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How I explored the Arctic - by train
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TRAVEL SOLUTIONS BY TELEGRAPH MEDIA GROUP

M from our trusted partner Riviera Travel

10 days

from £4,

What's included

# Return flights from the UK plus transfers

& Seven-night cruise on the ice-
strengthened four-star MV Ocean
Atlantic, including all meals

# Shore excursions on Zodiac dinghies

# Hotel stays in Oslo and Longyearbyen

# Cruise director throughout
@ TRAVEL

| VoYége to the Arctic
& Spitsbergen

; Departs June 7, 2023

! On this‘astonishing cruise aboard the MV
Ocean Atlantic, sail around the remote S
archipelago and along the rim of the Arctic pac
ice. Gaze across a sea dotted with icebergs,
and a landscape of vast glaciers surrounded by
snowcapped peaks, Spot abundant wildiife such
i as polar bears, whales, walruses and seabirds.
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after Dombas. The high
7,500ft-high Dovrefiell mountain pla
teau, which is home to wild musk ox
and marks the start of Trondelag, the
heart of Norway.

In the hope of catching a glimpse of
these shaggy oxen related to goats,
1 walked the length of the train to the
observation area and stood by a large
window. A woman wearing a yellow
and red plaid shirt sat nearby. “I see
musk ox a third of the time and I do
this route four or five times a year,” she
said, introducing herself. She was an
ecology lecturer from Britain who
had been living in Norway for anumber
of years. I asked her what her impres-
sions of the country were.

“During Covid there was a joke going
around that Norwegians were looking
forward to the one-metre rule being
dropped so they could go back to two
metres,” she said with a pop of laughter.
“They are reserved, yes, but the further
north you go, the more they open up -
and the more they swear!” she added.

In Trondheim, to test the theory,
1 knocked on the door of a stranger. It
opened to reveal rosy-cheeked Bjorn
Fjeldvaer, wearing a red apron, A musi-
cian, he invites guests into his home
for a night of live music (including his
own songs) and five courses of home-
made food prepared using old family
recipes. He has just started offering
the experience in E)

+ I was ushered inside the old house,
which once belonged to the Norwe;
children’s author Anne Ragde, and
ascended a tight spiral of stairs into

ali

with instruments - a sitar, guitar, man-
dolin, banjo and ukulele. Lined
up against the back wall were a piano
and his grandmother’s 100-year-old
organ, with champagne corks for stops.
Drums served as makeshift tables.

“Right, I have five types of aquavit,”
Bjorn exclaimed to me and the group
of locals who had gathered. “Ring the
chimes in the window for the mild vari-
ety, tap the tambourine for Linea
(a brand carted in sherry barrels
between here and the Equator), strike
the wooden frog for Freja (which tastes
like moonshine), and pound the
gong from China to order a round
for everyone - and if you want some-
thing non-alcoholic, ring the triangle
because I can't hear that!” he said, stroll-
ing toward the kitchen.

Bjorn placed a small plate of home-
made seaweed bread and smoked trout
on my lap and then shouldered a shiny
black guitar. “Who wants to hear some
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of the richest cod and herring fishing
grounds in the world, and its red-roofed
towns were built on the back of it, so it
only seemed fitting to try my hand at
reeling in a skrei (Arctic cod). .

I boarded Symra, a traditional jekt
with a wooden mast and deck spotted
with old blood stains, that pootled out
of Svolvaer harbour, bound for the cod
grounds guarded by jagged mountains.
“Coming from Oslo and arriving in
northern Norway is like a different
country,” shouted Bjorn, a fellow wan-
nabe fisherman, as the fresh air slapped
our faces like a cold kipper. “I come
from Alta in the far north. Oslo is closer
to Rome than to me!” 2

We unspooled our lines, dotted with
red lures that dangled like chillies, into
the abyss. “The cod can swim as deepas
390ft” said our captain, Bengt, pointing
to the small blips on his sonar screen.
He was aman of few words. His eyes did
most of the talking and the conversa-
tions he had were with the mountains
and water. He has fished these fjords for
more than 40 years and, with his thick
white beard and iceberg-blue eyes setin
sun-baked skin, he looked uncannily
like Captain Birdseye.

