Perfectly preserved architecture in Sweden’s most beautiful town square.[image: Renaissance buildings, Kalmar]

06 Smorgasbord  • Eat until you drop: the smorgasbord is a perfect way to sample Sweden’s excellent cuisine.[image: Smorgasbord]

07 Vasa ship, Stockholm  • After lying in mud for centuries at the bottom of Stockholm harbour, the mighty Vasa warship has now been restored to her former glory.[image: Vasa ship, Stockholm]

08 Walking the Kungsleden trail  • Hiking the Kungsleden trail in northern Sweden is the best way to experience nature in the raw.[image: Walking the Kungsleden trail]

09 South coast beaches  • Stretches of white sandy beaches and clear, warm waters are perfect places to relax in the summer sun. See also "Hagestad Nature Reserve and Sandhammaren beach"[image: South coast beaches]

10 Smögen  • Great bars and restaurants on the Smögen jetty – a classic place to chill for Sweden’s young crowd.[image: Smögen]

11 Koster islands  • Unspoilt, car-free islands perfect for exploring by bicycle.[image: Koster islands]

12 Herring  • The quintessential Swedish dish best enjoyed with a cold beer or a shot of akvavit.[image: Herring]

13 Gothenburg’s Konstmuseum  • The Fürstenberg Galleries boast some of Sweden’s finest late-nineteenth-century paintings.[image: Gothenburg’s Konstmuseum]

14 Gammelstad, Luleå  • Proudly listed on the UNESCO World Heritage list, Gammelstad is Sweden’s largest church town.[image: Gammelstad, Luleå]

15 Birka  • Get to grips with Sweden’s stirring Viking past on this Stockholm island[image: Birka]

16 Orsa Grönklitt bear park cabin  • Europe’s biggest bear park is the perfect place to see Sweden’s greatest predator in its natural habitat.[image: Orsa Grönklitt bear park cabin]

17 River-rafting, Värmland  • Build your own raft and glide down the graceful Klarälven river taking in some of Sweden’s scenery.[image: River-rafting, Värmland]

18 Bohuslän coast  • Sweden’s most enchanting stretch of coastline with smooth rocky outcrops pefect for sunbathing.[image: Bohuslän coast]

19 Jokkmokk winter market  • The Jokkmokk winter market sells everything from bearskins to candlesticks.[image: Jokkmokk winter market]

20 Stockholm archipelago  • No visit to Stockholm is complete without a trip to one of the 24,000 islands that make up the archipelago, at its most beautiful around the island of Gällnö.[image: Stockholm archipelago]

21 Visby  • Explore the cobbled lanes and medieval churches of this ancient walled city.[image: Visby]

22 Inlandsbanan  • A trip on the Inlandsbanan through northern Sweden is one of Europe’s great railway journeys.[image: Inlandsbanan]

23 Icehotel  • One of the most unusual structures in Europe, the Icehotel is a masterpiece of snow and ice sculpture.[image: Icehotel]

24 Crossing the Arctic Circle  • Don’t leave Sweden without crossing the Arctic Circle, 66° 33’ north.[image: Crossing the Arctic Circle]

25 Gamla Stan, Stockholm  • Gamla Stan in Stockholm is one of Europe’s best-preserved medieval cities.[image: Gamla Stan, Stockholm]

26 Having a sauna  • The perfect end to a long day, a Swedish sauna traditionally ends with a roll in the snow. See also "Saunas and swimming in lakes"[image: Having a sauna]

27 Europe’s last wilderness  • Wild, rugged and remote, Sweden’s far north is about as far from civilization as you can get.[image: Europe’s last wilderness]

