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  North

After the summer solstice, three of the world’s 
most beautiful cities are left totally deserted by 
their inhabitants, leaving you to explore in peace. 
To find out why and help you choose between 
them for your own sunlit escape, we took a 
570GT to Stockholm, Oslo and Copenhagen... 

W o r d s :  P A U L  B O N D 
P h o t o g r a p h y :  D A V I D  R Y L E
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City breaks can become a blur. Sights, 
sounds and stimuli of a living, working 
organism swirling around you, the tidal 
flows of the population rushing through its 
capillaries pushing and pulling you in 
every direction. Yet Stockholm in July  
is an oasis of calm. It’s as if the entire 
metropolis sighs with a collective relief at 
the arrival of warmer weather and then the 
exodus begins. To summer cabins or snug 
hideaways on the shores of the archipelago, 
the locals gradually depart.

In their wake booming tourism takes 
over, but for a wiser sort of traveller, an 
opportunity emerges to sidestep the 
overrated guidebook attractions and enjoy 
a journey just as relaxing and carefree as 
any island retreat. 

The Nobis Hotel is a fantastic place to 
start. Set in a quiet corner of the famous 
Norrmalmstorg square, there is no huge 
sign or grand entrance to alert you to the 
fact that this is one of the best hotels in 
Scandinavia. Those who know, will know. 

Built inside the shell of the 19th-century 
bank that first coined the phrase 
‘Stockholm syndrome’ during a dramatic 
hijack in the 70s, the interiors weave 
stunning, original bourgeoisie features 
like the cascading spiral stone staircase, 
with delicate modern touches that reflect 
the vibrant city around it.

Iconic fashion house and local arbiters 
of style Acne Studios are located just next 
door, but we’d take the short walk past the 
luxury boutiques lining Birger Jarlsgatan 
and instead direct our steps north, towards 
the old observatory.

Located in a leafy park atop one of the 
city’s few hills, it gives you a glorious vista 
of Scandinavia’s most populous city. 
Wander behind it and two shapes straight 
out of classical antiquity break up the 
skyline. A beautiful bronze of a centaur 
sits proudly above a hillside strewn with 
flowers, and the vast red tower of the 
Gunnar Asplund-designed public library 
rises high over the surrounding rooftops.

Libraries rarely get much credit as 
holiday hotspots, but since most of us 
indulge in a good book during time off, why 
not read it inside this stunning monument 

to literature? 
For those who prefer to do their reading 

with the sun on their face and a view over 
the water, there is another quiet corner 
worth visiting. A secret garden with the 
same surprisingly classical twist can be 
found on the eastern island of Lidingö; a 
sweeping Italianate piazza worthy of 
Firenze or Tuscany, hidden away on a 
sleepy residential side street.  Millesgården 
was a gift from artist Carl Milles to the 
Swedish people, complete with a walled 
garden, fountains and a host of celestial 
bodies, from Poseidon to Pegasus, standing 
triumphantly over it all.

Take the train there, and be sure to stop 
at T-Centralen or Stadion to take in the 
gorgeous murals that form part of ‘the 
world’s longest art gallery’ beneath the 
city: a riot of colour, pattern and form. 

The layered neoclassical and art deco 
influences give parts of Stockholm an air of 
romance that one normally associates 
with Paris or Rome, but you’re rarely far 
from a contemporary Nordic twist.

Spend your evening on the rooftop of 
new restaurant TAK, where the opulent 
gold fittings of the 300-seat dining room 
(positively bustling every night) contrast 
perfectly with the simple, handmade 
Japanese platters and delicious menu 
which playfully mixes Asian flavours with 
Nordic produce.

If you must visit Gamla Stan, the 
medieval heart of the city, late evenings 
are best if you want to avoid the crowds, so 
drop by for a cocktail at Pharmarium in 
the corner of the main square, which 
catches the pastel colours of the sunset 
well past 10pm.

After that, a quick stop at Fotografiska 
for a final dose of culture (and cuisine) will 
reward the visitor with another wonderful 
gallery space, featuring thought-provoking 
collections from some of the world’s best 
photographers and opening hours that 
beggar belief: it closes at 1am Thurs-Sat.

Royalty runs through the heart of all 
these capitals, but no visit to Stockholm 
would be complete without seeing 
Drottningholm Palace Theatre. A natural 
stopping point on the drive to Norway, 
private tours inside give you a fascinating 
glimpse into the past, the perfectly 
preserved stage machinery looking like 
the rigging of a tall ship and still used to 
dramatic effect during a summer season of 
opera performances.

