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Not many people would have thought that I 
would end up travelling through Lapland and 
northern Norway. The girl from Brisbane by way 
of Texas dealing with the extreme cold? No way 
she’d survive.

I thought that too — after all, I was the one that 
would put on a jacket if the temperature dipped 
below 15º. That was before I was given the 
chance to head to Lapland for a few days prior 
to a business trip; it was then that I became 
fascinated with this place that was a polar (ha 
ha) opposite to most places I had ever visited.

In those initial planning stages, I realised how 
little I knew about travelling in an area with a 
semi-permanent cold climate (I say semi-
permanent because winter takes up over half the 
year in these locations — more than every other 
season combined). Since I was used to hearing 
about Britain or the US South in the grips of a 
cold snap (i.e., Heathrow closing down after the 
first flake of snow or Atlantians being stuck in a 
24-hour-long traffic jam), I thought Lapland 
would have the same level of dysfunction in 
winter.

As I found, this is absolutely not the case in 
Lapland or northern Norway. The buses there are 
more on time than in Brisbane, which has balmy, 
sub-tropical weather year-round. The same 
applies to nearly all modes of public transport. 
The whole region seems to come to life in winter, 
when tourists flock there to experience the 

northern lights, winter activities, and cold that 
doesn’t feel quite as cold as it should because 
it’s so dry. It’s about as far from Heathrow or 
Atlanta as you can get.

There were plenty of other logistical concerns 
that dogged me on both my introductory trip and 
my extended trip the following year. How would I 
deal with exchanging money so I didn’t end up in 
a financial bind after crossing the border into a 
very small northern town? How would I ensure I 
was adequately insured for all of the adventurous 
activities I’d be taking on, especially given I 
broke my leg on my first trip? 

I eventually found answers to these questions 
and many more, but researching all of these 
concerns (and planning my itinerary around 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland) took more than 
double the length of my actual trip (which was 
roughly one month long).

The goal of this guide is to answer those burning 
questions you may have about planning a trip to 
Lapland or northern Norway — or, if you’re not 
already in the planning stages, to inspire you to 
travel to this extraordinary destination. It is by no 
means a comprehensive, Lonely Planet-style 
guide of everything you can possibly do in the 
region, but rather, it is a primer that should 
answer your logistical questions as well as 
providing a taste of the many opportunities that 
await you should you decide to travel there in the 
months between October and April.

INTRODUCTION: WHY LAPLAND? WHY ME?
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I’d also like to show ‘winter beginners’ that 
there’s nothing to be afraid of when travelling to 
this region in winter. Regardless of whether 
you’ve never experienced a proper winter, with 
preparation, you will really enjoy your visit here.

This guide covers the regions bordering or north 
of the Arctic Circle in Norway, Sweden, and 
Finland. Parts of northern Norway are covered 
that are not necessarily a traditional part of the 
Lapland region, but as travel there is very similar 
to travel in the northernmost county of Norway 
(Finnmark), they are still included in this guide. 
Russian Lapland is not covered here as I did not 
cross the Russian border (mainly due to visa 
restrictions). Specific locations mentioned 
include:

• Lofoten Islands (northern Norway)

• Tromsø

• Lyngen Alps

• North Cape & Finnmark

• Inari and Saariselkä (Lapland, Finland)

• Rovaniemi

• Kemi

• Enontekiö

• Jokkmokk (Norrbotten, Sweden)

• Abisko

• Kiruna

Please note that all prices in this guide are 
current as of December 2015.

I hope this guide helps get you even more 
excited about what will be a trip of a lifetime to 
the Arctic north. If you have any more questions 
that aren’t answered here, please visit my blog, A 
Pair of Boots and a Backpack, at http://
www.bootsandabackpack.com or email me 
directly at kristin@winterinlapland.com.
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Your biggest concern in planning a trip above the 
Arctic Circle is probably going to be the weather. 
How cold will it really be and why? There are 
actually multiple answers to this question, 
depending on whether you plan on heading to 
Lapland or to coastal northern Norway, whose 
climates differ quite drastically.

1

WEATHER



It’s likely that Lapland will be every bit as cold as you expect 
since it does have a subarctic climate, but you still might be 
surprised. Since the air in Lapland is very dry and it is rarely 
windy, you’ll often find that -15ºC feels much warmer than it 
would in places with a wetter climate (like the UK).

From December through February, average temperatures for 
much of the region are between -10ºC and -15ºC. Surprisingly, 
the coldest days of winter do not coincide with polar night. 
Instead, you’ll find that the coldest temperatures occur in late 
January and the beginning of February. It is possible for 
temperatures to drop between -40ºC and -50ºC during this time, 
but that is a worst case scenario.

Even as the days begin to grow much longer in March and April, 
temperatures can stay low. In March 2013, thermometers at 
Kakslauttanen, near Saariselkä in northern Finnish Lapland, hit 
-38ºC. This was one in a line of a few nights where the 
temperatures went below -30ºC, but the daytime temperatures 
still got up to -10º or -15ºC each day.

LAPLAND
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The amount of snow cover will vary from place to 
place, but on average, Lapland is covered in 
snow for around 200 days a year. This means 
that, even if winter is ‘officially’ mid-December to 
mid-March, the snow can last from late October 
until the beginning of May.

Because the snow creates a strong base (more 
than 60cm by March) from being around for so 
long, it’s ideal for doing winter activities like 
snowmobiling or dogsledding. Lakes stay frozen 
for most of the winter as well and can even be 
frozen over 1m deep in some places. This makes 
them popular snowmobiling and walking tracks.

Just because it’s cold outside doesn’t mean 
you’re going to freeze for the entire trip. As long 
as you pack the appropriate clothing, you’ll soon 
find that you’re quite comfortable inside, and 
you’ll be even more comfortable in your 
accommodation. Most windows in Lapland are 

double- (if not triple-) glazed to keep the cold at 
bay and you’ll never be far from a roaring fire. 
Plus, you’ll often have under-floor heating (such 
a treat when your toes are a bit cold from your 
boots) and a sauna to boot!

RESOURCES

• Finnish Meteorological Institute (detailed 
weather forecasts for Finland)

• yr.no Finnmark Forecasts (detailed 
weather forecasts for Norway)

• yr.no Laponia Forecasts (accurate weather 
forecasts from Norway for Finland)

• yr.no Norrbotten Forecasts (the same for 
Sweden)
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Northern Norway has a different climate to Swedish & Finnish 
Lapland,  and starting your trip here will help ease you into sub-
zero temperatures. 

Tromsø, a popular destination, recorded its lowest ever 
temperature in 1966 when it got down to -18ºC (-1ºF). The 
Lofoten Islands, located north of Bodø at around 69º north, have 
an average temperature of -1ºC in the mid-winter months and 
can occasionally have heavy downpours of rain that wash away 
all the snow. It’s only in some of the interior areas of Norway, like 
Karasjok or the valleys in the Lyngen Alps, that temperatures 
drop much further.

These comparatively warm temperatures are caused by the Gulf 
Stream, which helps to keep both the British Isles and 
Scandinavia much warmer than other areas at similar latitudes 
(such as Siberia). However, being so close to the Gulf Stream 
comes with a downside: snow. Some places, like Honningsvåg 
near North Cape, experience as many as 338 days with 
precipitation a year (Tromsø has around 160 and Karasjok only 
has around 85).

NORTHERN 
NORWAY
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It will not always be 
cloudy on the coast 
and it will not always 
be clear inland. It’s 
really just the luck of 
the draw.

You may notice that the forecast can show the entire northern coast of 
Norway experiencing heavy snow, while inland in Sweden and Finland 
it is perfectly clear. Many northern lights tour operators suggest that 
they may have to drive from Tromsø to Finland to get clear skies. 

That’s not to say it will always be cloudy on the coast or that it will 
always be clear inland; enough nights are clear to make Tromsø one of 
the most popular northern lights watching destinations. You should just 
be aware that you could get a lot more snowy days in Norway than 
anywhere else.

RESOURCES

• yr.no (the most accurate weather forecasts)

• weatherbase.com (for average weather statistics)
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Nearly everywhere in Lapland and northern 
Norway will experience polar night — days where 
the sun does not rise above the horizon — for at 
least a few days in December. This is because the 
Arctic Circle denotes the area that experiences 
polar night in winter and midnight sun in summer. 
The number of days spent in polar night, or 
kaamos as it is known in Finland, varies drastically 
depending on how far north you are.

2

POLAR NIGHT



So how were mapmakers able to draw the Arctic 
Circle and mark exactly where polar night will 
happen? It’s to do with the tilt of the Earth. During 
the winter months in the northern hemisphere, it 
is tilted away from the sun — hence the colder 
temperatures. 

This tilt is enough to mean that the rest of the 
globe blocks the sunlight to the Arctic region for 
a certain period each year. This is why, as you 
go north, polar night lasts for a much longer 
period of time, since there’s more of the Earth to 
get in the way and stop the sun from rising over 
the horizon.

What constitutes a ‘much longer period of time’? 
In Rovaniemi, the ‘capital of Lapland’ that sits 
just shy of the Arctic Circle, the sun rises for 
about 2 hours on December 21 (the winter 
solstice and the shortest day of the year). 

Contrast that with Tromsø, a 7.5hr drive away on 
the coast of northern Norway, which doesn’t see 
the sun between November 27 and January 15 
(or North Cape, which has no sun between Nov 
20-Jan 22). No wonder they have a big party 
when it finally peeks over the horizon again — 
even if that party is about the northern lights, 
which are more visible when the sun isn’t around! 
(See the Festivals chapter for more information 
on the Tromsø Northern Lights Festival.)

Despite all this, you may be surprised at what ‘no 
sun’ really means. Most people seem to react 
with, “but wouldn’t that be so depressing?” when 
you talk about the days of no sunlight that the 
Arctic region experiences. That’s far from the 

truth. This can be one of the most beautiful times 
of the year, a time when the northern lights can 
seem to endlessly dance and the snow sparkles 
under the light of the stars.

While you won’t experience traditional daylight 
during these times, light can be seen at midday 
by looking south, and the northern sky will 
change from black to a deep blue. You’ll 
experience times when everything is bathed in a 
surreal blue glow and other times where it seems 
like an endless sunset in the south. It’s an 
experience you can’t have anywhere in the world 
outside the Arctic and Antarctic.

As for being depressing, it is quite the opposite. 
People living in Lapland and northern Norway 
are used to polar night and simply go about their 
daily lives, keeping cafés and restaurants busy. 
Ski runs, even in smaller resorts, are floodlit so 
you can ski at night, and many tourism operators 
offer experiences like dogsledding with the aid of 
headtorches.

Whether you visit Lapland during polar nights is 
dependent on what your goals are for the trip. If 
you’d like to take advantage of the daylight hours 
to go snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, or do 
many of the other things listed in the Activities 
chapter, you may want to move your visit later in 
the winter. 

However, if you want to experience something 
completely unique to the Arctic and are not 
reliant on daylight for your activities, it’s the 
perfect time to visit. 
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There is not one official language spoken across 
the entirety of Lapland, since it actually spans four 
countries (three of which are covered in this 
guide). Norwegian, Swedish, Finnish, and Sami 
are all official languages of the area, but you 
actually do not need to know any of these 
languages to make your way around Lapland.

3

LANGUAGE



It’s not recommended that you go to any country 
without knowing at least a few basics in the 
language, and below there are a few tips on 
what phrases could be useful to learn. However, 
this may be all you need as the vast majority of 
people speak at least basic English (especially 
those in younger generations). You will probably 
be able to communicate with most bus drivers, 
hotel receptionists, and the like in English.

Norwegian (also called Norsk or Norwegian 
Bokmål) and Swedish (Svenska) are both 
Scandinavian languages (along with Danish) that 
are considered to be ‘north Germanic.’ If you 
travel in the two countries, you’ll find that the 
languages sound quite similar and that there are 
a number of shared words (such as takk — or 
tack in Swedish — which means thank you).

You may think that because Finland is right next 
door, Finnish (also called Suomi) would also be a 
related language — but you’d be wrong. Finnish 
is part of the Uralic language group and is 
therefore related to only a few other languages in 
the world (the most notable one being 
Hungarian) and you’ll find very few words that 
are similar between it and Swedish (for instance, 
thank you is kiitos in Finnish). This excellent 
linguistic tree illustration on the ‘Stand Still, Stay 
Silent’ webcomic shows how far apart the 
languages actually are.

In addition, Finnish is generally considered to be 
a difficult language for native English speakers to 
learn (although easier than learning character- 
based languages such as Chinese).

Sami is the group of languages you will have the 
least familiarity with, since it is what the Sami 
people of Lapland (or Sápmi in North Sami) 

speak. The umbrella term ‘Sami’ actually refers to 
about ten different Sami languages and dialects.

Only about 25,000 people speak Sami now, with 
about 17,000 of those speaking North Sami.

Speakers of Sami from one area may be able to 
understand those from nearby areas, but those 
from far-flung areas are unlikely to understand 
one another. One example is Inari Sami, spoken 
by the Sami in the Inari region of Finnish 
Lapland; it is markedly different from other Sami 
languages in the area.

Sami is quite a descriptive language, especially 
for the things they encounter most. Snow has 
300+ different descriptions based on exactly 
what it’s like (powdery, wet, thick, etc), and 
reindeer have a plethora of descriptions based 
on their exact colour and mottling.

On the next pages, there are some phrases you 
may find useful in the three main languages. In 
addition, it is useful to look up the correct 
pronunciation of any location you need to get to. 
People in Lapland speak English, but they may 
not understand your English pronunciation of 
towns (for instance, calling Porjus “por-jus” 
rather than “por-yuse” or Luleå “loo-leah” rather 
than “loo-leo”).
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Note that å is pronounced like the a in “ball,” ø is 
pronounced like the i in “shirt,” and j is 
pronounced like an English y.

BASICS

Yes: Ja

No: Nei

Hello: Hei or hallo

Goodbye: Ha det

Thank you: Takk

Excuse me: Unnskyld meg

I don’t understand: Jeg forstår ikke

Do you speak English? Snakker de engelsk?

Where is __? Hvor er __?

Where is the toilet? Hvor er toalettet?

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

One ticket to __, please: En billett til __, takk.

Train: Tog

Train station: Jernbanestasjon

Bus: Buss

Bus station: Busstasjon

Airport: Flyplass

Monday: Mandag

Tuesday: Tirsdag

Wednesday: Onsdag

Thursday: Torsdag

Friday: Fredag

Saturday: Lørdag

Sunday: Søndag

NORWEGIAN
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Note that å is pronounced like the a in “ball,” ä is 
pronounced like the ai in “hair,” ö is similar to the 
u in “fur,” and j is pronounced like an English y.

BASICS

Yes: Ja

No: Nej

Hello: Hej

Goodbye: Hej då

Thank you: Tack

Excuse me: Ursäkta mig

I don’t understand: Jag förstår inte

Do you speak English? Talar du engelska?

Where is __? Var är __?

Where is the toilet? Var är toaletten?

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

One ticket to __, please: En biljett till __, tack.

Train: Tåg

Train station: Tågstationen

Bus: Buss

Bus station: Busstation

Airport: Flygplats

Monday: Måndag

Tuesday: Tisdag

Wednesday: Onsdag

Thursday: Torsdag

Friday: Fredag

Saturday: Lördag

Sunday: Söndag

SWEDISH
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Note that ä is similar to the a in “at,” and ö is 
similar to the u in “fur.”

BASICS

Yes: Kyllä or joo

No: Ei

Hello: Terve or Hei

Goodbye: Näkemiin

Thank you: Kiitos

Excuse me: Anteeksi

I don’t understand: En ymmärrä

I don’t speak Finnish: En puhu suomea

Do you speak English? Puhutteko englantia?

Where is __? Mistä täällä on ___? (for a facility) 
or Missä päin on ___? (for a specific place)

Where is the toilet? Missä on vessa?

PUBLIC TRANSPORT

One ticket to __, please: Yksi lippu _____, kiitos.

Train: Juna

Train station: Juna-asema

Bus: Bussi

Bus station: Bussiasemalle

Airport: Lentoasema or lentokentälle

Monday: Maanantai

Tuesday: Tiistai

Wednesday: Keskiviikko

Thursday: Torstai

Friday: Perjantai

Saturday: Lauantai

Sunday: Sunnuntai

FINNISH
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The Sami are the indigenous people of Lapland 
and are actually the northernmost indigenous 
group in all of Europe. Parts of Norway, Sweden, 
Finland, and the Kola Peninsula of Russia (which, 
as a group, are known as Sápmi) are all home to 
the modern-day Sami people, and while their way 
of life has drastically changed in the last fifty 
years, they are still a semi-autonomous people 
with a rich heritage.

4

THE SAMI



(Author’s note: This is in no way meant to be a 
full overview of the Sami culture — that would 
require at least a book to itself. Websites such as 
EveryCulture.com provide a much more 
complete description of aspects of Sami life; this 
is simply a brief glimpse into what I learned 
about the Sami culture from the people I met in 
Lapland.)