28 Midnight sun  • From late May to mid-July the sun never sets in northern Sweden.[image: Midnight sun]
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Getting there
Given the extremely long distances and journey times involved in reaching Sweden overland, flying will not only save you considerable amounts of time – but money, too. The main gateways are Stockholm and Gothenburg, as well as Copenhagen in neighbouring Denmark, just a twenty-minute train ride from Malmö.
Air fares are generally cheaper when booked as far in advance as possible. Midweek travel is less expensive than weekend departures.
Getting there | 
Flights from North America
Five airlines operate from the US to Sweden: SAS (Scandinavian Airlines) from New York (Newark) and Chicago, Continental and Malaysia Airlines from New York (Newark), Delta from Atlanta and US Airways from Philadelphia. Less expensive tickets can sometimes be found on European airlines routing via their home hub, for example British Airways via London or Icelandair via Keflavík, the latter very often being a source of reasonable fares to Sweden. From New York, a return ticket midweek fare to Stockholm (8hr) will cost around US$900 in high season, US$740 in low season. From Chicago (9hr), prices are roughly US$150 more than from New York; from the West Coast (journey time at least 12hr), you’ll pay around US$200–300 more.
There are no direct flights from Canada, so the best way of reaching Sweden is from Toronto via Helsinki with Finnair (summer only). Several other airlines also operate flights from Toronto and Vancouver to European cities, with connections on to Stockholm. Fares from Toronto (journey time 9–13hr depending on connections) are Can$1100–1300 in high season, Can$850–1050 in low season. From Vancouver (13–18hr), they’re around Can$500 higher.
Getting there | 
Flights from the UK and Ireland
Flights for Stockholm, Gothenburg and Copenhagen leave from several UK airports; in winter there are also direct flights from London Heathrow to Kiruna (available only through Discover the World). Flying to Sweden with Ryanair is usually the cheapest way of getting there. Single fares can be a low as £10 (sometimes even less than that), though in peak season a return price of £50–100 is more realistic, depending on how early the booking is made. The other main airline serving Sweden is SAS whose return tickets start around £100. The Scandinavian low-cost operator, Sterling, is also an option; its fares are generally mid-way between those of Ryanair and SAS. From Ireland, there are only services from Dublin and fares are roughly the same as from the UK.
Getting there | 
Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa
There are no direct flights to Sweden from Australia, New Zealand or South Africa and by far the cheapest option is to find a discounted airfare to London and arrange a flight to Sweden from there. All air fares to London from Australian east coast gateways are similarly priced, with the cheapest deals via Asia starting around $1800. From Perth or Darwin, flights are around $100 less. From New Zealand reckon on NZ$2200 as a starting point from Auckland, NZ$250 more from Wellington. From South Africa, count on around ZAR6000 for the cheapest return from Cape Town.
Getting there | 
Airlines and agents
bmi US 1-800/788-0555, UK 0870/607 0555 or 0870/607 0222, Republic of Ireland 01/283 0700, Australia 02/8644 1881, New Zealand 09/623 4293, South Africa 11/289 8111; www.flybmi.com. 
British Airways US & Canada 1-800/AIRWAYS, UK 0844/493 0787, Republic of Ireland 1890/626 747, Australia 1300/767 177, New Zealand 09/966 9777, South Africa 114/418 600; www.ba.com. 
City Airline UK 0870/220 6835, www.cityairline.com. 
Continental Airlines US & Canada 1-800/523-3273, UK 0845/607 6760, Republic of Ireland 1890/925 252, Australia 1300/737 640, New Zealand 09/308 3350, International 1800/231 0856; www.continental.com. 
Delta US & Canada 1-800/221-1212, UK 0845/600 0950, Republic of Ireland 1850/882 031 or 01/407 3165, Australia 1300/302 849, New Zealand 09/9772232; www.delta.com. 
easyJet UK 0905/821 0905, www.easyjet.com. 
Finnair US 1-800/950-5000, UK 0870/241 4411, Republic of Ireland 01/844 6565, Australia 1300/798 188, South Africa 11/339 4865/9; www.finnair.com. 
Icelandair US & Canada 1-800/223-5500, UK 0870/787 4020; www.icelandair.net. 
Malaysia Airlines US 1-800/5529-264, UK 0871/423 9090, Republic of Ireland 01/6761 561, Australia 13 26 27, New Zealand 0800/777 747, South Africa 11-8809 614; www.malaysiaairlines.com. 
Ryanair UK 0871/246 0000, Republic of Ireland 0818/303 030; www.ryanair.com. 
SAS (Scandinavian Airlines) US & Canada 1-800/221-2350, UK 0871/521 2772, Republic of Ireland 01/844 5440, Australia 1300/727 707; www.scandinavian.net. 
Sterling UK 0870/787 8038, www.sterlingticket.com. 
US Airways US & Canada 1-800/428-4322, UK 0845/600 3300, Republic of Ireland 1890/925 065; www.usair.com. 
Getting there | Airlines and agents | 
Booking flights online
The sites listed below are useful for online bookings though the best deals are usually found on the specific airline’s own website.
www.expedia.co.uk (in UK), 
www.expedia.com (in US), 
www.expedia.ca (in Canada) 
www.lastminute.com (in UK) 
www.opodo.co.uk (in UK) 
www.orbitz.com (in US) 
www.travelocity.co.uk (in UK), 
www.travelocity.com (in US), 
www.travelocity.ca (in Canada), 
www.travelocity.co.nz (in New Zealand) 
www.travelonline.co.za (in South Africa) 
www.zuji.com.au (in Australia) 
[image: ]
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Fly less – stay longer! Travel and climate change
Climate change is perhaps the single biggest issue facing our planet. It is caused by a build-up in the atmosphere of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases, which are emitted by many sources – including planes. Already, flights account for three to four percent of human-induced global warming: that figure may sound small, but it is rising year on year and threatens to counteract the progress made by reducing greenhouse emissions in other areas.
Rough Guides regard travel as a global benefit, and feel strongly that the advantages to developing economies are important, as are the opportunities for greater contact and awareness among peoples. But we also believe in travelling responsibly, which includes giving thought to how often we fly and what we can do to redress any harm that our trips may create.
We can travel less or simply reduce the amount we travel by air (taking fewer trips and staying longer, or taking the train if there is one); we can avoid night flights (which are more damaging); and we can make the trips we do take “climate neutral” via a carbon offset scheme. Offset schemes run by climatecare.org, carbonneutral.com and others allow you to “neutralize” the greenhouse gases that you are responsible for releasing. Their websites have simple calculators that let you work out the impact of any flight – as does our own. Once that’s done, you can pay to fund projects that will reduce future emissions by an equivalent amount. Please take the time to visit our website and make your trip climate neutral, or get a copy of the Rough Guide to Climate Change for more detail on the subject.
www.roughguides.com/climatechange