STOCKHOLM
Cultural Haven

From top: A rare moment of calm 
for our 570GT as it ticks itself 
cool – at every coffee and fuel 
stop we attracted crowds; the 
time-capsuled delight that is the 
Drottningholm Palace Theatre; 
the trompe l’œil effect of the 
marbled spiral stairway at the 
Nobis Hotel

Opposite, from top left:  
Fotografiska is the world’s most 
open museum; Paul Svensson is its 
head chef, overseeing a restaurant 
offering a stunning view of the 
river; Stockholm metro stations 
are artfully decorated, but 
Millesgården offers a more 
classical atmosphere
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Far more than the physical trail of 320 
miles of rolling tarmac separates Oslo 
from Stockholm, but the drive is to be 
savoured, nonetheless. The road begins to 
undulate as you head further west, long 
corridors of pine trees lining the road, 
creating dark tunnels set against the 
vanilla evening skies.

The final treat comes as you cross the 
border into Norway. Corners begin to twist 
and turn, you start to lose all sense of the 
car’s perspective within the landscape, 
then suddenly the entire Oslofjord bursts 
into view just a few miles from the city. 
Dark islands lie like sleeping leviathans on 
the still surface of the water, a sickle moon 
hangs over the dusky skyline. Truly, a 
bewitching sight.

Oslo sits right at the pinnacle of the fjord, 
on the axis between land and sea. Staying 
close to the water’s edge is by far the best 
way to enjoy some of the longest evenings 
anywhere in the world (there’s an average 
18 hours of daylight during the summer 
months) and The Thief hotel is the only 
place you’d want to call home here.

No matter what time you arrive, the 
smiling face of Dominic Gorham, guest 
services manager, ushers you inside. The 
consummate hotelier, he’s on hand 
whether you need a reservation for dinner, 
a favourable spot on the roof for lunch, or a 
quick quayside getaway in the hotel’s 
stunning Riva 44 speedboat.

Accustomed to receiving A-list 
celebrities and sports stars from across the 
globe, his warmth, attentiveness and 
discretion have permeated to all members 
of staff, allowing you to relax instantly 
once settled in.

The quiet interiors of the hotel are 
complemented by the artwork on display. 
Each piece is handpicked from a private 
collection exclusively for the hotel, with 
Richard Prince, Peter Blake and Andy 
Warhol all featured – a quiet rebellion 
against the mundanity and mass 
production of most hotel ‘art’. 

Equally popular with locals and the 
international set, the adjoining spa eases 
the burden of travel and refreshes you for 
the next adventure, with a hammam spa, 
Finnish sauna and dark, slate-lined pool.

In the winter, they run a club that 
includes the traditional icy dip in the fjord 
to take the heat out of your post-sauna 
glow, but in summer the harbour waters 
are temperate and clear. Luxury yacht 

tours of Oslofjord provide the best 
swimming opportunities, by the hour 
(6,000Kr) or by the day (52,000kr). 

Cruise across to Ulvøya island (also 
accessible by car) and visit the secluded, 
well kept private beaches at Sydstranda. 
This cove was the unlikely location of 
Norway’s first-ever car race, in February 
1912. The ice over the fjord was 40cm thick 
and competitors battled it out over a 9km 
carved track, but it proved so popular that 
some of the 10,000-strong crowd were 
injured and the event wasn’t run again 
until a decade later.

Steinar Olsbø, captain and owner of 
charter company Luksusyachter, gleefully 
informs us that one of his boats comes 
with ‘the fastest jet-ski you can buy with 
money’ for those seeking an adrenaline 
hit. It’s not as fast as our 570GT, but 70 
knots (80mph) on water with no 
windscreen makes it a white-knuckle ride. 

Norwegians adore the outdoors and try 
and make every last drop of sunshine 
count, perhaps understandably given the 
harsh winters this far north, and they also 
drink more coffee per head than almost 
any other nation on earth. So go native 
with your caffeine hit at Solberg & Hansen 
with a fragrant Nordic light roast of 
summer coffee, hand-filtered for flavour, 
or the mid-century modern delight that is 
Fuglen – neat café by day, cool bar by night.

Ask Dominic for a tip for authentic 
seafood in town and you’ll end up in well-
heeled Frogner neighbourhood, dining in 
the chambre séparée at Mares. This place 
is something of an Oslo institution but 
pleasingly far from the usual tourist trail, 
so except on weekends you won’t need a 
reservation. Everything on the menu has a 
subtle taste and smell of the sea and if 
there is a fresher summer dish than the 
scallop carpaccio, served with cucumber 
sorbet and gazpacho starter, we’ve yet to 
taste it. 

There’s little chance to experience the 
skiing trails that surround the city, but a 
trip to Holmenkollen to see Zaha Hadid’s 
iconic ski jump is still worthwhile, if only 
for the majestic final view of the entire 
bay stretched out below you.

OSLO
Lady on the Water

Opposite, from top left: Dominic 
Gorham ensures every stay at 
The Thief is a memorable one; 
the narrow bridge to Ulyøva is 
a popular fishing spot, but the 
diving board and private beach at 
Sydstranda are deserted in July; 
Coffee house Solberg & Hansen are  
masters of the Nordic ‘light roast’

From top: The Ocean Princess 
can be yours for the day, week 
or even longer for trips out to 
the spectacular West Coast; The 
Thief’s spa takes pampering to new 
heights, within view of the harbour 
at Aker Brygge; this inseparable 
pair of skiers sit below the famous 
Olympic ski jump
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The drive south to Copenhagen is not a 
picturesque wonder to match arriving in 
Oslo, but what greets you when you get 
there is surely worth it. The car is 
cossetting enough to pass the miles in 
sure-footed comfort, but the highlight is 
crossing the serpentine Øresund Bridge. 