Time and time again the lines came
up empty but high above us, knifing
through the clear blue sky, were sea
eagles. Then a pod of orcas arced
past the boat, the patchwork white of
their bodies shimmering like moonlight
near the surface of the water.

Aswe chugged back into the embrace
of the harbour, we passed a bronze
statue of a fisherman’s wife, a headscarf
held about her chin and a hand held
aloft, welcoming fishermen home.

Norway. Made up of “They were the tough ones,” Bengt said,
Finnmark

eyes on the woman. “Ten kidsand look-
ing after a farm all on‘tlllxeir own while
sea,” he
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Ca afresh each year from blocks of

ice hewn from the local River Torne and
snez” (man-made snow), its array of
suites sculpted by international art-
ists are a bucket-list place to bed down
for the night. The experience is now

available year-round at the adjoining

IceHotel 365, which never melts.

1 had come to try mushing my own
team of huskies. In the yard, master
musher, Jan, tethered four dogs - Katz,
Kip, Bags and-Bunny - 1o a sled and
handed me the reins. “Press this with
your foot if you want to brake,” he said,
pointing to a metal bar not far from
where my feet straddled the wooden
skis. And then he was off ahead of me,
chasing through the pines, the world

" silent save for the patter of paws and

Essentials
Emma Thomson travelled
with Discover the World
(01737 214250; discover-the-
world.com) which offers
a2l-night Arctic Rail

lyssey, running between
March and October, from
£3,520 per person, The
price includes all rail

travel, transfers and
accommodation, Arrivals
must show proof of Covid
vaccination no more than
six months prior to travel

¥ Fjord transit: sights along the
way included traditional fishing
huts In the Lofoten Islands

Johnny Cash? My uncle used to play his

cassettes on his milk round and I'd lis-
ten while he was visiting the single
women - mind you, I never finished
asong before he was back!” he winked.
He sang and we hummed along, and
ed us with :l;;ory of dlnlng
e Norwegian as we suppe
bowlfuls of his grandma's bacalao (fish
stew) and his uncle Antonio’s Spanish
meatballs, and he sang some more
about the island of Hitra, where he was
born. “Only one person dies in this
song, so ‘[;;srgschﬁe;ml tm:le by Norwe-
jan stan |” he hooted.
L From Trondheim, the Nordland Line
[

panting breath. I felt completely free.
For the last time, I boarded the train,

bound for Boden, where the wooden

station dates from 1894. From here

I'would travel to the hamlet
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of
vian tree houses in the shape of a UFO,
adragonfly, amirror cube (which disap-
pears completely amid the treetops) and
the brand-new Biosphere, covered in
350 bird-nest boxes, The passion pro-
Ject of locals Kent and Britta Lindvall, it
is a final reminder of the Nordlending-
er’s lack of reservedness.

“Some are in shock when they
arrive,” they told me. “We're not like
other four-stars - and we don't try to be
body else. We are you

getahugon arrivall Here, you can leave
your layers and just be who you are.”

But for now, in this small world sus-
pended between two places, life
had been put on glorious pause, Each
of the trains I had taken - from slick
and efficient commuter carriages to
the grandma-esque Dovre Rallway -
had had its own distinct personality,

Itis no surprise that numerous stars -
from Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash to
Rod Stewart and Ozzy Oshourne — have
sung about trains, for each Journe;
develops its own rhythm, metered ou);
b{ the clack-clack of wheels on rails,
They remind us that, in the words of
Paulo Coelho: *Our life is a constant
Journey, from birth to death, The land-
scape geﬂi’thtetgeome change, our
needs , but the train moy-
ing. Life is the train, not the ls(r?éf.ﬁw