Getting there | 
By train
Getting to Sweden by train is much more expensive. There are no through tickets and the total of all the tickets you’ll need is likely to cost around £300–400). Hence, it’s worth buying a rail pass instead; a global InterRail pass (from £205) or Eurail pass (from US$795) are the best options. From London, trains to Sweden go via Brussels, Cologne, Hamburg and Copenhagen. A typical journey will involve changing trains four or five times and takes around 24 hours.
Getting there | By train | 
Train information
Rail Europe US 1-888/382-7245, Canada 1-800/361-7245, UK 0844/848 4064, Australia 03/9642 8644, South Africa 11/628 2319; www.raileurope.com. 
Sweden Booking 0046/498 20 33 80, www.swedenbooking.com. The general agent for Swedish rail tickets and passes.
Getting there | 
Package holidays
Don’t be put off by the idea of an inclusive package, as it can sometimes be the cheapest way of doing things, and a much easier way of reaching remote areas of northern Sweden in winter. City breaks are invariably less expensive than if you arrange the same trip independently. There are also an increasing number of operators offering special-interest holidays to Sweden, particularly Arctic expeditions.
Getting there | Package holidays | 
Specialist operators
Getting there | Package holidays | Specialist operators | 
North America
Abercrombie & Kent 1-800/554 7016, www.abercrombiekent.com. Top-end tours of Scandinavia by land and sea.
Contiki Tours 1-888/CONTIKI, www.contiki.com. Budget tours of Scandinavia for 18- to 35-year-olds.
Passage Tours 1-800-548-5960, www.passagetours.com. Specializes in Scandinavia. Offers escorted and unescorted tours and cheap weekend breaks to Sweden.
Scanam World Tours 1-800/545-2204, www.scanamtours.com. Specializes in mid-range Scandinavian tours and cruises for groups and individuals. Also offers cheap weekend breaks.
Scantours 1-800/223-7226, www.scantours.com. Major Scandinavian holiday specialists offering upmarket vacation packages and customized itineraries, including cruises and city sightseeing tours.
Getting there | Package holidays | Specialist operators | 
UK
Discover the World 01737/218800, www.discover-the-world.co.uk. This long-established, professional and upmarket company know the country like the back of their hand. They are the only company selling a direct flight from London Heathrow to Kiruna and the world’s largest tour operator to Icehotel in Jukkasjärvi.
Enjoy Sweden 01908/288 777, www.enjoysweden.co.uk. The UK’s only dedicated tour operator to Sweden, offering wilderness tours in Lappland, visits to the bear park in Dalarna and a variety of summer activities such as sailing along the Bohuslän coast.
Scantours 020/7554 3530, www.scantours.co.uk. Mid-priced holidays to various regions of Sweden, including Gotland, cruises on the Göta canal, and trips out to lakes and mountains.
Taber Holidays 01274/875 199, www.taberhols.co.uk. A wide range of Swedish holidays from this Yorkshire-based tour operator – everything from walking tours in the Stockholm archipelago to northern lights tours in the Torne Valley.
Viking Trails 46/8 25 25 29, www.vikingtrails.co.uk. Sweden-based travel company specializing in mid-priced biking, hiking, kayaking, canoeing and sailing trips in the greater Stockholm area.
Getting there | Package holidays | Specialist operators | 
Australia
Bentours Australia 02/9241 1353, www.bentours.com.au. The leading specialist to Sweden offering air, ferry and rail tickets and a host of (often upmarket) escorted and independent tours throughout Scandinavia.
Explore Holidays Australia 02/9423 8080, www.exploreholidays.com.au. Wholesaler of mid-priced trips to Sweden, including Stockholm mini-breaks.
Getting around
The public transport system in Sweden is one of Europe’s most efficient. There’s a comprehensive train network in the south of the country; in the north travelling by train isn’t quite so easy, as many loss-making branch lines have been closed. However, it’s still possible to reach the main towns in the north by train, and where train services no longer exist, buses generally cover the same routes.
[image: ]
Look out for city and regional discount cards, which often give free use of local transport, free museum entry and other discounts.
Getting around | 
By train
Other than flying, train travel is the quickest and easiest way of covering Sweden’s vast expanses. The service is generally excellent and prices are not that high. At holiday times (see "Opening hours and public holidays") and between mid-June and mid-August, trains are often heavily booked; it’s worth making reservations (often compulsory) as far in advance as you can. The national train operator is SJ (0771/75 75 75, www.sj.se) which runs an extensive network across the whole of Sweden. For train and connecting bus information visit www.resplus.se. Many station names in Sweden carry the letter C after the name of the city, for example: Stockholm C; this is a “railspeak” abbreviation of Central.
[image: ]
Getting around | By train | 
Tickets