Why has the Sami way of life changed so 
drastically in the last 50 years? According to one 
exhibit at Siida (the museum that acts as a 
‘window on Sami culture’ in Inari, Finland), much 
of this change was triggered by modern 
technology...in particular, the snowmobile. 

This vehicle made it possible for the Sami to 
cover long distances that they never could have 
dreamed of with their previous modes of 
transport (cross-country skis and sleds pulled by 
reindeer). As a result, it meant that they no 
longer had to be nomadic; they could base 
themselves in one location and still reach the 
furthest corners of their herd when they needed 
to.

One thing that has not changed for the Sami, 
however, is their connection to the reindeer of 
Lapland. For thousands of years, they have 
relied on these animals not just for their 
livelihoods, but for transport, food, and clothing 
as well. The fact that the Sami and their reindeer 
are so intertwined is obvious from their language; 
they have over 20 words to describe types of 
reindeer and a plethora of words to describe the 
various shades that reindeer come in, from 
“spotted, yellowish grey” to “light with a dark 
belly.”[1]

One piece of clothing from reindeer that you may 
notice in Lapland is the reindeer skin shoe, or 

skaller. Aside from the fact that they are covered 
in reindeer fur, they are very noticeable for the 
little curl on the end — very similar to the curl on 
the boots of Santa’s elves. 

Rather than being a fashion statement, this little 
curl had a very distinct purpose — to keep skis 
from sliding off your feet. And while you may 
think that these boots, stuffed with blister sedge 
grass, look too thin to be warm, think again. This 
is the go-to boot for extreme cold, and 
apparently they hold up better than modern-day 
boots — provided you can handle the lack of 
grip the sole provides!

While many Sami have left the region for areas 
further south, and many that do live in Lapland 
work in other businesses, reindeer herding is still 
very much a Sami profession. You may not have 
realised, but none of the 200,000 reindeer that 
live in Lapland are wild — every single one is 
owned by someone, somewhere. This someone 
is probably Sami, as some of the countries in the 
region limit reindeer ownership to only those of 
Sami descent.

The Sami are often spoken of as one people, but 
like any group that spans wide distances, they 
have regional subgroups as well. There are many 
similarities across these groups, but also many 
differences, including language and dress. The 
most commonly spoken variation of Sami is 
Northern Sami, which is where the name Sápmi 
comes from.

While dress does differ across the different 
groups of Sami, many of them tend to follow the 
same trend of being very craftsy (or duoddji in 
Sami) and very, very bright. A very common mix 
of colours is blue and red, all made of beautiful 
woven fabrics. Even the laces wrapped around 

18

http://www.everyculture.com/wc/Norway-to-Russia/Sami.html
http://www.everyculture.com/wc/Norway-to-Russia/Sami.html


the skaller are woven in the same patterns as the 
gákti (formal jackets). 

In contrast, the Inari Sami, a smaller group that 
lives around Lake Inari in Finnish Lapland, uses 
a mix of green, red, and yellow for their clothing.

Unlike in the early 1900s, the Sami are now given 
a degree of autonomy and their language is 
recognised as an official language in some 
municipalities in each country (including 
Kautokeino and Karasjok in Norway, Gällivare 
and Jokkmokk in Sweden, and Inari and 
Enontekiö in Finland). 

Each of these countries now has its own Sami 
Parliament (Sámediggi) as well. These 
parliaments have elected representatives from 
across Sápmi (and in Norway’s case, across the 
entire country) that handle affairs that particularly 
impact the Sami people, such as protection of 

culturally important sites or the preservation of 
the Sami langauge.

The parliament buildings where each parliament 
meets can be found in Karasjok in Norway, the 
Sajos Cultural Centre in Inari, Finland, and Kiruna 
in Sweden.

It’s highly recommended that you visit the 
parliament building if you are in the area. The 
Norwegian Sámediggi offers private tours and 
Sajos in Finland has exhibits that you can self-
guide through.

Another option for learning about Sami culture is 
to visit one of the many fantastic museums in the 
region. Karasjok is home to Sápmi Park, which 
has a number of real Sami dwellings with 
performances that are put on during the summer 
months. Inari’s Siida museum has a number of 
fixed exhibits as well as many seasonal exhibits 
that are engaging and entertaining. Arktikum, the 
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At the Sami Easter 
Festival, there are so 
few foreigners visiting 
that the people there 
just might take you 
under their wings to 
show you the festival 
from their point of view.

well-regarded museum and science centre in Rovaniemi, also has a 
number of exhibits centering on the Sami people.

Finally, there are a number of opportunities where you can meet and 
learn from the Sami yourself. Reindeer farms across Lapland, 
particularly in Inari, offer guided tours from their Sami owners. 

Sami festivals, discussed in more detail in the Festivals chapter, are 
also a great place to meet people. At the Sami Easter Festival, for 
instance, there are so few foreigners visiting that the people there just 
might take you under their wings to show you the festival from their 
point of view...especially if you pop in to the Kautokeino Villmarkssenter 
before the Sami Grand Prix begins!

[1]  From Diversity in Saami terminology for reindeer and snow, written by Dr. Ole Henrik Magga, 
Professor of Saami Linguistics, Saami University College in Guovdageaidnu, Norway.
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One of the main motivations for many travellers 
planning a trip to Lapland is the possibility of 
seeing the northern lights (aurora borealis). This 
phenomenon, caused by particles from the sun 
hitting the Earth’s magnetic field, is amazing to 
watch and you’ll remember every single time you 
see them for the rest of your life. 

Before you find yourself standing outside in -20ºC 
hoping the aurora comes out, there are a few 
important things you need to know. This section 
deals with these important points; if you’re looking 
for advice on how to take photos of the northern 
lights, check out the section on photographing 
them in the Photography chapter of this guide.

5

THE NORTHERN 
LIGHTS (AURORA 
BOREALIS)



There are plenty of websites, like the BBC and the Canadian 
Northern Lights Centre, that will give you a full scientific 
explanation as to what the northern lights are and why they 
happen. The basic explanation is that the aurora is caused by 
the collision of charged particles ejected from the sun with the 
gases of the upper atmosphere.

This reaction between the particles and atmosphere only tends 
to happen around the poles due to the Earth’s magnetic field. 
The magnetic field is bent by the solar particles, which are then 
pushed into the atmosphere at the magnetic poles as the field 
tries to bend itself back into shape.

WHAT ARE THE 
NORTHERN 
LIGHTS?
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The stronger the ejection from the sun — for 
instance, if a CME (coronal mass ejection) has 
erupted from a sunspot — the more the 
magnetic field moves, meaning more particles 
are pushed into the atmosphere at a greater 
distance from the magnetic poles. This is why 
the aurora can sometimes be visible from the UK 
and the northern US and at other times is only 
barely visible from Tromsø in Norway’s far north.

There are many different websites, including 
national organisations such as the NOAA, that 
track solar activity at all times. This is not only for 
the benefit of aurora watchers; it is also a safety 
measure since many systems that are satellite-
based, like GPS, can be disrupted during strong 
solar storms. One particularly useful website for 
aurora watchers is SpaceWeather.com. They will 
let you know about 2 days in advance if a strong 
auroral event is forecast to occur; otherwise they 
will give you up-to-date maps on the expected 

“auroral oval” (the area where it is statistically 
more likely to happen) for the night.

As for the colours in the aurora, they come from 
the different molecules in the atmosphere that 
are interacting with the charged solar particles. 
Green is the most common auroral colour, and it 
comes from mid-altitude oxygen, whereas 
oxygen at higher altitudes glows a deep red. 
Nitrogen at mid-altitudes produces a bluish-
purple tone, and at even lower altitudes it 
creates the vibrant pink that accompanies large 
solar storms.
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Contrary to common media belief, the northern lights are not 
limited to a certain time of the night. In fact, they are not limited to 
the night at all; the aurora can occur throughout the day as well 
but it is too faint to see in daylight. 

Many media outlets will tell you that you should go outside 
between 10pm-midnight or some other very set time, but this is 
not necessarily true. It’s possible to see the northern lights at any 
time of night, from as soon as darkness falls to the moments 
before dawn (although it will be faint until the sky is completely 
dark). 

If you don’t believe this, check out the webcam set up at the 
Porjus station house in Swedish Lapland. On a good night, it will 
show the lights dancing all night long.

To know which nights you should be really keeping a good eye 
out, check out the solar weather forecasts available on 
SpaceWeather.com. They will show how strong solar activity is, 
and thus, how likely it is to see the aurora.

WHEN WILL I SEE 
THEM?
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If you are desperate to see the lights and the sky 
isn’t completely cloudy, don’t give up. As much 
as it may be painful, set your alarm for the 
middle of the night and have a look outside. 
They may have woken up before you!

As for the time of year when you’ll have the best 
chance to see the lights, there’s no hard and fast 
rule. The skies north of the Arctic Circle get dark 
enough for the aurora to become visible in early 
to mid-September; they can be seen any night 
from then until the beginning of April, when the 
skies become too bright at night once again.

It’s commonly believed that the aurora gets 
stronger around the equinoxes (which occur on 
September 21 and March 21). Even though it is 
dark for less time at this time of year (the days 
are roughly divided into 12 hours of daylight and 
12 hours of night), the auroras you see when it is 
dark could very well be stronger. Case in point: a 

large geomagnetic storm hit the earth on March 
17, 2013 and lit up the skies as far south as the 
northern 48 states of the US and as far north as 
Tasmania in the southern hemisphere.

However, this data is based on an average of 
many, many years. There is no time of year that 
will absolutely guarantee auroras, and you have 
no way of knowing how high the chances are 
until a few days before when the aurora forecast 
is released.

Because of this, you should definitely consider 
planning other activities on your trip to Lapland. 
You should make the best of the unique 
landscape and opportunities that it provides and 
then hope that the aurora comes out at night; this 
is much better than basing all of your 
experiences solely around seeing the lights and 
then leaving disappointed.
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Just because the aurora forecast says there is a good chance 
the aurora will be visible in your area doesn’t mean you will 
actually see it. Why? The weather. Even the strongest storms can 
be hidden by an overcast sky, and it can be even more 
frustrating to see a little hint of green pop out here and there than 
having a completely clear, aurora-less sky.

In general, the weather in Swedish and Finnish Lapland is more 
stable than that in Norway. Because of Norway’s proximity to the 
coast, it experiences quite a few more storms that can block out 
the skies for days on end. Many aurora tours based in Tromsø 
and other parts of Norway will actually offer the ability to drive to 
Finland or Sweden if the weather doesn’t play nice in Norway 
early in the night.

For more information, please see the Weather chapter.

WEATHER IS 
CRUCIAL
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Everyone has, at some point, seen a photo of green lights 
dancing over a pristine winter landscape, so they all have a 
preconception of what they are going to see. This means that 
many people expect that they will walk outside after dark and the 
sky will simply light up above them. The reality isn’t quite so 
straightforward.

Don’t take this to mean they will be disappointing. The aurora is 
still one of the most awe-inspiring sights you’ll ever see. It’s just 
good to know what to expect.

They Can Take a While to Appear In Colour

The first thing to know is that the aurora doesn’t usually appear in 
brilliant colours all at once. Instead, it often gradually makes its 
presence known as a rainbow-like arc across the northern sky. 
Rather than being the unmistakable green colour, though, it is 
can be an off-white colour, almost like a cloud.

However, it won’t behave like a cloud, which you would expect to 
continue moving across the sky with a reasonably constant 

WHAT WILL THEY 
LOOK LIKE?
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speed. At this point, it’s often possible to see the 
telltale oscillating movement within the arc itself.

The oscillations of the aurora are best described 
by traditional Sami drawings of the phenomenon. 
Alternatively, you could say it looks like a slinky 
being pushed together and then pulled apart on 
a massive, massive scale.

If the lights do form like this, there are a few ways 
you can prove to yourself that you’re actually 
watching the northern lights. You can:

• Excitedly point and ask everyone if that is 
what you think it is. Most people with you 
will be doing the same thing.

• Take a photo with high ISO and a long 
shutter speed. Try ISO3200 with an 
aperture of 2.8 and a shutter speed of 1s 
or so. It doesn’t matter if it’s handheld and 
blurry — what you want to see is whether 
what you’re watching in the sky is still 
white (meaning it’s a cloud) or whether it’s 
started to turn green with the longer 
exposure.

It’s well worth sticking around if the northern 
lights appear in this form, because they alternate 
between strong and weak phases, often in a very 
short period of time. That “white cloud” can very 
quickly turn into a full-fledged light show…or it 
could be the strongest the aurora gets all night.

It’s also good to remember that conditions can 
drastically affect the visibility of the aurora — if 
it’s full moon or if you’re around a lot of light 
pollution from city lights, the aurora will appear a 
lot duller than it actually is.

When They Do Appear, They Won’t 
(Always) Look Like The Photos

All aurora photographers are guilty of taking 
photos that don’t quite reflect reality. Aside from 
being able to make the sky appear green when 
the naked eye can only see white, long exposure 
photos mean a lot more movement is captured in 
one shot than you would see otherwise.

Essentially, this takes several moments in time 
and combines them into one photo, making an 
image that is more spectacular because it was 
more than you ever could have seen at one time. 

It also creates shapes and formations that you 
may not be able to spot at the time, especially 
because there is often so much movement going 
on in the sky that it’s hard to concentrate on just 
one section. It’s unlikely that you’ll ever point and 
say “hey, look at that smiley face in the sky!” but 
there are definitely photos around where you can 
see just that.

So is it a bad thing that the lights won’t look like 
the photos you’ve seen? Not at all — that’s part 
of the joy of it. You never know what you’re going 
to see or what shape or colour it might take. 

It’s just important to know that the images your 
eye can see are very different to what your 
camera can capture. Each are spectacular in 
their own way, and while there may not be as 
much going on — or as much colour — in the 
sky as you see in one image, it’s always much, 
much better because you are there witnessing it 
for yourself.
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The aurora is best seen under the new moon outside of any 
cities. Both the full moon and city lights add light pollution to the 
sky, which often won’t block out the lights completely but will 
make them appear much less bright in the sky. This is just a 
recommendation; if you can only make your trip during full moon, 
don’t stress — you could very well still see them.

Once you have arrived in Lapland, you have two options. You 
can either stay near your accommodation and look for the lights 
yourself or you can arrange a spot on a guided tour.

Staying near your accommodation works quite well in small 
towns or wilderness lodges like Hotel Kakslauttanen (near 
Saariselkä) and Camp Tamok (in Norway’s Lyngen Alps). This 
option is free and has no time limits on it, so if you want to go 
inside earlier, you can; alternatively, if you’re witnessing a 
particularly spectacular show, you can stay out much later 
without a guide hurrying you back to the bus. 

If you are going out without a tour, it’s recommended that you go 
with at least one other person. Lapland is a very safe place, but if 
you get into trouble (for instance, falling in an unseen hole and 

HOW DO I SEE 
THEM?
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If you are going out 
without a tour, it’s 
recommended that you 
go with at least one 
other person.

spraining an ankle), the temperatures can make that trouble 
substantially worse. Also, make sure you have seen the terrain during 
the day so you have some idea of what you’re facing when it’s pitch 
black.

As for tours, you will be able to find them in most towns and resorts you 
visit in Lapland. One of the hotspots for tour offerings is Tromsø, 
although there are plenty of options in Sweden and Finland as well. 
Most of these tours will take you in a bus to a predetermined location, 
but there are also unique options, such as the Abisko Sky Station, 
where you take a 20 minute, 1km ski lift ride up a mountain to 
(hopefully) watch the aurora from the top.
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Generally, most of the activities you do in Lapland will either 
involve being inside in the warmth or outside, bundled up but 
constantly moving. That movement, whether you are kicking a 
dogsled uphill or cross-country skiing downhill, will keep your 
body warm. 

However, when you’re watching the northern lights, you don’t 
have that movement to rely on to keep yourself warm. You’ll be 
standing in one place, so you’ll gradually start to feel quite cold 
unless you have the right gear.

The recommended gear for Lapland in general can be found in 
the Clothing chapter. However, rather than piling on all of the 
layers you’ve brought with you straight off the bat, you should 
check with your accommodation or resort to see if they rent out 
Arctic overalls. Some resorts, like those in Saariselkä, will rent 
you a pair of overalls for the entirety of your stay; this is perfect 
for late night wanders in the snow. The extra warmth that these 
overalls provide is invaluable. 

Make sure you take some handwarmers and put them in your 
gloves/jacket pockets as well as the toes of your boots. These 

PREPARATION 
FOR LONG, 
COLD NIGHTS
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If you’re taking your 
camera, you’ll want to 
make sure that you’ve 
set up as much as 
possible beforehand.

disposable chemical packs will keep your extremities warm for up to 8 
hours. It’s a great feeling to be able to put your hands in your pockets 
and actually have them be warm! 