Made famous by the stylish and razor-
sharp crime drama of the same name, this 
six-lane, five-mile structure spans the 
narrow strait between Sweden and 
Denmark, offering unparalleled views over 
the shipping lanes before plunging below 
sea-level into a tunnel that emerges on the 
outskirts of the city on Amager island.

After the cultural hideaways of Sweden 
and Oslo’s natural beauty, the Danish 
capital has its own distinctive appeal. The 
locals are young and achingly cool, but 
friendly to a fault, and dressed with an eye 
for design that typifies the whole city.

Applied to accommodation, this 
minimalist approach borders on the 
Spartan, even at luxurious boutique hotels 
like SP34, but even the starkest rooms 
come furnished with soft beds and the 
kind of ornate chairs and tasteful light 
fittings that architects daydream about.

Fortunately, this specialism in design 
has become a booming industry that 
visitors can happily indulge themselves in 
and Copenhagen is a true shopper’s 
paradise as a result. The main district is a 
short walk from the chic lobby of the hotel 
and if you wake up relatively early (10am 
on weekends) you’ll have the entire place 
to yourself while everyone else is sleeping 
off their Friday-night hangovers.

The usual brands are all present and 
correct, but the spots worth honing in on 
to nourish your inner aesthete are 
Stilleben, for unique art prints, ceramics 
and hand-woven textiles from across the 
globe, Han Kjøbenhavn, for avant-garde 
eye-wear, denim and shoes to out-shine 
even the locals in the buzzy meat-packing 
district, and HAY, for anything – and 
indeed everything – for your home or 
office to add a subtle touch of Danish style.

These names might be unfamiliar, but 
one that certainly won’t be, silversmith 
Georg Jensen, is right around the corner 

from the more fashionable boutiques. Pop 
inside for elegant women’s jewellery or go 
upstairs for a look at solid silver cutlery, 
tableware and bespoke commissions that 
the company has been creating for more 
than a century.

Post morning retail therapy, stow your 
shopping bags back at base, then grab a 
bite to eat at neighbouring restaurant 
Väkst. Organic, locally sourced plates of 
pure deliciousness spill out one after the 
next. Hake with lavender and mussels 
followed by mouth-watering smoky pork 
with crackling, then fresh Scandinavian 
strawberries and honeycomb. The split-
level dining room includes a greenhouse 
above the stairs, home to a small 
cornucopia of hanging plants.

The weather here is not as dependably 
warm as in some parts of Scandinavia 
(After a new raincoat? You’re in luck…), 
but riding out the occasional downpour 
means being rewarded with long, golden 
sunsets, so a swift, artful change of 
wardrobe is advised.

No city worships the bicycle, or indeed 
the cyclist, as much as Copenhagen. Here 
cycling is religion, not mere transport, and 
you’ll see whole families riding a single 
bike, come rain or shine. Exploring further 
afield is best done on two wheels, but not 
just any old bike will suffice to take the  
place of a light, finely balanced, carbon-
fibre sportscar.

Enter Biomega, a Danish company that 
makes some of the lightest carbon-fibre 
electric bikes on the market. Weighing in 
at  18.6kg, their latest bike, the OKO, still 
has a decent heft but as soon as you’re 
rolling, progress is effortless, a tiny motion 
of the pedals enough to send you whirring 
forward fast enough to keep up with the 
commuting peleton. 

You’ll never break sweat and the 
innovative carbon belt drive means there’s 
no danger of getting oily fingers while 
touring the bridges and canals of 
Christiania, historic Slotsholmen, or the 
star-shaped, 17th-century fortress next to 
the famous (and tiny) Little Mermaid 
statue, inspired by one of Hans Christian 
Andersen’s fairytales. 

But we’d finish off our stay with a 
different waterfront locale. Papirøen is a 
street food market to rival Portabello in 
London, with a view to pretty Nyhaven on 
the other side, a boisterous local crowd, 
and a great line in sundowners…

COPENHAGEN
Design, refined

From top: Han Kjøbenhavn started  
out selling sunglasses but has 
turned shopping into an art form;  
a stunning view of the Opera house 
and Papirøen, the street food 
market and local hangout; 
food at Väkst is as beautiful to  
look at as it is delicious to eat

Opposite, from top left:  
hanging plants at Väkst (which 
means ‘growth’); the stunning 
brick façade of Grundtvig’s Kirke 
dwarfs our 570GT; the lobby at 
the SP34 hotel pays homage to the 
bike; fine silverware on display  
inside Georg Jensen 