Individual train tickets are rarely cost-effective and visitors doing a lot of touring by train may be better off buying a train pass such as InterRail. A one-country InterRail pass for Sweden allows up to eight days’ travel in one month and starts at £149. Full details can be found at www.interrailnet.com. If you do need to buy an individual ticket, it’s worth knowing that the sooner you buy it the cheaper it will be. The cheapest tickets, limited in number, cost 99kr on all SJ routes and are available up to ninety days before departure. Reserved seats on Swedish trains are not marked, so although it may appear that a seat is free it may not be so.
Getting around | By train | 
The Inlandsbanan
If you’re in Sweden for any length of time, travelling at least part of the summer-only Inlandsbanan (Inland Railway; 0771/53 53 53, www.grandnordic.se), which runs through central and northern Sweden, is a must. The route takes in some of the country’s most unspoilt terrain – kilometre after kilometre of forests, and several lakes (the train usually stops at one or two of them for passengers to take a quick dip), and offers a chance to see real off-the-beaten-track Sweden. For more information, see "Arrival, information and accommodation". The length of the operating season varies from year to year; check the website for the latest details.
Getting around | 
By bus
Although bus travel is a little less expensive than going by train, long-distance buses are generally less frequent, and so much slower that they aren’t a good choice for long journeys. Most long-distance buses are operated by one of two companies, Swebus (0200/218 218, www.swebusexpress.se) and Säfflebussen (0771/15 15 15, www.safflebussen.se). Departures on Friday and Sunday cost more than on other days; a standard single ticket from Stockholm to Gothenburg, for example, costs from 299kr, but around 100kr more on Friday and Sunday.
Regional buses are particularly important in the north, where they carry mail to isolated areas. Several companies operate daily services, and their fares are broadly similar to one another’s (usually 250–350kr for a 1–2hr journey). Major routes are listed in "Travel Details" at the end of each section, and you can pick up a comprehensive timetable at any bus terminal.
Getting around | 
By plane
The main players on the Swedish domestic airline market are: SAS (0770/727 727, www.sas.se); Skyways (0771/95 95 00, www.skyways.se); Norwegian (0770/45 77 00, www.norwegian.se) and Nextjet (08/639 8538, www.nextjet.se). When booked well in advance, one-way fares on most routes begin at 450kr.
Getting around | 
By ferries and boats
In a country with such an extensive coastline and many lakes, it’s only natural that domestic ferry services in Sweden are many and varied. The main route is between Visby, on the Baltic island of Gotland, and Nynäshamn, on the mainland near Stockholm and Oskarshamn. High-speed catamarans as well as regular ferries operate on both routes. Departures are very popular in summer and you should try to book ahead.
Many of the various archipelagos off the coast – particularly the Stockholm archipelago with its 24,000 islands – have ferry services which link up the main islands in the group; see "The Stockholm archipelago" for more details. There’s also an extensive archipelago off Luleå which is worth visiting; details of boat services there are given in "Travel practicalities".
Getting around | 
By car
As far as road conditions go, driving in Sweden is a dream. Traffic jams are rare (in fact in the north of the country yours will often be the only car on the road), roads are well maintained and motorways, where they exist, are toll-free. The only real hazards are reindeer (in the north) and elk (everywhere), which wander onto the road without warning. It’s difficult enough to see them at dusk, and when it’s completely dark all you’ll see is two red eyes as the animal leaps out in front of your car. If you hit an elk or deer, not only will you know about it (they’re as big as a horse), you’re bound by law to report it to the police.
To drive in Sweden you’ll need your own full license; an international driving license isn’t required. Speed limits are 110kph on motorways, 90kph on dual carriageways and many other roads, 50kph in built-up areas, and 70kph elsewhere if unsigned; for cars towing caravans, the limit is 80kph. Fines for speeding are levied on the spot. You must drive with your headlights on 24 hours a day. Studded tyres for driving on snow and ice are allowed between October 1 and April 30, longer if there’s still snow on the ground; when in use they must be fitted to all wheels.
[image: ]
Be extremely attentive when it comes to parking. Under Swedish law you aren’t allowed to park within 10m of a road junction, whether it be a tiny residential cul-de-sac or a major intersection. Parking is also prohibited within 10m of a pedestrian crossing, and in bus lanes and loading zones. In city centres, parking isn’t permitted on one night each week to allow for cleaning (see the rectangular yellow street signs with days and times in Swedish, below the “no stopping” sign on every street). In winter the same applies to allow for snow clearance.