If you’re taking your camera, you’ll want to make sure that you’ve set up 
as much as possible beforehand. Ensure that your settings are roughly 
correct and that your tripod is easily maneuverable before you get 
outside, otherwise you’ll find yourself having to adjust dials and knobs 
that would have been much easier to sort out inside.

CONCLUSION

This may be a lot of information to digest, but hopefully it dispels some 
of the common media myths about the aurora and is enough to get you 
thinking about how and when you’d like to seek out the lights on your 
trip to Lapland. Even if you aren’t lucky enough to see them, just 
seeking them out will be an adventure in itself!
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No two months of winter in Lapland are the same 
(which is reflected in the fact that the Sami actually 
divided winter into three different seasons — early 
winter, winter, and late winter). So when should 
you go to Lapland? What part of winter is best 
based on the activities you want to do?

6

WHEN TO GO



OCTOBER & NOVEMBER: EARLY 
WINTER

These late fall/early winter months offer more 
sunlight but in general do not offer nearly as 
much snow as the months with the equivalent 
light at the end of winter. In addition, you will 
likely miss the vibrant colours of autumn — 
called ‘ruska’ in Finland — which occur for only  
a couple weeks a year (usually at the end of 
September).

In late October and November, the landscape is 
only just starting to be covered with the snow 
that will last until April or early May. This means 
you can’t rely on any winter activities being 
available, so unless your trip revolves around the 
northern lights or cold-weather hiking, you may 
be at a loose end for things to do. 

Your northern lights photos will have less snow 
but will have the added element of reflections in 

the lakes of Lapland. From December onward, 
those lakes have frozen and you’ll have to go to 
the fjords of northern Norway for a chance at 
capturing reflection photos.

DECEMBER & JANUARY: POLAR 
NIGHTS

Lapland and northern Norway both experience 
polar nights for at least part of December and 
January. Everywhere north of the Arctic Circle 
will have polar nights on at least December 21; 
places as far north as Tromsø (at 69º north) have 
polar nights from November 21-January 21. This 
time of dim bluish light is known as ‘kaamos’ in 
Finland.

Once the sun has started peeking above the 
horizon again, the days will still be very short. 
Sometimes the days will be so short that sunrise 
and sunset blend into one, giving you gorgeous, 
colourful light (like in the photo above) for a few 
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hours on end. Other days will have very bluish 
light. It is a really interesting time of year to visit 
since there are very few other places where 
you’ll ever be able to experience this. Plus, the 
long nights mean you’ll have extra time to look 
for the northern lights.

Depending on how late winter has arrived, you 
should find that, by January, nearly every activity 
is available. By this point, the snow and ice are 
thick enough to be safe (and to make snow-
based activities more fun). That said, some 
winters (like that of 2011-2012) arrive quite late;  
dogsledding in January that year was limited to 
an alternative route due to thin ice on the usual 
track.

FEBRUARY: COLD BUT BEAUTIFUL

While the days are getting substantially longer in 
February, the temperatures tend to be at their 
lowest during this month. You need to be 
prepared for temperatures as low as -50º in 
Lapland and -15º in coastal northern Norway. 
Fortunately, as noted in the Activities chapter, 
you’ll only need gear for the things you’ll be 
doing on your own time (going out to dinner, 
waiting at bus stops, watching the northern 
lights, etc) since you’ll be provided with Arctic 
overalls for nearly all organised activities.

One thing you will only see in January and 
February are the snow-encrusted trees so often 
pictured in winter photos of the region. This 
iconic Lapland sight isn’t visible by March, 
probably because the snow is so heavy that it 
eventually breaks off the tree branches and falls 
to the ground.
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Many people believe that March is the best time to visit Lapland. 
By this time, the days have stretched out to a normal length, 
which makes a huge difference in the activities you choose to do. 
The snow cover is complete so no matter what you want to do — 
snowboarding, cross country skiing, hovercrafting — you won’t 
be stopped by a lack of ice and snow. 

The light is almost as perfect as you can get and you won’t be 
forgetting the sparkle of sunlight on the snow in a hurry. Golden 
hour colours hang around for much longer than an hour (which is 
perfect for photographers) and the sunrises and sunsets are 
spectacular. The temperatures have started to increase but don’t 
let that fool you; you still need to pack for the extremes because 
you don’t want to be caught out in a unseasonable cold snap 
(like -38ºC as happened at Kakslauttanen in mid-March 2013).

Statistics compiled by NASA show that the northern lights are 
more active around the fall and spring equinoxes (September 21 
& March 21). They are supposed to be even more visible around 
the spring equinox than the fall — and having seen them for 9/18 
nights around the equinox, I can agree!

MARCH: LATE 
WINTER
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Importantly, the season for many activities in Lapland runs from 
December to the end of March/middle of April. If you want to do 
an independent holiday (for instance, backcountry cross-country 
skiing) outside of these times, it’s definitely possible; however, 
you won’t have organised activities to fall back on. 

Here are a few sample seasons for various popular attractions:

SnowCastle (Kemi, Finland): January 25 - 6 April

Icehotel (Jukkasjärvi, Sweden): December - 15 April

THE OFFICIAL 
“WINTER 
SEASON”
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Aurora Sky Station (Abisko, Sweden): 5 
September - 28 September (l imited), 1 
November - 30 November (limited), 1 December 
- 30 March

Kakslauttanen Igloo Village (Saariselkä, 
Finland): December - April

Lyngsfjord Adventure (Tromsø, Norway): 1 
November - 15 April

Reindeer sledding to Santa’s Vil lage 
(Rovaniemi, Finland): 1 December - 15 April

It’s also important to note that the majority of 
hotels and tourism in general in Finnish Lapland 
shut down for all of May to get over the winter 
season and prepare for the summer. This would 
make planning a trip during May difficult unless 
you're completely self-sufficient.

If you want to guarantee that everything you want 
to do will be running, you should make sure you 
finish your trip by the end of March. That said, it’s 
also been said that the best time to hit the slopes 
is in early April, when the days are very long and 
the lines are short.

Possibly the most crowded time, at least in parts 
of Finnish Lapland, is leading up to Christmas in 
December. Lots of charter flights fly straight into 
Rovaniemi at this time of year for families and 
charities taking children to meet Santa.

Overall recommendation: March.

It’s the best mix of daylight and darkness so you 
can do winter activities during the day and 
northern lights watching at night. It can be 
slightly warmer but that’s not guaranteed. All 
organised activities are still running so you won’t 
have trouble doing exactly what you want.
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The gear that you choose to wear in cold weather 
is very much a personal preference. Some people 
prefer down while others prefer synthetic; some 
prefer big fluffy fleeces and others prefer thin 
layers of merino wool.

That said, for temperatures as cold as those 
encountered in Lapland, it’s good to have a 
guideline for what you need to bring with you so 
you aren’t miserable...and more importantly, so 
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you don’t cause yourself harm through 
hypothermia or frostbite.

It’s also important to realise that you don’t have 
to overpack so much that you can’t carry your 
bag. You’ll be happy in most situations with a 
layered approach, so you won’t need to wash 
every layer every time they are worn.

In addition, many activities provide their own 
Arctic overalls to ensure you are warm enough to 
safely participate, and some ski resorts (like 
Saariselkä) allow rental for the duration of your 
stay so you can use it in between booked trips 
(like when you’re wandering around watching the 
northern lights in the dead of the night).

Below is a recommended list of gear you take 
with you on any winter trip to Lapland.

BAG

A rolling bag can be one of the most annoying 
things in the world when used on snow. It will dig 
in to any uncleared snow and will seem twice as 
heavy when you try to pull it out. Plus, it will slip 
all over the place on ice. If this is all you have, 
that’s fine — just be aware that travel from public 
transport to your hotel may take longer than 
expected.

A backpack works very well in this situation. The 
Osprey Farpoint 55, for instance, is large enough 
for clothes and tripod and has a detachable 
daypack for carrying during the day (to stash 
away your extra layers and gear in). Plus, its 
straps zip away to keep them from getting 
damaged in baggage holds on buses and 
planes.

When carrying the backpack, it’s good to be 
aware of how it shifts your centre of gravity since 
the terrain can be quite slippery.

BASIC CLOTHING

No cotton: Cotton absorbs moisture and quickly 
becomes a fabric that makes you colder rather 
than warmer. Avoid it in all of your layers if you 
possibly can.

(Up to) 4 layers of thermals: Thermal 
underwear is one of the most important things 
you’ll take with you. You can wear 1-2 layers 
(either of merino wool or polypropylene) on top 
and bottom at all times for a good base layer.  
Wool is the best fabric you can get, since it helps 
to regulate your temperature more (keeping you 
warm in winter and cooler in summer) and 
doesn’t smell.

And why four layers? Well, if you plan on wearing 
two layers, you’ll need to wash them at some 
point — but you’ll still want something dry to 
wear! They’re quite light so the extra couple of 
layers really don’t take up much room in your 
bag.

Underwear: Enough that you don’t have to wash 
them every night, but not too many — you can 
always wash them in the sink and dry them on 
the radiator for the next day. For women, 
supportive bras are good, since you’ll be doing a 
lot of activities that cause a lot of bounce, like 
snowmobiling and dogsledding.

1-2 shirts: This is entirely up to you, but you may 
want to feel like you’re wearing something a little 
nicer than thermals. You can jazz them up with T-
shirts or v-neck sweaters.
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2-3 midlayers: Warm fabrics without the bulk are 
important here so you don’t end up feeling like 
the Michelin man. Zip-up wool sweaters (even up 
to 320GSM) are a light but warm midlayer.

Jacket: Preferably one that’s rated at least 
10,000/10,000, meaning it is breathable yet 
waterproof. There are so many options here that 
it’s impossible to say which one is right for you. 
The main options seem to be padded outer 
shells or down jackets. Outer shells are generally 
weatherproofed better (although many down 
jackets are treated and withstand a small amount 
of moisture) but most down jackets compact 
down to the size of your fist, which is very handy 
for packing. Plus, they kind of make you feel like 
you’re walking in a giant pillow.

Fleece pants/ski pants/waterproof pants: 
Fleece pants paired with a more durable outer 
are generally much warmer than jeans, and ski 
pants will generally have elastic that seals 
around your boots to stop snow from getting in.

5 pairs of thick socks: Re-wearing socks is not 
the best idea because, as they start to get dirty, 
they begin to lose their insulation. I recommend 
packing as many mid-weight socks (such as 
these SmartWool socks) as you can fit. Make 
sure they aren’t too thick, because having a bit of 
empty space between your socks and boots 
actually allows for more warm air to keep your 
feet toasty warm.

Swimsuit: Not essential, but you won’t want to 
pass up sitting in that hot tub with a view 
because you forgot yours, and it’s occasionally 
handy for mixed-gender saunas as well 
(although you won’t need it in most saunas). If 
you think you might want one, bring it with you. 
It’s not an easy item to buy in the Nordic 

countries in winter (although a small selection 
can be found at H&M).

PROTECTION FROM THE ELEMENTS

Gore-tex gloves/mittens with glove liners: 
Gore-tex is one of the warmest, most waterproof 
fabrics you can find for winter gear. It comes with 
a big price premium, but even in -33°, Gore-tex 
mittens will keep your hands quite warm. Note 
that mittens keep your hands warmer than 
gloves since warm air can circulate across your 
entire hand.

One good option is to buy a pair of gloves that 
comes with glove liners (or alternatively, buying a 
thin pair of gloves that fits inside the larger 
ones), especially if you’re planning on taking 
photos. Thick gloves (and especially mittens) 
make it impossible to work any controls on your 
camera, and you don’t want to be continuously 
exposing your hands to the cold air to get your 
focus right.

As a side note, if you plan on using your 
smartphone a lot (see electronics below for more 
details on that), you can buy special gloves with 
little nubs on the thumb and index finger that let 
you work the screen. Amazon has a lot of 
choices for these.

Fleece neck gaiter: A scarf is handy, but a 
fleece neck gaiter is an absolute necessity. Not 
only does it keep your cheeks, nose, and mouth 
warm while doing things like dogsledding or 
snowmobiling, but it also helps you breathe on 
cold nights. Once the temperature gets below 
about -20°, the dry air becomes so harsh on your 
throat that it can send you into coughing fits. 
Wearing the fleece over your mouth helps to 
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humidify the air and keeps your throat from 
becoming so rough.

Beanie: You’ll be wearing this all the time, so 
make sure you’re not allergic to the material it’s 
made of (since it’s very uncomfortable when your 
head itches but you know that taking your beanie 
off will make you lose heat quicker than anything 
else). A thick beanie with extra reinforcement 
around the ears will help stop wind from getting 
through. Another option is an Arctic hat with ear 
flaps, which will help keep your ears much 
warmer than in a beanie.

Sunglasses: You can actually experience snow 
blindness if you don’t have sunglasses — and 
even if you don’t, you’ll end up walking around 
with your eyes squeezed nearly shut to cope 
with the glare of the sun on the ubiquitous snow.

SHOES

Good, broken in winter boots: Of everything 
you take to Lapland, this one is the most crucial 
to get right. These are the only shoes you’ll be 
wearing outside, so you’ll want to make sure they 
are comfortable, have good grip, and are warm 
enough to keep your toes from freezing during a 
night outside watching for the northern lights (as 
mentioned above, nearly all other organised 
outdoor activities will provide thermal overalls & 
boots).

The most important thing you can do to ensure a 
warm pair of boots is to buy them a size larger 
than your normal shoes. This way, you can wear 
thick socks and still have extra room inside the 
boot for warm air to circulate. Also, do not 
believe the ratings on boots — even if it says 
you’ll stay warm down to -40C, it’s unlikely that 
that’s the case. For instance, the Columbia 

Bugaboot Plus XTMs are a fantastic boot, but 
your toes will probably start to get cold when it 
gets below -20° — which is way off the -65° that 
the label says they are rated to.

Many Sorels offer removable liners that you can 
pull out and dry at the end of the day to ensure 
they are not damp the next morning.

Yaktrax: These are a godsend in cities. While 
many towns have snowy sidewalks and roads 
that your boots can grip quite easily, cities like 
Kiruna and Tromsø often have very slippery ice 
that you can’t avoid. Yaktrax, which are little 
contraptions made of bungee cords wrapped in 
spring-like steel, give just enough additional grip 
to stop you from uncontrollably sliding down the 
sidewalk. It’s a bit annoying that you can’t wear 
them on non-icy surfaces since it will damage 
the steel/break the bungee cords, but it’s worth 
having to take them on and off a few times.

Flip flops: Flip flops will come in handy for trips 
to saunas and hot tubs. You wouldn’t want to put 
wet feet in your boots because the boots are 
likely to stay wet; at the same time, running 
through the snow to a sauna is a good way to not 
feel your feet for the next 15 mins.

OTHER

Handwarmers: Having these in the toes of your 
boots or in your pockets can feel like a lifesaver 
to chilled extremities, and they will give you a bit 
of extra warmth for up to eight hours after they’re 
opened.
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While it's definitely important to ensure you have 
the right clothing to be comfortable in the cold 
climate of Lapland, it's also important to make 
sure you have any accessories you may need. 
From chapstick to a tripod, here are a few extra 
things to fill your bag with. As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, this is not a comprehensive list 
and should be used as a guide to go along with 
your standard packing list.

8
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TOILETRIES

Non-water-based hand lotion: You don’t want 
your hands to be covered in cracks by the time 
you leave Lapland, but if you take water-based 
lotion, they might be. That’s because you’ll never 
want to put it on as it accelerates frostbite. That 
will leave only just before bedtime as an option 
for applying it — and even then, you’ll have to 
know you won’t be going out to watch the 
northern lights anymore. Other, non-water-based 
lotions can be used regularly and avoid these 
issues.

On a side note to do with frostbite — you 
shouldn’t shower or sauna within 2 hours of 
spending time outdoors. Both of these strip your 
skin of necessary oils it needs to help insulate so 
you’ll feel the cold much more quickly.

Chapstick: The dry air will destroy your lips.

No makeup: It’s really not necessary in Lapland. 
It’s more likely to be an annoyance when it gets 
all over your scarves/neck gaiters, etc.

Shampoo/conditioner/body wash: Since there’s 
not many hostels, most places you stay in will 
provide this for you. It’s good to have a small 
stash just in case though.

Razor: Shaving is another thing that dries out 
your skin, so you might want to use this as little 
as possible.

Prescriptions/other medication: Most towns 
will have small pharmacies (sometimes as part of 
the supermarket), but it’s good to travel with any 
medicines you might need. You might want to 
add some Sudafed and Benadryl to your kit to 
knock out any sniffles you might get.

TECH GEAR

Batteries, batteries, batteries: Batteries just 
don’t last in the cold — some people say their 
lifetime can be up to 5x shorter. You’ll find that 
your phone will die without warning when it says 
there is still 50% battery left — something that a 
portable power pack can remedy.