Swedish drink-driving laws are among the strictest in Europe, and random breath tests are commonplace. Basically, you can’t have even one beer and still be under the limit; the blood alcohol level is 0.2 percent. If you’re found to be over the limit you’ll lose the right to drive in Sweden, face a fine (often) and a prison sentence (not infrequently).
The cost of petrol (bensin) is in line with the European average (about 15kr per litre). At filling stations, you either pay at the pump with a credit card or inside at the till – choose the pumps marked “Kassa” for this.
[image: ]
Getting around | By car | 
Car rental agencies
Avis US 1-800/331-1212, Canada 1-800/879-2847, UK 0844/581 8181, Republic of Ireland 021/428 1111, Australia 13 63 33 or 02/9353 9000, New Zealand 09/526 2847 or 0800/655 111, South Africa 11/923 3660; www.avis.com. 
Budget US 1-800/527-0700, Canada 1-800/268-8900, UK 0870/156 5656, Australia 1300/362 848, New Zealand 0800/283 438; www.budget.com. 
Europcar US & Canada 1-877/940 6900, UK 0845/758 5375, Republic of Ireland 01/614 2800, Australia 1300/131 390; www.europcar.com. 
Hertz US & Canada 1-800/654-3131, UK 0870/040 9000, Republic of Ireland 01/870 5777, Australia 13 30 39, New Zealand, 0800/654 321, South Africa 21/935 4800; www.hertz.com. 
Holiday Autos US & Canada 0866/392 9288, UK 0870/400 4482, Republic of Ireland 01/872 9366, Australia 1300/554 432, New Zealand 0800/144 040, South Africa 11/234 0597; www.holidayautos.co.uk. Part of the LastMinute.com group. 
Getting around | 
Cycling
Some parts of the country were made for cycling: Stockholm, the southern provinces, and Gotland in particular are ideal for a leisurely bike ride. Many towns are best explored by bike, and tourist offices, campsites and youth hostels often rent them out from around 150kr a day. There are a lot of cycle paths in towns, which are often shared with pedestrians. Sweden has a large number of signposted cycle trails; one of the most popular is the Sweden Trail (Sverigeleden), which stretches all the way from Helsingborg in the southwest to Karesuando on the Finnish border, taking in many of the country’s main sights. Svenska Cyckelsällskapet (Swedish Cycling Association), Torneågatan 10, S-164 79 Kista, Stockholm (08/751 62 04, www.svenska-cykelsallskapet.se) has more information.
Accommodation
Finding somewhere cheap to stay in Sweden isn’t difficult. There’s an extensive network of youth hostels (of an exceptionally high standard) and campsites, while hotels and guesthouses are common in towns and cities. Self-catering accommodation is generally restricted to youth hostels and campsites, where cabins are often equipped with kitchens.
Accommodation prices in Sweden vary according to the day of the week or the season. Pricing falls into two main categories: the higher price is charged for stays from Sunday to Thursday outside of the summer peak (generally mid-June to mid-Aug); the lower rate is charged on Fridays and Saturdays. This lower rate is also applied every day during the summer peak. Remember though that this rule does not apply across the board and there are some places that actually charge higher prices in summer in line with most other countries; this is usually the case with hotels on the west coast. When we give two price codes in the guide, the higher price is the non-summer weekday price, the lower one the summer and weekend price. Single rooms, where available, usually cost between sixty and eighty percent of the price.
Accommodation | 
Youth hostels
Youth hostels in Sweden (vandrarhem) turn up in the unlikeliest of places. There are over three hundred of them dotted across the country, in converted lighthouses, old castles and prisons, historic country manors, schoolrooms and even on boats. Quite simply, they offer some of the best accommodation in the country. Forget any preconceptions about youth hostelling: in Sweden, large dormitories are few, and rooms usually sleep four to six people.
The majority of hostels are run by STF (Svenska Turistföreningen; 08/463 22 70, www.svenskaturistforeningen.se). Throughout the guide, we have given the non-members’ rate for dorm beds and a price code for double rooms. The members’ reduction is 50kr a night per person. To stay at an STF hostel it’s best to have your own sheets, although they can be rented for around 50kr. You are allowed to use a sleeping bag provided you put a sheet between it and the mattress to keep the latter clean.
Apart from the STF hostels there are a number of independently run hostels, usually charging similar prices; we’ve mentioned the most useful in the text, and tourist offices will have details of any other local independent hostels.
Accommodation | Youth hostels | 
Accommodation prices
The hotels listed in the guide have been graded according to the following price codes, based on the cost of the least expensive double room available. When two codes are given, the first one is for double rooms during high season and the second one applies for the rest of the year. For more details and information on hostel prices, see "Campsites, cabins and self-catering".