You’ll need to make sure you have multiple spare 
camera batteries as well. When they die, you can 
put them in an inside pocket of your coat and 
warm them back up to get a bit more juice out of 
them.

Camera: This is covered in significantly more 
detail in the Photography chapter of this guide. A 
more advanced camera with a bulb mode is a 
must for taking northern lights photos, but at the 
same time, you’ll want something portable to 
take on excursions (since shooting with an SLR 
while driving a dogsled isn’t really an option). 
Most activities have somewhere to store your big 
camera so you can get it out at stopping points, 
but you may like the convenience of a hands-free 
option like a GoPro.

Memory cards: Take a lot of memory with you 
(or alternatively, a device that you can transfer 
photos on to). You’ll be taking a lot of photos 
(and possibly video as well).

Tripod: If you want to get any photos of the 
northern lights, you’ll have to take a tripod, 
otherwise you risk blurry photos (or none at all, 
since the lights aren’t usually as bright as they 
appear on camera). A cheap one can do, 
although having a tripod with legs that aren’t 
attached to each other is helpful since the 
surfaces you’ll be shooting on will be uneven 
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(and you won’t know how uneven until the tripod sinks into the snow). Carbon fibre tripods are good 
for travel as well because of their light weight.

Power adapters & chargers: Norway, Sweden, and Finland use the 
European two-pronged plug. You’ll want a few so you can make sure your 
phone and camera batteries are always charged to start the day.

Kindle: You’ll spend a lot of time in the evenings expectantly waiting for the northern lights to come 
out. Reading on your Kindle is a good way to pass the time without having bulky books taking up 
space in your bag.

Headlamp: If you plan on going out on your own to look for the northern lights, even if it’s just behind 
your hotel, it’s much easier to not fall into a massive snowdrift if you can see where you’re going.

Presents for the trolls of the forest (seen above): Just kidding. That said, the trolls of Norway are 
supposed to be friendly and naive but if you get on their bad side there’s no turning back.
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Unlike languages and money, visas across 
Norway, Sweden, and Finland are uniform and 
straightforward, since all three countries are part 
of the Schengen zone. This means border 
crossings are easy because they are no longer 
patrolled. If you’re not familiar with the Schengen 
visa, read on to find out what restrictions will be 
put on you and how long you can stay in the 
Schengen zone.

9
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The Schengen agreement lets you stay in the 
Schengen zone for a total of 90 out of every 180 
days. This zone includes:

Notice the inclusion of countries like Norway and 
Switzerland and the exclusion of countries like 
the UK and Ireland. That’s because the 
Schengen zone actually includes a different set 
countries than the EU.

It’s important to note the following about this visa:

Many countries are eligible for visa-less entry, 
meaning you will not have to fill out a visa 
application prior to arrival. Citizens of these 
countries will have their eligibility assessed at 
immigration in the country where they enter the 
Schengen zone.

Other countries are eligible for a three-month 
visa with the same restrictions, but you have 
to apply for it from the country that is your main 
destination (in this case, one of Norway, Sweden, 
or Finland). An up-to-date list of these countries 
is available on the official Europa.eu website.

You do not have to enter and leave from the 
same port, or even the same country. Feel free 
to fly in to Tromsø and out of Helsinki. Or in to 
Rovaniemi and out of Stockholm.

You need to keep track of your time in the 
zone. No one else will do this for you, and you’ll 
be the one at fault if you overstay your 90 days. 
The Scandinavian countries are often quite good 
at enforcing this rule too so you could be subject 
to questioning or deportation if you’re found to 
have overstayed.

You need to verify that you have a legible 
passport stamp showing your entry date into 
the EU. If you don’t, you could have issues with 
border control in the country from which you 
depart. This could include questioning all the 
way up to banning from the entire 26-member 
zone for a period of time.

You should make sure that you have at least 6 
months passport validity before trying to 
enter the zone. Failing to do so — regardless of 
travel plans — may result in you being blocked 
from boarding planes into the zone or being 
turned around once you arrive at immigration.
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For three countries that are part of the Schengen 
zone, Norway, Sweden, and Finland don’t make it 
easy to cross the border money-wise. Only Finland 
uses the Euro; Norway and Sweden use their own 
versions of kronor. This combined with the fact that 
Lapland is a pretty remote place can make the 
idea of trying to access your money — and pay for 
basic needs like bus rides — a bit daunting. 
Fortunately, it doesn’t have to be that way.
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EXCHANGE RATES

The exchange rates as of December 2015 are:

1 USD = 8.82 Norwegian Krona (NOK)

1 USD = 8.46 Swedish Krona (SEK)

1 USD = 0.92 Euros (EUR)

Finnish prices can be easier to gauge for people 
coming from countries like the US and Australia, 
where the exchange rate is much closer to one-
to-one. Watch out when you go from Sweden to 
Norway, as the Swedish krona is usually worth 
only 90% of the Norwegian krona. That 10% 
difference can make a big dent on your 
pocketbook.

GENERAL COST

It’s important to know up front that Lapland is an 
expensive region to travel through and that the 
cost in northern Norway will generally be slightly 
higher. 

Budget accommodation, as described in the 
Accommodation chapter, is available but is not 
as common as in regions more on the 
backpacker trail.

Many of the activities are expensive. The list in 
the Activities chapter is not comprehensive, but it 
should give you an idea of the array of options 
that are possible. From there, you will probably 
need to cull your list down to a few favourites, 
otherwise the cost of your trip will blow out.

Other general living expenses, like food (from 
supermarkets or restaurants) and petrol, are also 
higher in this region (although again, Norway is 
the most expensive and Finland the least). 

The cost of travelling here may not hit you as 
hard if you’re from a country like Australia, where 
the cost of living is already quite high. However, 
the difference from a country like the US is 
marked.

CREDIT CARDS

One thing that will save you from foreign 
exchange pain in the short term is your credit (or 
debit) card. All three countries were among the 
most credit-card friendly nations in Europe, and 
you’ll rarely be forced to pay in cash. If you do 
have to use cash, you’ll usually know in advance 
so you can withdraw the right amount 
beforehand.

This will save you from foreign exchange pain in 
the short term because your credit institution 
may charge you 3% or more per transaction for 
foreign transactions. In addition, they may not 
give you a very favourable exchange rate, which 
will make an already expensive destination seem 
moreso. However, they will also charge you for 
foreign ATM withdrawals — starting with a $5 
base fee and possibly adding on a percentage 
of the transaction as well. Therefore, it pays to 
understand exactly what your card will charge 
you well before you leave.

Travel Made Simple has done a very useful post 
on the most traveler-friendly credit cards from 
each country. One such example is the 
(Australian) 28 Degrees Card, which gives you 
an up-to-date exchange rate and has no foreign 
transaction fees (but has a higher interest rate to 
make up for it).

If you use a chip-and-PIN card, you may have 
already noticed while travelling that the PIN 
works in some countries but not others. For many 
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Australian cards, the PIN works in Norway and 
Sweden with no problem, but require a signature 
for all transactions in Finland. Unlike in the UK, 
where cards are outright rejected when a shop’s 
credit card reader asked for a signature, 
everyone seems to be happy to take the card 
regardless of whether it is used with a PIN or 
signature.

ATM ACCESS

Some of the small towns, including Inari in 
Finland and Reine in Norway’s Lofoten Islands, 
have ATMs that are not associated with banks. 
Instead, they can be found in the town’s main 
hotel, convenience stores, or petrol stations.

The town of Kaaresuvanto, just on the Finnish 
side of the Finland/Sweden border, does not 
have any ATMs, but the Neste Oil station lets you 
withdraw cash with a transaction (usually the 
cheapest thing you can find, i.e. chewing gum).

Some towns, like Porjus in Sweden, have no 
cash facilities, and the nearest ATMs are a 45-
minute drive away. Even if your credit card does 
have foreign transaction fees, this is where you’ll 
likely find yourself using it anyway.

CASH BEFORE YOU GO

If you are visiting only one region of Lapland or 
northern Norway, it’s likely that you’ll be flying 
there from that country’s capital. While I never 
advocate travelling with large amounts of cash, I 
would recommend that you withdraw some cash 
from an ATM before leaving either Oslo, 
Stockholm, or Helsinki. Not only will there be a lot 
more ATMs to choose from, but there’s a chance 
you could find one that has a reciprocal 

agreement with your bank and therefore has 
reduced fees.

It’s important to carry some cash — around the 
equivalent of US$50 to $100 — just to get 
yourself out of any situations that absolutely 
require cash.

TRAVELEX

If you can at all avoid it, don’t use a money 
exchange…especially at airports! Cash is not so 
hard to come by in Lapland that it’s worth the 
ripoff exchange rates that you’ll be given.

CROSSING BORDERS

Many people’s main concern money-wise in 
Lapland is whether they will be able to pay for 
things immediately after they cross a border. The 
fact that credit cards are taken everywhere — 
even on buses — makes this a non-issue, as 
does the fact that cash will accessible in the first 
towns you stop in on the other side of the border.

That said, there can be situations that catch you 
unaware and without cash, so it’s best to give 
yourself some time to get your money situation 
sorted once you arrive in your first destination in 
a new country. Two example situations of being 
caught out are:

• Arriving at the Sami Easter Festival in 
Norway and needing to pay the entry fee 
in cash to an attendant in a parking lot. We 
were running late so we didn’t have time to 
stop and withdraw money. Luckily I had 
been in Norway a few weeks prior and 
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managed to dig enough change out of my 
wallet.

• Arriving at a hotel in Kaaresuvanto, Finland 
and being told that my pre-booked 
dogsledding trip could only be paid in 
cash. They took two currencies — but 
despite the fact that the hotel virtually 
straddled the Finland/Sweden border, 
those two currencies were Euros and 
British Pounds. Luckily they let me put off 
payment until after the fact since I was 
also staying at the hotel.

SALES TAX

Value Added Tax (VAT) — the equivalent of sales 
tax in America and GST elsewhere — is fairly 
hefty in all the Nordic countries. In Norway and 
Sweden, it is an additional 25% on top of your 
purchase, and in Finland it is 24% (as of 
November 2013). However, this is always 
included in prices that are quoted to you, so you 
don't have to worry about adding additional 
amounts on at checkout for tax.

TIPPING

Like most countries outside of the USA and 
Canada, tipping is not expected in any of the 
three countries covered by this guide. Since 
service staff and tour guides are paid reasonable 
wages, they are not depending on your tip (or 
anyone else's) to earn enough money for their 
time to be worth it.

You should feel perfectly comfortable rounding 
up bills in restaurants and taxis, especially if you 
feel that you received exceptional service. A very 
friendly taxi driver that gives a lot of advice for 
where to go on your trip comes to mind. 

However, trying to tip a tour guide in cash when 
he or she clearly wasn't expecting it is more of a 
grey area. It might be well-received, but it might 
also cause an uncomfortable exchange where 
they refuse.

It's important to carefully read your bills in 
Norway. Before you consider adding a tip, check 
to see if it's already been added for you. 
Restaurants and tours, as well as other 
operators, can include up to a 10% gratuity in 
their bill.

For more fine-grained details on tipping in each 
country, WhoToTip.net is a great resource.

CONCLUSION

Even though it seems daunting that you may 
have to deal with up to three currencies 
throughout your trip, with a bit of research and 
pre-planning, you can save yourself quite a bit in 
fees and keep yourself out of (the admittedly 
few) binds for money that you may find yourself 
in.
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Norway and Sweden are both in the Central European timezone (CET), which is one hour ahead of 
Britain and Ireland’s GMT (Greenwich Mean Time). From April until the end of October, both countries 
observe daylight savings time and move forward one hour to CEST (Central European Summer Time).

Finland is in the Eastern European timezone (EET), which is two hours ahead of Britain and Ireland. 
Finland also observes daylight savings time so throughout the year it stays 1 hour ahead of Norway 
and Sweden.

You should make sure you are aware of the time difference if you are travelling from Norway or 
Sweden into Finland and plan accordingly. You don’t want to arrive after your hotel’s checkin time or 
miss restaurant opening hours if you are arriving later in the evening.

TimeAndDate.com is a good resource for verifying what time it is in specific cities.
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Travel insurance is one of those things that 
everyone knows is important...yet somehow it 
nearly always ends up at the bottom of the to-do 
list. However, it’s very important to make sure you 
move it up your list when heading to Lapland 
because the process may take longer than you 
expect.
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BEFORE YOU START

Before applying for any insurance policy, you 
should find out if your country has reciprocal 
health care agreements with the country (or 
countries) you're going to. These agreements, 
like the one Australia has with Sweden and 
Norway, will not cover all medical expenses but 
could take enough of a chunk out of them that 
you feel travel insurance is unnecessary. Just 
make sure you bring your national healthcare 
card with you!

All EU citizens that carry a European Healthcare 
Card are eligible for healthcare — however, you 
have to make sure you apply for this card before 
leaving your home country.

REGION COVER

The most important thing when you apply for 
travel insurance is knowing whether Lapland is 
covered. Because much of Lapland is above the 
Arctic Circle, many companies exclude it as 
being too high-risk. World Nomads, for instance, 
will only cover you if you are doing day trips to 
the Arctic, and even then, you have to buy the 
highest level of adventure cover in addition to 
normal cover. More than likely, this means you'll 
need to look elsewhere.

At this point it may seem simpler to just go 
without, but you really should have some form of 
cover. Even if you don't plan to do anything 
c lassed as an "adventure " ac t iv i t y — 
dogsledding, snowmobiling, etc — just walking 
could result in a hefty medical bill if you're not 
used to winter conditions. One slip on the ice 
could have major repercussions.

ACTIVITIES

Once you've found insurance that will cover the 
right region, you need to verify that most of the 
activities you're doing will be covered. It's 
possible that some small trips, like hovercrafting 
in the Luleå archipelago, will not be covered by 
any insurance, but if major activities like 
snowmobiling aren't covered, you should 
probably keep looking. Activity providers will 
make you sign a liability form, so if you run into a 
tree and have to be airlifted 100km to the nearest 
airport followed by a long hospital stay, you won't 
get any money out of them.

PRE-EXISTING CONDITIONS

As with travel insurance policies for anywhere in 
the world, you should find out what constitutes a 
pre-existing condition. Many people think this 
would only include conditions that are currently 
affecting them, but that's not how insurers see it. 
Take the case of a broken leg from 12 months 
prior to the start of a trip — one that that doctors 
considered to be fully healed. That's still a 
preexisting condition.  If you had that injury and 
were evacuated from a ski slope only to be told 
by a doctor that your injury was related to the old 
one, you would not be covered.

Obviously it's impossible (as well as not 
financially feasible) to try to cover every old 
injury or illness, but it is worth assessing whether 
there is anything that could cause you trouble. If 
so, certain travel insurance providers will allow 
you to fill out a medical assessment online and 
pay an extra premium to have those conditions 
covered.
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ELECTRONICS

The climate and environment in Lapland may 
also cause problems for things other than your 
health — particularly, your electronics. Most 
digital cameras — even high end SLRs — are 
only rated down to 0°C. As mentioned in the 
Weather chapter, it's rare that you will experience 
temperatures warmer than this, so there is a 
higher chance than normal that your gear will 
malfunction. 

There is plenty more information in the 
Photography chapter about how to deal with 
camera issues, but if you do have any problems, 
you'll want insurance that will pay for repairs. 
Most policies will only cover electronics up to a 
certain threshold, which will be detailed in the 
policy's PDS (product disclosure statement). If 
you want a camera of higher value to be insured, 
you will have to declare it and pay extra.

It’s also worth looking into your home contents 
insurance. If they cover items outside of the 
home (and in foreign countries) you may not 
have to add them again to your travel insurance.

CONCLUSION

Whatever insurance you end up buying will not 
be fail-safe and there will almost certainly be 
gotchas that take you by surprise. Taking the 
above factors into account when you initially buy 
the policy will hopefully limit these problems and 
give you some peace of mind as well.
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You may think that independent travel in Lapland 
is difficult because the snow hampers public 
transport. This couldn’t be further from the truth. 
From buses to trains to planes, Lapland has it all, 
and they are all more punctual than what you have 
where you live (unless you’re Swiss).
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There are very few places in Lapland that are not reachable by a 
daily bus. These buses run on snow tyres with little spikes 
coming out of their treads, which help them grip the road and 
make the bus seem almost as stable as one on normal tarmac. 
And, while they can experience long delays during heavy storms 
where the snow can't quickly be cleared, they nearly always run 
on time. 

Even within each country, there are several different bus lines, so 
you will have to coordinate between several different timetables. 
When reading these timetables, you should always make sure 
you've picked the winter version as services are often drastically 
reduced (especially to Nordkapp / North Cape, which requires 
convoy travel in winter).

The main bus lines in the region are as follows (note that this may 
not be a comprehensive list):

• 177nordland - Lofoten Islands & Narvik (timetables)

• 177nordland has actually released a mobile app for the 
most up-to-date timetables. This is available for both 
Android and iOS.

BUSES
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• 177troms - Tromso

• The Visit Tromso site also has a very comprehensive list of bus routes to Narvik, Nordkapp, 
Finland, and more.

• Boreal - Finnmark (including Honningsvåg/Nordkapp, Karasjok, and Kirkenes)

• 177finnmark also has a mobile app.

• Eskelisen - Finnish Lapland (anywhere from Oulu & Kemi north)

• Lanstrafiken Norrbotten - all of Norrbotten (Sweden’s northernmost county) in Sweden, as well as 
northern Vasterbotten (including Skellefteå and Umeå)
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Trains do not have nearly the same coverage as buses in 
Lapland, and at least in Sweden, they have a reputation of being 
much less punctual. However, if you get the chance, you should 
ride one at least once. No other mode of transport can match the 
feeling of speeding through a pristine white landscape that a 
train offers, and they are clean and full of a lot more 
conveniences than buses (like power outlets and the ability to 
get up a stretch your legs whenever you want).

The routes covered by trains are:

• Helsinki to Rovaniemi in Finland

• From Stockholm north to Umea, Lulea, Gallivare, Kiruna in 
Sweden (continuing on all the way to the Norwegian fjords 
in Narvik)

These corridors have many trains daily and even have an 
overnight sleeper option to get to/from the southern capitals.

The two operators are SJ (Sweden) and VR (Finland). Their 
prices can often beat those offered on buses — for instance, on 

TRAINS
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some days you can get a train from Kiruna to Abisko for 66kr when the equivalent bus trip would cost 
173kr. Their timetables and other useful information can be found on their sites linked above.

While many locals complain about the fact that SJ trains can be delayed by up to 8 hours, this is not 
always the case, and many of them run on time (especially if the weather is clear).

It's also useful to know that the bus and train companies are not affiliated. So, if you want to travel on 
a bus with a connection to the train, you’ll have to buy two tickets. It’s not fun ending up having to 
deal with a very grumpy ticket collector as you try to explain to him that you didn’t realise you’d have 
to connect to a train in Gällivare to get to Kiruna so you have a bus ticket for that section instead of a 
train ticket. Eventually, he may take pity on you, but depending on who it is, you may have to buy a 
second ticket for the exact same journey. 

In addition, all trains ticket specific seats, so you need to have a ticket to have a seat that won’t get 
taken away from you by another, properly ticketed, passenger.
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Flying is the best option for getting to Lapland. In little more than 
an hour (1/12 of the time of a train) you can fly to Kiruna from 
Stockholm. The same goes for getting to Narvik/Tromsø from 
Oslo or to Rovaniemi from Helsinki. Tromsø even boasts direct 
(2.5hr) flights from London courtesy of Norwegian. 

Because Norwegian, as a budget carrier, has entered this space, 
no one airline has a monopoly that pushes up prices. If you get in 
early enough, Norwegian offers ridiculously low prices (ie £69 
one-way from London).

The airlines that fly to northern Norway and Lapland are 
Norwegian, SAS, Finnair, and Widerøe. Some possible airports to 
fly into include:

• Bodø

• Narvik / Harstad Evenes

• Tromsø

• Alta

PLANES
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• Kirkenes

• Ivalo

• Rovaniemi

• Luleå

• Kiruna

A full list of airports in Norway, Sweden, and Finland can be found on 
TheAirDB.

It's important to know that many of these towns only have flights to their 
country's capital city — connections between nearby airports are often 
non-existent. This means that flying between cities within Lapland is 
infeasible for nearly all itineraries (except for a small number involving 
Tromsø).

In addition, you will often have to make connections to fly from capitals 
of other Scandinavian countries. To fly to Bodø from Stockholm, you 
need to connect in Oslo. You have no choice from Rovaniemi but to fly 
to Helsinki (unless it’s December high season for visiting Santa). 

One other (less important) reason that you should consider flying: 
disembarking on a snow-covered tarmac, possibly in a blizzard. Now 
that’s an experience. 

There are many 
airports across 
Lapland, but it’s 
important to know that 
many of them only 
have flights to their 
country’s capital city.
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Because all Finnish ports (and many Swedish ports) freeze in 
winter and require icebreaking ships to open them for shipping, 
ferries and cruise ships are not a viable form of transport there. 
However, the Norwegian coastline doesn’t experience this 
issue...and it’s often best seen by boat.

The most famous option for traversing the Norwegian coast is 
Hurtigruten. This network of cruise ships runs from Bergen in the 
south to Kirkenes in the far north-east (near the Russian border). 
Each of the 35 ports between has one ship dock on its way north 
and the other on its way south daily. There are eleven ships in 
total, most built in the last 25 years specifically for Hurtigruten. 

Travelling with Hurtigruten is very similar to being on a cruise in 
another country, with the main difference being that you can get 
on and get off as you please rather than travelling the entire 
route. Many people choose to do the entire 12-day return journey 
from Bergen to Kirkenes, but you’ll find that most of these people 
are in an older age bracket, while most backpackers seem to 
stay aboard for one or two nights before disembarking again. 

CRUISE SHIPS

63

http://www.hurtigruten.com/en/
http://www.hurtigruten.com/en/


Seeing the coastline by 
boat is a unique way to 
see Norway, and as 
the ship hugs the 
shoreline, there’s 
always something to 
see out the window.

Why take Hurtigruten instead of an overland bus? Well, seeing the 
coastline by boat is a unique way to see the country, and as the ship 
hugs the shoreline, there’s always something to see out the window. 
The main perk is how comfortable the boat is; you’ll have a proper bed 
and cabin to yourself and you can roam as you please. In addition, the 
food on the boat is fantastic and is much better than what you’ll find in 
a petrol station rest stop!

Prices on Hurtigruten vary drastically depending on which ports you 
are travelling between and what lodging options you choose on the 
boat, but they will be more expensive than the equivalent bus ride. The 
cheapest option is to travel “on deck,” which luckily doesn’t mean you 
have to sleep on the deck outside — rather, you don’t have an 
allocated cabin and need to find a corner to sleep in. There are plenty 
such corners (such as the comfy sofas in the bar) so you will still be 
able to sleep...yet your ticket will be half-price.
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Many places in Norway are connected by ferries (some are even 
high-speed). One place that has a particularly large number of 
ferries is the Lofoten Islands, since parts of them are quite close 
to the mainland by boat. Torghatten Nord operates these ferries. 
There are plenty of options, from getting from the mainland to the 
southern Lofoten Islands (Bodo-Moskenes) to accessing the 
outer islands such as Rost and Vaeroy.

These ferries are well-maintained and offer a place to sit and 
basic amenities, but don’t expect anything as fancy as 
Hurtigruten.

Torghatten Nord also operates most ferries in the Tromso region 
as well. Boreal ferry timetables for Finnmark are available on the 
177finnmark website or app.

FERRIES
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Rental cars are available from the larger centres in northern 
Norway and Lapland such as Narvik, Tromso, Kiruna, and 
Rovaniemi through major operators such as Avis, Hertz, and Sixt. 
Funnily enough, they will actually rent cars to foreigners who 
haven’t gone through the Nordic countries’ rigorous driving tests 
too! 

All cars rented in this region come equipped for winter. They 
come with snow tyres with pins/studs (a requirement for all the 
Nordic countries in winter), which help the car grip in snowy/icy 
conditions and let you avoid the hassle of snow chains. The 
roads are kept in good shape and are regularly plowed so you 
should not need a 4WD unless you’re staying in the backcountry 
and are advised as such.

Many foreigners drive in the region without much prior 
experience and do not have any issues, but it’s very important to 
remember that the roads will be more slippery than you’re used 
to (even in rain) so you need to drive to the conditions. 

The speed limits are kept reasonably high, but even if you end 
up with a bus tailgating you as you poke down the roads, don’t 
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drive at higher speeds than you are comfortable 
with. Simply find an area to pull over when you 
can instead. 

Ensure you keep a long distance away from any 
cars you are following (so don’t imitate those 
buses and their tailgating!).

Lower gears will help you feel like you have more 
control of the car. If you are having issues, go 
down a gear (even if you are driving automatic) 
and use the engine to brake.

Watch out for reindeer — there are over 200,000 
of them in Lapland so chances are you’ll see one 
dart across the road at some point during your 
trip, especially as roads present an easier way to 
travel than running across snowy fields. You 
should scan the sides of the road as you drive 
and be aware that if there is one reindeer, there 
is likely to be a herd nearby. Keep your high 
beams on at night and watch for the glint of 
reindeer eyes, and pay attention if other drivers 
flash their high beams at you as it usually means 
reindeer are nearby.

If you do hit a reindeer, you have to report the 
incident to 112. Reindeer are not wild animals in 
Lapland; every one of them has an owner and 
that owner needs to be tracked down and 
notified by the local authorities.

It’s also important to know about regions where 
convoy travel is required. The most well-known of 
these regions is the island of Mageroya, which is 
home to Nordkapp. These areas will have 
signposts advising you of exactly what needs to 
be done and the road will be blocked by a gate 
to stop you in case you miss those signs.

Why does convoy travel exist? Well, these areas 
represent huge driving risks, often because 

severe snowstorms can blind you and cause you 
to drive into snowdrifts and become stuck. This 
happens regularly even in the convoys running 
on Mageroya, but the difference is that if you get 
lost while in a convoy, you will have people come 
back to find you.

It’s highly recommended, regardless of where in 
northern Norway or Lapland you are travelling, 
that you keep supplies available in the car. If you 
get stranded because of a flat tyre or any other 
car issue, you need to have plenty of warmth 
available as well as food and drink to possibly 
get yourself through a night. Ideally you’ll be able 
to contact help before then, but you’re better 
safe than sorry in an area as cold as this.

CONCLUSION

Between all of these modes of transport, you will 
have no problems planning your independent 
trip across northern Norway and Lapland. One 
important fact to take note of with all of these 
forms of transport (except for rental cars) is that 
very few of them run on Christmas Eve or 
Christmas Day, Good Friday or Easter Sunday. 
You don’t want to find yourself stuck waiting for a 
bus in the snow only to find out it won’t be 
coming at all, so please make sure to plan 
around this.
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Lapland and northern Norway aren’t exactly on the 
normal backpacker trail, and it doesn’t help that 
the Nordic countries are expensive to travel 
around to begin with. Plus, there are plenty of 
novelty hotels, including snow hotels and glass 
igloos. This chapter will cover the options you 
have and help you decide which, if any, novelty 
hotels you should stay in.
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HOSTELS

Hostels are not exactly as widespread in Lapland as they are in 
the southern areas of Norway, Sweden, and Finland. Some towns 
will not have hostels as an option at all, leaving you only the more 
expensive options — something that can eat through your 
budget quickly. However, if you do your research beforehand, 
you’ll know where you have this budget accommodation option 
so you can budget accordingly.

At the time of writing, Svolvær, Tromsø, Honningsvåg, Rovaniemi, 
Luleå, Jokkmokk, and Abisko all have one hostel each. You can 
expect to pay between $50-$70 for a night in a dorm room with 
shared bathroom. You can search for these hostels through 
HostelWorld or hostels.com.

GENERAL 
ACCOMMODATION
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If you plan to stay in 
hotels, expect them to 
take up a large portion 
of your budget, 
especially in Norway 
where prices are 
highest.

AIRBNB

Airbnb offers rooms across Lapland and northern Norway for prices 
much cheaper than standard hotels. These rooms often come with the 
added benefit of being able to use house facilities (such as the kitchen) 
without having to share with a large number of other people. Also, as 
you are renting from a local, you’ll often be able to get local knowledge 
that you wouldn’t have otherwise learned staying in a hotel.

HOTELS

Unlike hostels, hotels are widespread in the Lapland region and nearly 
all of them will be open in the winter (as it is one of the peak seasons 
for Lapland). If you plan to stay in hotels, expect them to take up a 
large portion of your budget. Expect an absolute minimum of $100/
night for a twin bed in a small room, and up that to $150-$200 a night 
for anything larger. If you’re booking well in advance, you can use 
booking sites like Expedia or Booking.com to book a room with free 
cancellation (up to a certain day) that you don’t have to pay for until 
you arrive at the hotel.
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As mentioned earlier, there are a number of novelty hotels all 
around Lapland. Many of these come at a very high price, but 
part of that price is for the experience of staying in that hotel 
rather than for the amenities themselves. If you can spare some 
room in your budget for at least one of these places, you won’t 
regret it. Each offers a unique experience that you can only have 
in Lapland, and they are often the places that your friends will 
want to hear about when you get home as well!

ICEHOTEL, JUKKASJÄRVI, SWEDEN

Lapland seems to be chock full of snow hotels, and there is none 
better known than Sweden’s Icehotel. This hotel, built out of some 
30,000m2 of snice (a special blend of snow, ice, and water that 
helps to insulate the hotel) and 1,000 tons of ice, is the 25th 
iteration of an idea that Yngve Bergqvist had in 1989. The 
workshop he held that year for a small number of sculptors, who 
learned how to create works of art using the ice of the Torne 
River, soon expanded and created the ARTic Hall, an igloo-
turned-art-gallery.

NOVELTY HOTELS
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The main difference between this original carved 
igloo and a traditional art gallery was the fact 
that, come April and May, it melted back into the 
river that it had come from. Then, when winter 
came in 1991, the ice and snow that came with it 
offered a fresh canvas for creating a brand new 
masterpiece.

Originally, the idea was just to have a meeting 
place — after all, Jukkasjärvi (the small town 
southeast of Kiruna where the Icehotel now 
stands) means ‘meeting place by the lake.’ After 

a group from the Swedish Armed Forces spent 
the night in the hotel on a bed of reindeer skins, 
Bergqvist and the other operators of the gallery 
realised that they could have a winner of an idea 
on their hands. And thus, the phenomenon of 
creating ice and snow hotels began.

There are many towns that followed the lead of 
Jukkasjärvi and its Icehotel, and many of them, 
like the SnowCastle in Kemi, have created 
masterpieces that are well worth visiting. Most of 
these hotels carry a price premium due to their 
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unique nature, but none moreso than the 
Icehotel, whose standing as ‘the original’ means 
they can ask for an even higher price.

One night is usually the limit for anyone staying 
here — if visitors are planning more time in the 
area, they often move out of the cold rooms after 
one night and into the warm and considerably 
more comfortable cabins that are part of the 
complex.

So what price are you looking at for a night here? 
Anything from 2500kr ($296) for a basic snow 
room to 8500kr ($1,005) for the deluxe suite. In 
between these price-wise are the ice rooms, 
northern lights suites, and the art suites.

Art suites are the most expensive rooms outside 
of the deluxe suite at 4200kr ($496) per person 
per night. What makes them that expensive? 
Unsurprisingly, it’s the art.

Each of the 18 suites in the 2012-2013 Icehotel 
were designs hand-chosen from a huge range of 
ideas submitted to the Icehotel the year before. 
They ranged from the extremely fantastical (the 
Dragon Residence suite) to extreme nature (the 
Whitewater Suite).

As for what it’s like to sleep in the Icehotel, it’s 
more comfortable than you think. So you know 
how to make your stay as comfortable as 
possible, the hotel runs a briefing for first-time 
visitors around 5pm every evening.

The most shocking revelation to most people will 
probably be the fact that you need to leave all of 
your outerwear in the changing rooms, with the 
exception of a loaner pair of boots that you won’t 
mind leaving to freeze at the foot of the bed.

That’s right. They want you to run from the main 
(warm) building of the hotel, through below-zero 
temperatures into a hotel kept at below-zero 
temperatures (a constant -5ºC) wearing ONLY 
your thermals and an Arctic sleeping bag 
strategically wrapped around yourselves to keep 
in some warmth without tripping you as you run 
to your assigned room.

Inside the warm main building of the hotel, there 
are changing rooms where you can leave 
everything you don’t take into your room with 
you. If you have an art suite, you will be provided 
a personal changing room, which is lockable and 
has power outlets and coathangers. If you are in 
the other rooms in the hotel, you will have lockers 
and access to the common changing area.

Once you’ve run into your room, removed your 
boots, hurled yourself onto the reindeer skins 
covering your bed, and zipped up your Arctic 
sleeping bag so only your mouth is exposed to 
the cold air, you’ll find that the sleeping bag is 
quite warm…and that the next thing you know is 
the smell of hot lingonberry juice being delivered 
to your room at 6.30am.

A sauna tops off the Icehotel experience, and 
from there, you will receive your certificate of 
survival before having the day to explore or take 
part in Icehotel-organised activities (just beware 
that they will be quite expensive compared to 
other locations in Lapland).

The Icehotel is open every year from mid-
December to mid-April (this year’s dates are 
December 11-April 15). It is also open daily for 
visitors to explore. The hotel is located in 
Jukkasjärvi, about 15km from Kiruna in Swedish 
Lapland.
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Regardless of whether you enjoy camping or the outdoors, you 
may still approach the idea of spending the night in a room made 
of snow with trepidation. Those worries will be quickly squashed 
by the “how to survive a night in the SnowCastle” briefing offered 
on arrival at this giant sculpture in Kemi. 