Accommodation | 
Fell stations and cabins
Fell stations (fjällstationer) provide top-notch, hostel-like accommodation along mountain hiking routes; prices vary and are given in the guide. They’re usually better equipped than the average youth hostel: rooms are private rather than dorms and each fell station has a sauna, a shop and a kitchen.
Mountain cabins (fjällstugor), of which there are around ninety, are often no more than simple huts out in the wilds and are wonderful for getting away from it all. Run by the STF, they generally are often located at convenient intervals along popular walking routes. Both fell stations and mountain cabins allow you to use a sleeping bag without a sheet underneath.
Accommodation | 
Hotels and guesthouses
Hotels and guesthouses (usually family-run bed and breakfast establishments) needn’t be expensive, and although there’s little chance of finding any kind of room for under 500kr a night, you can often find good-value hotel rooms in summer, especially between mid-June and mid-August, when business people who would otherwise fill the hotels during the week are on holiday. If you turn up at some of the larger hotels after 6pm in summer without a booking, you may find they drop their prices even lower than their usual discount rate. The only parts of the country where summer discounts don’t apply are in some of the popular holiday destinations in southern Sweden such as Båstad, where prices can actually go up in summer. Nearly all hotels include a huge self-service buffet breakfast in the price, which will keep you going for much of the day.
Accommodation | 
Campsites, cabins and self-catering
Practically every town or village has at least one campsite, and they are generally of a high standard. To pitch a tent at any of them you’ll need the Camping Card Scandinavia, which costs 125kr and is issued at the first site you visit; contact the Swedish Camping Site Owners’ Association (www.camping.se). It costs 100–200kr for two people to pitch a tent at an official campsite. Most sites are open from June to September, some – including around two hundred in winter sport areas – throughout the year. For details on camping rough, see "Skiing and winter pursuits".
Many campsites also boast cabins, each of which is usually equipped with bunk beds, a kitchen and utensils, but not sheets. Self-catering in cabins is a good way to keep costs down. Cabins start around 500kr per night for a two-bed number. As usual, it’s wise to ring ahead to secure one. Sweden also has a whole series of cabins for rent in spots other than campsites, often in picturesque locations such as in the middle of the forest, by a lakeshore or on the coast. For information and to make a booking, contact the local tourist office.
Food and drink
There’s no escaping the fact that eating and drinking is going to take up a large slice of your budget in Sweden – though no more so than in any other northern European country. Note that although tipping in Swedish restaurants is not expected, it is customary to round the bill up to the nearest 20kr or so.
Swedish food – based largely on fish, meat and potatoes, and very varied in preparation – is always tasty and well presented and, at its best, is delicious. Unusual specialities generally come from the north of the country and include reindeer, elk meat and wild berries, while herring and salmon come in so many different guises that fish fiends will always be content. Vegetarians too should have no problems, with plenty of non-meat options available, especially in the bigger towns; elsewhere the choice may be limited to pizzas and salads. Alcoholic drinks are available in most establishments, with lager-type beers and imported wines providing no surprises; the local spirit akvavit, however, is worth trying at least once. It comes in dozens of weird and wonderful flavours, from lemon to cumin-and-dill.
Eating well and eating cheaply needn’t be mutually exclusive aims in Sweden. The best strategy is to fuel up on breakfast and lunch, both of which offer good-value options. A good way to keep costs down when eating out is to resist the temptation to order a starter – throughout Sweden portions are generous and most main dishes are large enough to fill even the emptiest stomach. Breakfast is often included in the cost of a night’s accommodation, and most restaurants have lunchtime specials (Dagens Rätt) that time and again are the best-value meals you’ll find.
Food and drink | 
Food
Sweden’s various salmon dishes are among the very best the cuisine has to offer – they’re divine either warm or cold, and a mainstay of any Swedish smorgasbord worth its salt. Herring is mostly served marinated, but don’t let that put you off as it tastes surprisingly good. Sauces feature prominently in Swedish cooking, often flavoured with dill or parsley; alternatively there are many delicious creamy concoctions too.