In this briefing, they will tell you that rather than slipping into your 
sleeping bag looking like you’re about to board a RyanAir flight 
with a carryon that just couldn’t hold all your clothes, all you need 
is a set of thermals, socks, and a thick beanie. Sleeping bags are 
designed to conserve and circulate your body heat, but if you’ve 
completely insulated yourself from its effects, then it’s all for 
naught.

By the time the briefing is done, the public will have left the 
SnowCastle for the day, meaning you’ll be able to wander the 
halls and public rooms of the castle without having to jostle with 
any crowds. Even better, it means you and your fellow residents 
will have the ice slide all to yourselves as well!

The artistry all through the SnowCastle is well worth seeing even 
if you aren’t braving the snow rooms for the night. Each year has 

SNOWCASTLE, 
KEMI, FINLAND
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a theme — 2013 was ‘Fantasia’ — and all of the 
rooms show off some aspect of this theme. They 
were filled with ice statues of princesses, beasts, 
dragons, and even the Angry Birds, and 
magnificent carvings adorned all of the snowy 
walls. It’s crazy to think that all of this work goes 
into creating something beautiful…which will 
then melt back into the Gulf of Bothnia as winter 
comes to an end.

And when you finally bundle yourself up in a 
sleeping bag on top of a reindeer skin in one of 

the many rooms within the castle? You’ll probably 
wake up shocked to find out it’s morning, not 
knowing where the night went and how you’d 
managed to wake up without the ache of cold in 
your bones. The cold will be almost refreshing — 
at least, until you contemplate getting out of bed 
and facing -5ºC (the constant temperature inside 
the hotel) in only your thermals.

Pulling on an ice-cold coat and equally as chilly 
boots isn’t the best experience, but it’s all in the 
name of getting into the “warm room” in the 
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wooden lodge next door. From there, you’ll have 
breakfast and hot tea before being picked up by 
a taxi and transferred to a private sauna at the 
nearby Cumulus hotel to finish up the 
SnowCastle experience. 

The SnowCastle is open from late January to 
early April every year. Each year, the whole 
castle is carved out of ice from the Gulf of 
Bothnia in Kemi to a specific theme. As stated 
above, 2013’s theme was “Fantasia,” dedicated 
to all things fantasy. The rooms themselves 
(aside from a few suites) were simple domes with 
no carvings and a double bed. The bed has a 
mattress and is covered in reindeer skins.

The SnowCastle also has a SnowRestaurant, 
where you can dine in -5° on a table made of ice 
(so be sure to bring your gloves and beanie!). 
They serve lunch and dinner (at 12pm, 2pm, and 
7pm) daily, but reservations must be made in 

advance; that’s because they need to know 
exactly what to cook so they can bring it out as 
quickly as possible. All food comes out wrapped 
in foil to keep it from freezing before you finish, 
and hot wine (also available in a non-alcoholic 
variety) will keep you warm in between courses. 
(so be sure to bring your gloves and beanie!). 
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The Arctic SnowHotel, outside of Rovaniemi, offers a very similar 
experience to the SnowCastle on a slightly smaller scale and in a 
much more remote setting. 

Like all of the snow hotels across Lapland, the rooms inside the 
hotel are meticulously carved out of snow in November and 
December to be enjoyed for only four months before the hotel 
closes to slowly melt away with the rest of the winter’s snow. The 
hotel as a whole doesn’t follow a theme, but it is no less 
impressive for this. Fine carvings of various creatures, from small 
rabbits to massive Tyrannosauruses, jump from the walls all 
around the hotel. The 2013 version seemed to be a celebration of 
life both great and small…and everything that comes along with 
it (which is why “LOVE” was scrawled across one wall).

The chapel is a small room that would have been very 
claustrophobic were it not for the gorgeously lit altar. It was 
simple but very well-done…and perfect for a couple that wants a 
very quick ceremony!

One unique selling point of this hotel is that guests are invited to 
use their sauna — a sauna that is made completely of snow. I 

ARCTIC 
SNOWHOTEL, 
ROVANIEMI, 
FINLAND
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An exciting new 
development for 2015 
is the completion of 15 
new glass igloos made 
in a similar style to 
those at Hotel 
Kakslauttanen.

don’t blame you if you’re dubious about how this is possible, but 
apparently, you’re able to go sit on the benches in a room of snow and 
steam all of your aches and pains away. It certainly would save you 
time if you wanted to participate in the tradition of rolling in the snow 
and then running back into the sauna, since you can do it all in one 
place!

Behind the hotel is a small lake that completely freezes for the winter, 
providing a perfect open viewing area for the northern lights. Nightly 
tours run out to the SnowHotel and its lake from Rovaniemi, with the 
visitors being housed in a lavvu for the evening.

An exciting new development for 2016 is the completion of 15 new 
glass igloos made in a similar style to those at Hotel Kakslauttanen. 
These boast ‘aurora alarms’ to wake you up just in time for the light 
show too! The base rate is €399 ($430) for 2 people.

The Arctic Snow Hotel is located 20km to the north of Rovaniemi off of 
E79. It is open from Boxing Day until the end of March each year.
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Watching the northern lights is an experience that is truly beyond 
words. There’s not really a way to describe the feeling of staring 
up at the sky as it explodes into colour, at first cloudlike and 
faintly white before it slowly morphs into green (and sometimes 
pink, purple, and gold) streaks across the sky.

There is a way to describe the feeling of standing outside in the 
Arctic watching the aurora though — COLD. You can be well-
prepared for the cold by ensuring you have all the right clothing, 
but you'll find that eventually, when the temperature is -30ºC, it 
will be the cold that drives you back inside. This is probably for 
the best since it means you will get some sleep, but it also 
means you are never sure if you are missing the best auroras by 
going inside to warm up.

Jussi Eiramo, the owner of Hotel Kakslauttanen who “came here 
for a summer 30+ years ago and never went back”, has found a 
way around the minor issue of the Arctic being cold by building a 
village of glass igloos. These igloos are built of a special type of 
thermal glass that doesn’t freeze or get covered in condensation, 
which ensures you’ll always be able to see out of the igloo…even 

GLASS IGLOOS, 
KAKSLAUTTANEN, 
FINLAND
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if all you can see outside is a snowstorm. There 
are two layers of this glass in every igloo, which 
allows the igloo to stay a normal temperature 
inside. In fact, when you touch the glass, it is 
room temperature.

Not only are you more comfortable temperature-
wise inside the igloos, but you’re also more 
comfortable posture-wise. No sore necks the 
next morning from craning and staring up at the 
sky here. That’s because the adjustable beds, 
controlled via remote control, let you move into 

the perfect sitting position for staring at the 
northern sky.

It’s no surprise, after making a place as perfect 
for northern lights viewing as this (even if it is 
questionably decorated in zebra print), that the 
igloos are incredibly popular. They’re so popular, 
in fact, that the original village of 20 igloos 
morphed into two villages of over 50 igloos for 
the 2012-2013 winter season.
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You’ll be snug, 
wrapped up in your 
little bubble of warm 
air in the middle of the 
snow, yet it will feel like 
you’re outside in the 
forest.

The new village is located in Santa’s Resort (a few kms down the road 
from the main hotel). Your dinner and breakfast (included in the price of 
the igloo) are both served in the Celebration House, a beautiful wood 
and stone building near Santa’s house. Just make sure you’re ready to 
listen to Christmas carols on repeat!

As the sun goes down, you’ll turn out the lights in your igloo and leave 
them off for the rest of the night. The only reflections in the glass will be 
created by the ambient light from other igloos, but one by one, their 
lights will wink out too. 

Everyone in the village will be doing the same as you — waiting. You’ll 
have time to adjust your bed to perfection before you lie down and 
stare at the huge sky above. You’ll be snug, wrapped up in your little 
bubble of warm air in the middle of the snow, yet it will feel like you’re 
outside in the forest. In almost every direction, there is snow and pine 
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trees. The silence of the Arctic is untouched by 
the modern conveniences of the igloo; there is 
no faint trickle of running water from the toilet or 
hum from the lights.

Even your thoughts will begin to quieten when 
confronted with such silence and such an 
immense, star-filled sky. Hopefully, that’s when 
the northern lights will begin to dance across the 
sky, first faintly and then glowing brighter and 
brighter above the northern horizon. 

Because you won’t be facing the elements, you 
can watch the aurora for as long as you’d like, 
seeing the different phases it goes through as it 
draws its signature pattern of wavy lines across 
the sky. Then, as you doze off, the last thing 
you’ll lay eyes on is a green sky. Amazing.

It may be a good idea to set your alarm for 
various intervals through the night. After all, you 
wouldn’t want to get so comfortable that you 
doze off and miss the show completely! 

Hotel Kakslauttanen is located 10km to the south 
of Saariselkä in Finnish Lapland. To get there, 
take E95 south from Ivalo (41km) or north from 
Rovaniemi (245km).

It’s best to call ahead on the day you arrive to 
find out whether you need to check in at the 
main hotel reception or at Santa’s Resort. If you 
arrive by bus, you’ll get dropped on the main 
highway outside the hotel’s reception. They run a 
courtesy bus across to Santa’s Resort.

The igloos have small bathrooms near the 
entryway with a toilet and sink (which have 
opaque glass). Showers and saunas are 
provided in the reception building, which closes 
at 9pm. Wifi is also available in the reception 
building.

Dinner and breakfast in the Celebration House 
are included. Dinner is a set menu served at two 
seatings and breakfast is a buffet.
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When you’re in the Lofoten Islands, you really should stay in a 
rorbu, even if it is just for one night.

So what exactly is a rorbu? It’s a wooden cabin, usually painted a 
brilliant red, that sits on the edge of a fjord or the open sea. It’s 
one of the most traditional forms of lodging in Lofoten, having 
been used for many years as fishermen’s housing. Specifically, it 
was where fishermen lived while fishing for cod during the winter 
peak fishing season.

Many of the villages in Lofoten — Reine, Å, and Henningsvær to 
name a few — have converted some of these cabins into tourist 
accommodation, and the city of Svolvær even has one group of 
them (although they come with a massive price markup due to 
their location, which is still not as scenic as some of the smaller 
villages).

What makes staying in a rorbu different from say, staying in a 
cabin in another location? It means being right in the thick of 
things. There is no need to walk a long distance to get a good 
view. And, in summer, if you want a nice picnic or even a short 
dip in the cold waters, all you have to do is walk outside.

RORBUER, 
LOFOTEN ISLANDS, 
NORWAY
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You’ll get used to the 
fishy smell reasonably 
quickly and you really 
can’t complain…after 
all, there wouldn’t be a 
village there to stay in 
without the income that 
fishing provides!

An example of a specific rorbuer is Reine Rorbuer, which is perched on 
the edge of Reinefjord in the southern end of the Lofoten Islands. In the 
rorbuer here, all you have to do is sit up to be able to see the fjord all 
around you, complete with the hundreds of squawking & divebombing 
seagulls playing in the water.

Right next to the rorbuer is the dock that fishing trawlers pull into in the 
afternoon, meaning that from the comfort of your room, you can watch 
them unload the day’s catch. While this sounds like it might make the 
rorbu quite smelly, it isn’t…at least not on the inside. The air inside 
stays pleasantly fresh…just make sure to keep the door closed so it 
stays that way!

The smell of fish hangs over the village from January onwards due to its 
numerous racks filled with cod, slowly drying so it can be shipped off to 
places like Portugal (where it is known as bacalao) and Africa. It’s a 
smell you’ll get used to reasonably quickly and you really can’t 
complain…after all, there wouldn’t be a village there to stay in without 
the income that fishing provides!
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Make sure when you book a rorbu that you get one with a kitchenette. This is a must in Reine during 
the winter since there are no restaurants open in the area (although you could live off pølse — hot 
dogs — sold from the gas station across the road).

There is also room for an entire family since there many rorbuer have a loft with two single beds as 
well as a comfortable living area. For 4 people, the price of 1000kr a night would almost be a steal.
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The northernmost reaches of Norway, Sweden, 
and Finland are well-known for their closeness to 
nature, and this is certainly reflected in the 
traditional foods in the region. The natural 
ingredients in these foods speak for themselves 
without the need for overwhelming spices.
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While you’ll find the food does vary between the fjords of Lofoten 
and the fells of Finland, it will never have to travel very far to 
make it to your plate. The pride of the region’s cuisine is that it 
reflects the local untouched nature, and it is made up of some of 
the finest ingredients the forest and sea have to offer.

You will probably also notice these natural flavours are 
unadulterated by spices and other foreign flavours. As Ritva 
Aikio, the owner of the restaurant at Inari’s Siida Museum, says, 
the beauty of Lappish cooking is that the taste of the meats and 
vegetables are enhanced by a small amount of seasoning, but 
nothing more.

So what are some of the common dishes you can expect to 
come across?

NATURAL 
FLAVOURS
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The reindeer has been a crucial part of Sami culture for 
thousands of years. Not only has this animal given them the trade 
of reindeer husbandry that has passed from generation to 
generation, but it has also provided transportation, warm clothing 
to help survive the frigid winters, and importantly, food.

While its plentifulness definitely lends to its popularity, it certainly 
doesn’t hurt that reindeer meat is a lean, tasty meat. Many 
people expect it to taste like deer, but it actually has a much less 
gamey flavour. Those that have tried it often compare it more to 
beef than to deer.

REINDEER
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Reindeer is served in a 
number of ways 
ranging from cheesy 
casseroles to entrees of 
reindeer carpaccio.

Reindeer is most commonly served as a sauté with mashed potatoes 
and lingonberries, which add a nice dash of tartness to the meal. 
However, the chefs of Lapland are constantly experimenting and 
looking for new ways to serve the meat, so you’ll often have at least a 
few options to choose from. These can range from cheesy casseroles 
to fillets in blue cheese sauce to entrees of reindeer carpaccio 
(pictured above).

If you would like to try cooking this delicacy for yourself, Lapin Liha has 
a number of recipes available on its website.
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Given the geography of Lapland and Northern Norway, it’s no 
surprise that fish is a plentiful food here. The extensive coastline 
of Norway and the lakes that dot Lapland provide locals and 
tourists alike with a wide variety of seafood options.

Cod is one of the most famous fish in the region, given that many 
villages still largely rely on the income derived from the winter 
cod fishing season. These fish can be seen all around the north 
of Norway from February to May hanging out to dry on stockfish 
racks (known as hjell in Norwegian). 

While much of this dried, unsalted stockfish is exported to places 
like Portugal and Africa, it is also sold in Norway, both in stores 
and on restaurant menus. In restaurants, it is often grilled; in 
stores, you can find it packaged for snacking — similar to jerky 
— under the name Tørrfisk. And, if you prefer your cod fresh, 
there is plenty of that available as well.

Salmon is another popular fish to eat in this region, particularly 
around the River Teno (Tenojoki in Finnish, Tana in Norwegian). 
This river, which forms part of the border between Finland and 
Norway, is well known as having the best salmon fishing in 

FISH
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Europe. While both it and the nearby Tornio River 
system (which divides Sweden and Finland) 
have fairly short fishing seasons around the end 
of June and beginning of July, you can find 
Atlantic salmon on menus all around the region 
year-round. 

The Arctic char is a fish you’ll find on the menu 
throughout Lapland, as it can be found in many 
of the region’s lakes and streams. This fish is 
actually part of the salmon family but has a 
milder taste than its sea-dwelling cousin. It is 
often served grilled with a light seasoning of dill 
and a side of potatoes.

Vendace is a significantly different fish to those 
mentioned above. With cod, salmon, and arctic 
char, one fillet with sides is a full meal; vendace, 
on the other hand, are so small that they would 
be almost impossible to fillet and eating only one 
would leave you hungry. 

Instead, these sardine-like fish are served in a 
small pile of whole fish. They are often smoked or 
fried and are served either on a bed of mashed 
potatoes or with malt bread. There’s no mistaking 
them when they are served to you, both in looks 
and in their strong aroma (which is reflected in 
their taste).

The Lake Kitka vendace is often specially 
mentioned on menus as it is known for being 
some of the most flavourful vendace in Lapland. 
You will find this fish in the region around Ruka 
and Kuusamo in the southeastern area of Finnish 
Lapland. There, it is often referred to as Kitkan 
Viisas, which means “the wise fish of Kitka.” This 
name is attributed to the fact that, while it could 
easily go downstream and cross the Russian 
border, it wisely decides to stay in Lake Kitka 
and therefore in Finland.
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King crabs are not actually native to Northern Norway; they 
began to spread there after the Russians in Murmansk 
introduced them to increase their seafood supplies. Kirkenes, in 
particular, is almost overrun with them. This has caused a mixed 
reaction, with some happy this very tasty crab has taken up 
residence there, and others upset it is eating the food many 
native species depend on.