Wild berries appear in many dishes, especially the lingonberry, which is something like a cranberry, and makes a good accompaniment to Swedish meatballs, a combination praised by many a Swede as a delicacy of the country. You’ll also be able to taste orange-coloured sweet cloudberries, which grow in the marshes of Lapland and are delicious with ice cream.
Food and drink | Food | 
Breakfast
Breakfast (frukost) is almost invariably a help-yourself buffet in the best Swedish tradition; you can go up to the serving table as many times as you like and eat until you’re fit to explode. Youth hostels charge around 50kr for breakfast; if you stay in a hotel, it’ll be included in the price of your accommodation.
Coffee is something the Swedes excel at, and is always freshly brewed, strong and delicious. A coffee costs 20–25kr and the price will often buy you more than one cup. For coffee, head for the local konditori, a coffee and cake shop of the first order. You should try at least one konditori while you’re in Sweden; coffee and cake will typically set you back 70–80kr. Swedes are not tea drinkers and tea isn’t generally up to much.
Food and drink | Food | 
Snacks and light meals
For snacks and light meals you’re really looking at the delights dished up by the gatukök (street kitchen) or korvstånd (sausage stall). A gatukök is often no more than a hole in the wall – generally conspicuous by the snaking queue and gaggle of teenagers it attracts – serving sausages, burgers, chips, soft drinks and sometimes pizza slices or chicken pieces. Chips with a sausage or burger generally comes to around 75kr. The korvstånd usually limits itself to sausages (hotdogs are usually around 25kr), though some have chips and burgers as well.
Food and drink | Food | 
Self-catering
For the cheapest eating it’s hard to beat the supermarkets and market stalls. Of the supermarket chains, ICA and CoopKonsum have the biggest range of produce but most supermarkets in Sweden are small local affairs selling just the basics and a few other bits and pieces. If it’s choice you’re after, and you’re in one of the bigger towns and cities, you should try the food hall in the department store Åhléns, which has a much wider selection than the average supermarket. Alternatively, head for the indoor or outdoor markets, which often have fresher produce than the supermarkets, and at lower prices.
Fish is always excellent value, especially salmon. Pork and beef aren’t too bad either, but chicken is slightly more expensive. Sweden is a country rich in cheeses, all of which are reasonably good value and make great sandwich fillers; the range runs from stronger ripened cheeses such as Västerbotten and Lagrad Svecia to milder types like Grevé and Herrgårdsost. Prästost, a medium-strong cheese akin to a mature Cheddar, is also a particular favourite here.
There are also loads of different yoghurts and varieties of filmjölk to choose from, which are all very healthy and inexpensive. Fruit and vegetables are expensive but not exorbitantly so. Pasta, rice, potatoes, eggs, onions and bacon are relatively inexpensive.
Food and drink | Food | 
Restaurants
Swedes eat their main meal of the day at lunchtime; do likewise and you’ll save lots of cash. You don’t have to restrict yourself to eating out at lunchtime; many restaurants also offer special deals in the evening, and even if they don’t you’re bound to find something on their menu that will fit your pocket. Remember that Swedish portions are generous and that, accordingly, you may not have room for a starter as well.
An evening meal in a mid-range restaurant will cost you 150–250kr without alcohol. A three-course meal naturally costs more; expect to pay something in the region of 350–600kr, and add around 55kr for a strong beer, or 250kr for an average bottle of wine. Dishes usually have some sort of salad accompaniment and come with bread. Bear in mind that Swedes eat early; lunch will be served from 11am, dinner from 6pm. It’s always a good idea to book a table to avoid disappointment, particularly during the summer months of June to August when tables can be at a premium. Smoking is not allowed in restaurant or pubs.
At lunchtime, go for the Dagens Rätt or set dish of the day, which costs between 65kr and 85kr and is one way to sample Swedish husmanskost (home-cooking). You’ll also find various pizza and pasta dishes on offer in Italian restaurants, and basic meals in Thai and Chinese restaurants (sometimes a buffet-type spread). Most cafés also offer some sort of Dagens Rätt but their standard of cooking is often not as good as in restaurants.