As a result, king crab is available on the menu across Norway, 
and in places including Kirkenes and Honningsvåg you can even 
go out with a fisherman to bring in your own dinner. This giant 
crab, which can grow up to 10kg, is deliciously juicy — often 
made even more so by the fact that it is fresh from the sea. A 
meal of king crab legs will be one of the more expensive options 
on the menu, but if you’re a seafood lover, it’s something you 
should try at least once! 

KING CRAB
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SIDE DISHES

As you have probably realised from reading the previous sections, 
potatoes are one of the most popular side dishes in Lapland. The small 
new potatoes that are native to Lapland are often served either whole 
or mashed with a few herbs and butter to flavour. Turnips, carrots, and 
other root vegetables are also popular.
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Both “squeaky cheese” and “bread cheese” are used 
interchangeably for this delicious Lapland treat, although the 
former may make more sense than the latter. That’s because this 
cheese, known as leipäjuusto in Finnish, squeaks as you chew it 
in a similar way to haloumi. As for its other name, “bread cheese” 
originates from the fact that this cheese is baked in a manner 
similar to bread.

Squeaky cheese is usually made from the first milk from a cow 
after she’s given birth; however, in the absence of this, it can also 
be made from either goat or reindeer milk. Once this milk is 
curdled and poured into a circular pan, it is baked until the 
outside bubbles in a golden brown. 

While it can be used in mains, squeaky cheese is most often 
served as a dessert, usually in slices and with a complement of 
cloudberry jam. However, there are many variations. Swedes like 
kaffeost (coffee cheese), which is squeaky cheese dunked in 
coffee, and many restaurants in Finnish Lapland serve squeaky 
cheese in a bowl of cream and cinnamon and topped with 
cloudberries. Regardless of how it’s served, it’s a perfect way to 
finish your meal. 

SQUEAKY 
CHEESE
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PASTRIES & BREADS

While you will no doubt find the wholemeal and 
wholegrain breads you might be used to 
elsewhere, there are also a number of unique 
breads and pastries you should try while in 
Lapland.

One of the most common types of bread is rye. 
This is a very dense bread, but you’ll find it is 
less so if you eat the crisp bread version (called 
knäckebröd in Sweden and näkkileipä in 
Finland). You may also notice that rye bread is 
often baked in a large donut-like shape, which 
was originally done so the bread could be hung 
from the ceiling when it was stored.

Throughout Finland and Sweden, one of the most 
common accompaniments to a mug of coffee is a 
cinnamon bun (called kanelbullar in Sweden and 
pulla in Finland). These buns are not like the 
American version, which has as much sugar as 
possible loaded into it; there is just enough of 
both sugar and cinnamon to make a delightful 
pastry that leaves you wanting more. Possibly 
even more delicious is the cardamom bun, which 
replaces the cinnamon with cardamom for an 
even more punchy flavour.

In eastern Finland, you’ll find the Karelian pie, or 
karjalanpiirakka. This pastry usually consists of 
rye bread folded over a filling of either rice or 
potatoes. Once heated, they are best with a 
spread of egg butter (butter mixed with hard 
boiled eggs). One of these will never be enough, 
so it’s good that you’ll often find them in hotel 
breakfast buffets where you can go back for 
more!

BERRIES

In the summer, it’s hard to step outside in 
Lapland or Northern Norway without coming 
across more berries than you could possibly pick 
on your own. Those fields of berries are but a 
distant memory by the time the first snow falls, 
but that doesn’t mean you can’t try these iconic 
flavours of Lapland during your winter trip. So 
plentiful are the berries that they last well into the 
winter as juices, jams, preserves, and any 
number of other fruity products.

A number of different berries are native to the 
region. Blueberries, lingonberries, cranberries, 
and crowberries are all plentiful. Cloudberries, on 
the other hand, are probably one of the most 
famous berries in the region but are much more 
difficult to gather and therefore much more 
expensive.

The cloudberry is so named because its shape 
somewhat resembles a cloud, but it may be 
easier to picture if you think about a smaller, 
rounder, orange raspberry. Don’t expect them to 
taste like raspberries though; cloudberries are 
incredibly juicy but have quite a subtle taste. The 
flavour lends itself very well to a number of 
different desserts, from squeaky cheese to 
soufflés to ice cream.

AND MUCH, MUCH MORE...

This is by no means a comprehensive list of all 
the food options you’ll have in Lapland and 
Northern Norway, since it would be impossible to 
cover all of the specialties offered in the area’s 
sub-regions. However, you should now recognise 
some of the most popular menu options, and 
hopefully it has whet your appetite for the natural 
ingredients Lapland is so famous for.
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Nowadays, everyone likes to be connected as 
much as possible while travelling, and those 
travelling to Lapland are no different. It’s 
understandable to be concerned that there will not 
be reliable internet access in a place so remote, 
but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

16

PHONE & 
INTERNET SERVICE



PHONE SERVICE

While there are some areas of Lapland with no 
reception, you’ll find that nearly everywhere you 
visit has some level of reception, especially if you 
are in a town or resort or travelling along one of 
the main roads. You should be able to purchase 
a prepaid SIM either in one of the southern 
capitals or in a convenience store in any of the 
towns in Lapland. 

Good choices for mobile carriers with wide 
coverage maps are Elisa or Sonera in Finland, 
TeliaSonera or Telenor in Sweden, and Telenor in 
Norway. It’s worth doing research to verify what 
size SIM cards each network will sell you; most 
networks support SIM, Mini SIM, and Micro SIM, 
but some may be easier to buy than others.

You can buy a SIM card for one network and 
roam across all three countries for both data and 
phone calls. Prices will be higher than normal 
due to roaming charges, but these charges are 
regulated by the European Union and are 
gradually decreasing (and may be eliminated 
altogether by mid-2017). 

However, you need to keep in mind that you can 
only buy account recharges for networks in that 
country (unless you’ve managed to register your 
account online). The number for doing a 
recharge over the phone will work across 
countries, but the computer will usually only 
speak in the country’s native language, making it 
impossible for foreigners to actually do anything.

INTERNET

Even if you do have a mobile phone with 
reception, you’ll probably want to save your data 
allowance as much as possible. Luckily, most 
hotels across Lapland offer wireless internet 
service. This service is reliable and usually does 
not have the silly 100MB limits you are subjected 
to in other countries (like New Zealand).

Some hotels, like rorbuer in Norway or cabins in 
the fells, are slightly more spread out, making it 
very difficult to have wireless internet across the 
entire area. Some will offer wired internet to make 
up for this, so make sure you bring an adapter if 
you have a skinny laptop with no ethernet port!

Alternatively, if you’d like to access the internet 
without bringing along your own phone or 
computer, most tourist information centres offer a 
computer or two for paid access. You can also 
find town libraries with free spots, but you’ll need 
to sign up in advance as these are rather limited. 
Unfortunately, there are hardly any internet cafes 
to speak of, probably because it is not on a well-
trodden backpacker route.
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Activities in Lapland are really only bounded by 
the imagination. Anything you could possibly 
associate with winter is available in some corner of 
the region — snowboarding, cross-country skiing, 
snowmobiling, dogsledding, and ice fishing are 
but a few options. There are even a few things that 
you’d generally associate with summer (like 
snorkelling) that you can do if you dare.
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Activities in Lapland 
are really only 
bounded by the 
imagination. Anything 
you could possibly 
associate with winter 
can be done here.

Some of these activities are offered across Lapland, so regardless of 
where you choose to visit, you’ll have options available to you. Others, 
such as riding on an icebreaker ship, are slightly more specialised and 
require visits to specific areas (Kemi, Finland in the case of the Sampo 
Icebreaker ship). 

Many of these activities can be very expensive, so it may be worth 
reading through all the descriptions below and finding the ones that 
most appeal to you so you can budget accordingly. This list is not 
meant to be a definitive list of everything you can do in the region — 
there will likely be even more unique trips that you stumble across 
during your trip there — but it will hopefully show you opportunities that 
you didn’t know existed.

99



SNOWMOBILING

Along with dogsledding, snowmobiling is one of 
the more widespread day trips in Lapland. 
Nearly every town and resort will offer at least 
one snowmobiling tour, whether it be through the 
Norwegian mountains, across the Finnish fells, or 
even cruising across the Gulf of Bothnia towards 
the Sampo Icebreaker ship (one of the featured 
activities later in this chapter).

There is a big difference between snowmobiling 
and the other winter sports you’ll try in Lapland. 
When you’re behind a dogsled or powered by 
your own two feet, you can feel the silence of the 
Arctic pressing in around you. You become part 
of nature, gliding through it yet not disturbing its 
tranquility.

With a snowmobile, you are smashing through 
nature. You come in and announce that you are 

here and that you are going to tame it. The buzz 
of the engine overpowers all else (and can be 
heard from many miles away at all times of day 
across Lapland). Then, as soon as you’re seen, 
you’re gone again, zipping through the trees and 
leaving only a spray of snow and a ringing in the 
ears to remind the world that you were there.

It’s an exhilarating experience and one that is 
best tried in a group. You’ll learn how the 
snowmobile works and how to take control of it 
and safely navigate in amongst the trees. These 
tours vary in length from a few hours to multi-day 
trips so you can choose based on your 
experience and how long you want to spend 
roaring through the wilderness.

Snowmobile tours usually come with a fairly hefty 
price tag. You can expect to pay along the lines 
of €99 ($120) for a 2 hour tour and around €295 
($365) for a full day trip.
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DOGSLEDDING

If you can only do one activity during your trip to 
Lapland, this is the one to choose...especially if 
you’re a dog lover. Many of the husky farms 
across Lapland, like Arctic Husky Adventures in 
Jokkmokk, Sweden, treat their dogs as though 
they are members of the family. One of the best 
parts of the trip will be when the huskies 
welcome you into their family as they run around 
giving you kisses (and possibly even bear hugs)!

Huskies absolutely love being able to run across 
the snow as fast as they can. It’s hard to match 
the sheer exhilaration of standing on the back of 
a dogsled as the dogs take off for the first time 
— it’s almost as though you can hear them 
chanting, “I wanna go fast! I wanna go fast!” 

Dogsledding also lets you get out into nature in a 
way that’s not quite possible on a roaring 
snowmobile. All you can hear as you cling on to 
the back of the sled (or sit in the sled as a 
passenger wrapped in reindeer skins) is the 

panting of the dogs and the crunch of the snow 
beneath the sled. The further out into the 
wilderness you go, the more magical the 
experience becomes.

Dogsledding isn’t limited to the daylight hours 
either. Places like Lyngsfjord Adventure in 
Norway’s Lyngen Alps and Hetta Huskies in 
Enontekiö, Finland, offer night husky rides under 
the northern lights. Now that is a truly amazing 
experience — but you’ll have to occasionally tear 
your eyes away from the sky so you can make 
sure your team doesn’t run into the sled ahead of 
you!

Husky trips are available for any span of time you 
could possibly be interested in. From 2 hours to 
7 days, you’ll find somewhere that will offer a trip 
for that period of time. On the shorter trips you 
will usually share a sled with another participant. 
These start from around €125 ($150). Full-day 
trips increase to at least €199 ($245) and 
overnight trips will set you back at least 
€475/4500sek/$590.
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SNOWBOARDING/SKIING

Anywhere you find snow and a reasonable 
change in elevation, you’ll find ski resorts. It 
should come as no surprise then that they are 
littered across Lapland, especially in Finland and 
Norway. There are opportunities here for people 
of every ability, from the bunny slopes all the way 
to the black runs. 

In general, Lapland and northern Norway both 
have a much more laid-back vibe to them than 
some of the other European ski getaways. As a 
beginner, it’s nice to be somewhere where you 
don’t have people flying past you every few 
seconds! Also, Lapland has an extended ski 
season which generally lasts from October until 
the beginning of May, so there’s no rush to get 
there during a few months in the middle of winter.

The most popular options in Finland are Levi 
(where a one-day lift pass will set you back 
€37.50/$40), Ylläs, Pyhä-Luosto and Ruka. In 
Swedish Lapland, Riksgränsen and Bjorkliden 
are the main resorts. In northern Norway, there 
are a few resorts around Narvik. 

However, you shouldn’t feel like you’re limited to 
the resorts. While they do have extra facilities — 
like floodlit runs for night skiing during the 
depths of winter — there are plenty of fantastic 
backcountry options in Lapland as well. The 
experience of taking a boat into the Lyngen Alps, 
climbing up through the fjord, and then skiing 
back down is supposed to be incredible.

REINDEER SLEDDING

In the 1960s, a massive change swept across 
Lapland. The appearance of the first snowmobile 
particularly impacted the lives of the Sami, who 
had previously used two main forms of transport 
in winter: skis and sleds pulled by reindeer. 
While they could cover a fair amount of ground 
each day on these, neither of them could hold a 
candle to the speed that the snowmobile 
provided.

Fifty years later, there are still plenty of reindeer 
across Lapland that have been trained to pull 
sleds even though they are no longer the main 
form of transport. These reindeer generally take 
tourists on short sledding trips through the forest. 
It’s a very peaceful affair, with each reindeer 
harnessed to the sled in front so he can’t go too 
far astray as he strolls through the forest.

And a stroll it is. The sledding is certainly nothing 
like dogsledding, since you sit in the large sled, 
bundled up as much as possible, and you don’t 

have to control the 
reindeer at all. It’s a 
perfect winter starter 
activity for kids, so 
these tr ips can be 
found in abundance 
around Rovaniemi and 
Santa’s Village (where a 
2.5hr tr ip wi l l cost 
around €129 ($140). 

You’ll be happy to know that, if you manage to 
keep your reindeer from running into anything, 
you’ll be issued with an official reindeer driving 
license at the end of your tour. Surely that will be 
useful in your home country!
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CROSS-COUNTRY SKIING

Generally, if you watch the Winter Olympics, you’ll see Norwegians, Swedes, and Finns at the top of 
nearly every cross-country skiing race. Once you go to these countries, you’ll easily see why. Finland 
in particular is filled with the perfect terrain for cross-country skiing, and many Finns learn how to 
cross-country ski not long after learning to walk. After all, it used to be one of the most important 
modes of transport during the winter months.

Most ski resorts in the region will offer hundreds of kilometers of tracks that span, just like their normal 
ski slopes, from beginner all the way to expert. Many towns and cities, including Helsinki, offer tracks 
as well. Many of these are lit so they can be safely used during the winter months.

Learning how to cross-country ski is reasonably straightforward and tends to be easier (and safer, 
given the slower speeds) than downhill skiing. You can either rent boots and skis and teach yourself 
on the beginner tracks or hire an instructor for a private lesson. Either way, you will hopefully pick it 
up with relatively few falls and be gliding along the track in no time. Just make sure you know where 
to get a cold drink at the end, because you’ll be worn out!

Two-hour ski rental can cost as low as €25 ($27), although you should check if your hotel offers this 
for free. Private lessons start around €89 for 45 minutes (including equipment rental).
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SNOWSHOEING

It’s difficult to go walking in the countryside in 
Lapland. If you want to go off the path, you’ll 
probably end up buried knee-deep in snow, 
which isn’t really conducive to going anywhere 
fast. If cross-country skiing isn’t an option — or 
you’d just prefer something a bit different — you 
should try snowshoeing.

This sport no longer requires strapping on what 
looks like a tennis racquet to your feet. Instead, 
snowshoes are made of a molded lightweight 
plastic that ratchets onto your feet somewhat like 
a rollerblade. There is almost no learning curve 
— you just have to learn how to lift your feet a bit 
higher so you don’t trip yourself up.

Snowshoeing is a great option for when you have 
a short period of time to fill or you’d just like to go 
do a bit of exploring. It’s also useful on some 

northern lights expeditions — just make sure you 
realise that your tripod won’t stay on top of the 
snow nearly as well as you do! 

NORTHERN LIGHTS TOURS

This is probably the most widespread of all the 
activities in Lapland, and with good reason. The 
northern lights themselves are described in 
much more detail in the chapter dedicated to 
them (as well as in the Photography chapter), 
but it’s good for you to know that these tours are 
available and that you don’t have to find your 
own northern lights viewing locations.

These tours will generally be with a small group 
of 8-10 other people (a group size that will easily 
fit into a minibus). You’ll be taken out to a 
location where there is relatively low light 
pollution; on some tours this is a set location 
while others vary. Many tours offered in Tromsø, 
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It’s highly 
recommended you 
leave plenty of extra 
time for the lines in 
December, when Santa 
is at his most popular.

for instance, will completely change their tour and head inland to 
Finland if the weather looks more promising there.

Many of these tours start at reasonable prices (for instance, a 6hr trip 
departing from Rovaniemi with Lapland Welcome costs €89 or $97) 
and will give you a great chance of ticking the aurora off your bucket 
list.