While you’re in Sweden you should sample a smorgasbord, available in the larger restaurants and in hotels for around 350kr – expensive, but good for a blowout. If you’re a traditionalist you should start with akvavit, drink beer throughout and finish with coffee. Coffee will be included in the price, but alcohol won’t.
Many of the traditional Swedish dishes on offer in most restaurants are listed in "Swedish specialities". Prices given in the guide are for a main course dish in the evening unless otherwise stated.
Food and drink | 
Drinks
Drinking in Sweden can be expensive, but there are ways of softening the blow. Either forgo bars and buy your booze in the state-run liquor shops, the Systembolaget, or seek out the happy hours (usually called After Work in Swedish) offered at many pubs and bars. The timing of happy hours is usually set to coincide with people finishing work so keep your eyes peeled for signs either in bar windows or on the pavement outside. Drinking outdoors is frowned upon and you’re not allowed to take alcohol onto a train or the street for your own consumption (drinking alcohol purchased on trains or pavement cafés is permitted).
Food and drink | Drinks | 
The Systembolaget
In any Swedish town or city, the Systembolaget is the only shop that sells wine, strong beer and spirits. It’s run by the state, is only open office hours (generally Mon–Wed & Fri 10am–6pm, Thurs till 7pm, Sat 10am–2pm), and until quite recently kept all its alcohol on display in locked glass cabinets. Quite unthinkable just a couple of years ago in alcohol-obsessed Sweden, a number of stores have now gone self-service, giving buyers the chance to actually fondle the hard stuff before purchasing.
The system is designed to make Swedes think about how much they drink, and the price of hard liquor is accordingly high – 70cl of whisky costs about 250kr; a bottle of wine is around 65kr. However, debate over the future of the system rumbles on and Sweden is coming under increasing pressure from the European Commission to liberalize the sale of alcohol and open up the market to free competition.
Food and drink | Drinks | 
What to drink
Beer is the most common alcoholic drink in Sweden, although it can be expensive. Whether you buy beer in a café, restaurant or a bar, it’ll cost roughly the same, on average 45–55kr for half a litre of lager-type brew.
Unless you specify a type, the beer you get in a bar will be starköl (also referred to as storstark), the strongest Class IV beer with an alcohol content of 5.6 percent by volume. Outside bars and restaurants, Class IV is only available in the Systembolaget, where it’s around a third of the price you’ll pay in a bar. Mellanöl, a Class III brew, costs slightly less than a starköl because it contains less alcohol; once again, it’s not available in the shops, only at the Systembolaget and in bars and restaurants. Class II or folköl is very similar in strength to mellanöl though contains slightly less alcohol. Cheapest of all is the Class I lättöl, the beer served with Dagens Rätt at lunchtime. It’s palatable with food, though it contains virtually no alcohol; Pripps and Mariestad are the two main brands. Folköl and lättöl are the only beers available in supermarkets.
Wine in restaurants is pricey; a bottle will set you back something like 250kr, and a glass around 45kr. It’s also worth trying the akvavit or schnapps, which is made from potatoes, served ice-cold in tiny shots and washed down with beer. If you’re in Sweden at Christmas, don’t go home without having sampled glögg: mulled red wine with cloves, cinnamon, sugar and more than a shot of akvavit.
Food and drink | Drinks | 
Where to drink
You’ll find pubs and bars in all towns and some villages. In Stockholm and the larger cities the trend is towards British and Irish-style pubs although the atmosphere inside never quite lives up to the original. Elsewhere – particularly in the north of the country – you’ll come across more down-to-earth drinking dens. Drink is no cheaper here, and the clientele is predominantly male and usually drunk. They can be intimidating places for outsiders, especially in small provincial villages, where drinking seems to be the main way of coping with eight months of winter.
In the summer, café-bars spill out onto the pavement, which is a more suitable environment for children and handy if all you want is a coffee. When you can’t find a bar in an out-of-the-way place, head for the local hotel – but be prepared to pay for the privilege. Bar opening hours are elastic and drinking-up time is generally some time after midnight. Since June 2005, smoking has been banned in all of Sweden’s restaurants, bars, cafés and nightclubs.
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