MEETING SANTA

Conveniently located right on the Arctic Circle just outside the “Capital 
of Lapland,” Rovaniemi, Santa Claus Village very much resembles a 
Christmasy Disneyland. Yes, that means it is very commercial — full of 
both normal stores and those dedicated to Christmas, but unlike other 
commercial places like Disneyland, the main attractions (Santa and his 
Post Office) are completely free.
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Santa’s Post Office is full of all sorts of small 
delights. For one, you can buy cards there and 
put them in one of two post boxes — one labeled 
“for now” and one “for Christmas.” Not only can 
you get your Christmas cards out of the way, but 
they’ll come with a special Santa’s Post Office 
postmark. How good is that? Plus, you can even 
fill out your own Christmas list and send it to 
Santa.

Santa can be found deep within Santa’s Office, 
which is beyond packed during the Christmas 
season but is relatively calm for the rest of the 
winter. It’s highly recommended you leave plenty 
of extra time for the lines in December. As you’d 
expect from Santa, he’s a very caring bloke that 
is great at conversation. Regardless of how old 
you are, he’ll get you talking and you’ll walk out 
with a massive grin on your face!

ICE SWIMMING

Of all the jaw-dropping, heart-stopping activities 
you can do in Lapland, this is probably the 
craziest (and the most likely to actually stop your 
heart)! You’d be right to question why anyone 
would possibly want to get into a sauna and then 
run from the (relative) comfort of 80ºC into a hole 
in the ice for a nice cold swim, yet thousands of 
people across Lapland do it every winter...and 
they seem to enjoy it!

Many hotels across Lapland offer access to a 
sauna as part of their stay. Some of these, 
depending on their proximity to a lake, will offer 
the chance to go ice swimming as well. It’s highly 
recommended that you do this activity with 
others though. It’s easiest to get into the water 
quickly — the rip-off-the-Band-Aid approach — 
but you don’t want to become distressed and not 
have anyone around to rescue you.
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ICE FISHING

Do you like fishing? If so, have you ever tried it in 
the winter while sitting on a frozen lake? Unlike 
the Americans, who like to set up shacks with TV 
where they can watch football while ice fishing, 
the people of Lapland prefer the much more 
natural option. On a good day on the Kemijoki in 
Rovaniemi, for instance, you can see any 
number of people sitting on the ice with only a 
fishing rod and their imagination to keep them 
company.

Your ice fishing trip probably won’t be quite so 
quiet as you’ll generally be heading out with a 
small group. That’s probably a good thing 
though, especially if you end up sitting on a lake 
in a heavy snowstorm with no fish to be seen! 
There will be plenty of activity during the trip 
though, as you’ll usually have to snowshoe or ski 

out to your location and then dig a hole to fish 
through.

And, if you go ice fishing in Norway, it’s probably 
good to know that they consider good sex the 
night before a fishing trip to be the key to 
catching fish. That way you won’t be caught off 
guard when your guides mention it...multiple 
times!

ICE KARTING

Have you ever played MarioKart, the Nintendo 
game where you race around all manner of 
tracks tossing turtle shells and bananas at your 
fellow players? It turns out that there’s a real-life 
version of MarioKart in Finland (unfortunately 
minus the shells and bananas). 

Ice karting is part of the wide range of activities 
offered by the ActionPark in Saariselkä in 
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northern Finnish Lapland, including the rally car 
driving described above.

The karts themselves look like your standard go-
kart, but they’ve been specially designed for 
winter driving and have had studded tyres fitted 
(just like every car in Lapland). This means 
you’ve got a bit more control than on, say, 
Sherbet Land in MarioKart where any little turn 
on the ice makes you go flying out of control.

The course resembles Formula 1 more than 
Nascar (if either of those circuits ever decided to 
host a race on ice and snow), which means there 
are plenty of corners to fly around as you leave 
clouds of snow flying in your wake. Your ten 
minutes on the track will go by in such a flash 
that you’re likely to head back to the front desk 
and willingly part with more money so you can 
have just a few more spins around the track.

Throughout the winter, ice karting and rally car 
driving are available at ActionPark from 4-6pm 
with no reservation required (unless you’re in a 
large group). It costs roughly €30 for 10 minutes.

RALLY CAR DRIVING

You really need to look no further than 
Scandinavia if you want to find people that are 
experts at handling cars no matter what the 
conditions. This ability naturally translates into 
rally car driving, which the Finns dominated in 
the ‘90s and early ‘00s. It’s no surprise, then, that 
tourists can also get in on this fun. 

The ActionPark in Saariselkä, Finland, offers 
multi-day courses to train you in the art of rally 
car driving; alternatively, if you’re not game to try 
that or just don’t have the time (or the money!) 
you can always try your hand at rally car co-

piloting. Once you’re suited up and harnessed 
in, you’ll spend the five minutes that you’re flying 
around the track in a Subaru Impreza with a 
huge smile on your face. 

ORCA SAFARIS

From the beginning of December until the end of 
February, orcas can be found off the coast of 
Northern Norway. Many companies offer tours 
that take you out into the fjords to see these 
majestic creatures as they feed on the herring 
living in the fjord’s waters. Some even offer the 
ability to go snorkelling with these giants of the 
sea (as long as you’re willing to brave the cold…
and the fact that they are killer whales)! 

The orcas are attracted to the area in the winter 
months by the high numbers of herring. Until a 
few years ago, these herring could be found in 
Tysfjord, so that became a popular location to go 
on these safaris. However, it is widely reported 
that in 2012, the herring changed their patterns 
and can now be found in the area between 
Vesterålen and Tromsø.

The town of Andenes, on Andøya in the 
Vesterålen Islands, has a few operators that offer 
some of the highest success rates at finding 
orcas. Whale Safaris offers winter tours for 
990nok ($115). Nearby Sea Safari Andenes 
offers safaris for 995nok ($115) and snorkelling 
trips for 1650nok ($190).

If you can’t make it to Vesterålen, Arctic Whale 
Tours offers winter safaris departing from Tromsø 
for 1200nok ($140). 
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The wind whipping 
around you on the 
open boat will be cold, 
but you’ll be provided 
plenty of warm winter 
gear to keep you 
comfortable.

RIB SAFARIS

Throughout the fjords of Norway, you’ll have opportunities to hop into a 
RIB (rigid inflatable boat) and head out to sea. In Svolvær, the most 
popular RIB tour will take you into the Trollfjord, a fjord with an 
exceptionally narrow entrance and impressively high walls. Others 
leaving from Reine and Å will take you out to Væroy to go birdwatching 
or into the ‘natural cathedral’ of Refsvika cave. The wind whipping 
around you on the open boat will be cold, but you’ll be provided plenty 
of warm winter gear to keep you comfortable.

Two of the main operators of these tours in the Lofoten area are Lofoten 
Explorer and Aqua Lofoten. Tours start around 695nok ($79).
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FEATURED ACTIVITY: ICEBREAKER SHIP

The Sampo icebreaker ship spends a good portion of winter out at “sea.” That sea just happens to be 
a frozen, barren stretch of ice that stretches all the way to the horizon, only broken by lines of 
churned-up ice left by the ship’s previous excursions. 

To most uninitiated onlookers, it looks like it should be stuck, hemmed in as it was by slabs of ice on 
all sides, yet it moves ahead at a steady pace accompanied by regular thumps and cracks 
emanating from underneath the hull as it bashes through the ice.

There are very few places in the world where you can cruise like this on a proper icebreaking ship; it’s 
fitting that Finland is one of them, since all of its ports are only accessible in the winter once these 
ships have broken the ice leading into them.

So why is Finland so surrounded by ice in winter? The country is lucky enough to be situated on the 
Gulf of Bothnia and the Baltic Sea, both of which have much lower salt content (a measly 0.2%) than 
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the ocean. This means that the Gulf freezes at 
just below 0ºC, whereas the Atlantic Ocean 
would only freeze if its water temperature dipped 
below -4º. As a result, the shelf ice near Kemi in 
Finnish Lapland can be over 1.2m thick by 
March!

The Sampo, a 52-year-old ship that broke ice 
commercially for 27 years, is no longer part of 
the eight ship fleet that goes up and down the 
Finnish coastline in winter because it’s just too 
small. It certainly doesn’t seem small though, 

considering the ship weighs 3,500 tons — three 
times the normal weight of a ship! This hulking 
great weight, along with the rounded ends with 
no keels, allow it to literally sit on top of ice up to 
1.2m thick and break through it. The ship has no 
other equipment at all for breaking the ice.

As the ship moves forward onto the ice, 
enormous cracks rush out from underneath the 
massive hull in all directions; it is an experience 
that is eerily similar to the special effects in many 
a sci-fi movie. Perhaps those movies’ directors 
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had once ridden on an icebreaker ship and had 
been inspired.

The snaps, crackles, and pops of the 
shuddering ice resonate in your ears no matter 
where you are on the ship…except in the engine 
room. There, the hot air (which will be a shock 
after being out in the wind and negative 
temperatures) presses in around you, as does 
the head-bashing roar of the engines that work 
so hard to keep the ship moving. It’s probably a 
good thing it makes all that noise. After all, what 
would happen if an icebreaker ship got itself 
stuck in the ice?

Nearby is a room where the chief engineer and 
chief electrician can always be found while the 
ship is moving. They watch all of the gauges and 
making sure that the ship is running as planned 
— and even use what looked like a pool cue to 
press buttons and adjust temperatures 
accordingly. The ship runs just as it would have 
when it was built in the 1960s.

So what happens in an emergency? What if the 
Sampo were to get stuck in the ice? Well, given it 
would be stuck on solid ice, it probably wouldn’t 
involve pulling on a brilliant red survival suit and 
joining your group in looking like a flock of lost, 
very uncoordinated (and in some cases, very 
terrified) aliens. There isn’t any reason to eschew 
the (reasonably) comfortable surroundings of the 
slab ice where the Sampo has stopped and jump 
into the small pool of water around the ship’s 
stern...except for a bit of fun!

These survival suits are the same ones that all 
ships in the area are required to carry in case of 
emergency. They are designed to keep you 
warm for around two hours floating in near-

freezing water and the only opening is where the 
thick rubber seals around your face.

You’ll hardly feel the chilly water, but you will feel 
like a clumsy seal as you slide into the water off 
the ice. Since the survival suit is so thick, you 
won’t have to do anything to stay afloat; you can 
simply float on your back, looking a little bit like 
you are sitting on an invisible lounge chair. In 
fact, if you ignore the fact that everyone around 
you is in a brilliantly red suit, navigating their way 
between blocks of ice, you could be in a group 
of very happy holiday makers in their floaty 
chairs in a pool in Hawaii.

After 5-10 minutes in the water, the cold will start 
to seep in, especially around your hands where 
the red suit gives way to hi-vis orange, slightly 
thinner gloves. You’ll be very happy when you’re 
dragged back out of the water that you have a 
perfectly good ship waiting for you (with a 
perfectly good set of dry clothes). It’s certainly 
much better than having to float indefinitely while 
you wait for another ship to come rescue you!

The Sampo cruises into the Gulf of Bothnia 3-4 
times a week between late December and mid-
April. Cruises, which include a guided tour, 
lunch, and floating in a survival suit cost €300 
($325). The Sampo leaves from the port of Ajos, 
which is 11km from Kemi. Transportation can be 
arranged for €35 ($38)/person.
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FEATURED ACTIVITY: SNORKELING

As you sit on the side of the RIB (rigid inflatable boat), looking up at the snow-coated mountains 
rising up out of the sea all around you, you’ll wonder what in the world you were thinking. Surely it had 
been a moment of temporary madness signing up to go snorkeling in the Lofoten Islands — islands 
located well inside the Arctic Circle at 69º north — in the middle of winter. 

As you sit there, mummified in multiple layers of thermals and a very tight-fitting wetsuit, you may be 
told that you’re the first snorkeler of the year and that no one else has been insane enough to sign up 
for snorkeling while snow was still on the ground...and all through the RIB as well.

When you hit the water though, you won’t feel cold. You’ll feel surprised. The drysuit will do its job and 
keep you warm. The one part of you that won’t be warm, though, is your face. Putting your head 
under the water will be like getting an instant brain freeze. Luckily it will wear off like a brain freeze 
does too.
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It will be worth putting your head under the water 
though. You won’t be in a coral paradise like 
you’ll find in the South Pacific, but the 
underwater world just outside the fjords of 
Lofoten is still fascinating. Small outcrops of 
neon orange coral still peek out behind the 
gardens of waving kelp, and the colours will be 
much brighter than you expect from life living in 
such a cold sea.

Sometimes you’ll get distracted by the snow-
covered mountains of the fjord and you’ll have to 
choose between floating on your back gazing at 
them and putting your head back under.

When you make it back into the fjord, you’ll be 
amazed by what a difference there is in the 
underwater world. The entire seabed here is 
covered in fine, white sand — sand that people 
would be very excited about burying their feet in 
had it been above the water. 

On top of this sits hundreds upon hundreds of 
spiky black sea urchins. All over the rocky 
outcrops, you’ll find all sorts of starfish, very few 
with the standard five legs. They are iridescent, 
shining a beautiful purple in what is an already 
near-purple sea. The coral is lighter, but still 
purple, and is much more plentiful than the coral 
on the rocks outside the fjord. 

The final leg back into the fjord will take you past 
one of the most jaw-droppingly gorgeous views 
you’ve ever seen. Many people will have thought 
you crazy for taking on this trip, but it will be a 
little bit of crazy that you’ll never forget.

Aqua Lofoten runs snorkeling and diving tours 
(as well as other boating tours mentioned in the 
RIB safaris section) from Reine in the Lofoten 
Islands year round. A half-day snorkeling tour 
costs 800kr per person; if you are on your own 
you can pay the cost for 2 people and the tour 
will still run.
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Late winter is a busy time for festivals in Lapland. 
From January onwards, hardly a few weeks go by 
without a festival in some far-flung corner of the 
region, celebrating anything from the sheer fact 
that it’s winter, to the northern lights that explode 
overhead, to the fact that it’s Easter and that winter 
will soon be over.

Some of these events, like the Northern Lights 
Festival in Tromsø and the Jokkmokk Winter 
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Markets in Swedish Lapland, are well known and 
attract a number of visitors, whether they are 
from the southern parts of Scandinavia or further 
afield. Others are very much a local community 
event where you will get a real taste of what it’s 
like to live in the region.

Below you’ll find descriptions of some of the 
largest festivals in the region. This covers a 
variety of festivals but is not the complete list. It’s 
always a good idea to check if any events are 
occurring in the area you are planning to visit as 
they may impact your accommodation and 
transport bookings...and they may add a must-
see to your itinerary as well! 

NORDLYSFESTIVALEN (NORTHERN 
LIGHTS FESTIVAL)

Tromsø (Norway), late January (2016 dates: 29 
Jan - 7 Feb)

The Northern Lights Festival is a jazz, classical, 
and dance festival held in Tromsø soon after the 
sun reappears over the horizon after nearly two 
months of polar night. Over 40 performances 
happen across the city during the festival’s nine 
day run.

More information can be found on the official 
Nordlysfestivalen website.

THE VILLAGE OF THE 1000 ICE 
LANTERNS

Vuollerim (Sweden), early February (2016 dates: 
1-8 Feb)

This celebration, which ties in with the Jokkmokk 
winter markets, has been happening for just over 
ten years. The creation of the ice lanterns is 
simple; to make them, locals simply freeze water 
in buckets and add a long-life candle. The effect 
of all of the lanterns burning around the village, 
especially around dusk, is magical. 

JOKKMOKKS MARKNAD 
(JOKKMOKK WINTER MARKETS)

Jokkmokk (Sweden), early February (2016 dates: 
4-6 Feb)

These markets are the largest Sami festival in the 
world, even surpassing the Sami Easter Festival. 
They are a celebration of the Sami people and 
their culture and include traditional events such 
as joiking (the Sami form of singing) and 
reindeer racing. Dogsledding and displays of 
traditional jewelry and clothing, including boots 
made of reindeer skins, also happen across the 
three days. Make sure you don’t miss out on 
eating some reindeer either — it’s delicious! 

One thing to consider when planning to visit the 
Jokkmokk Markets is the availabil i ty of 
accommodation. The surrounding area tends to 
book out up to 6 months in advance, so unless 
you want to try out some winter camping, you 
should start planning well in advance.

More information can be found on the official 
Jokkmokks Marknad website.
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FINNMARKSLØPET 

Alta (Norway), 10th week of the year (2016 date: 
5 Mar)

The world’s northernmost dogsled race, 
Finnmarksløpet spans the county of Finnmark in 
Norway. There are actually two races in this 
event; one is 500km and allows teams of up to 
eight dogs, and the other is 1000km and allows 
teams of up to 14 dogs. While it may not be 
feasible to follow the entire race to Kirkenes and 
back (which will take 140+ different teams 5-6 
days to complete), it’s worth the trip to Alta to 
see it all abuzz as the races start. 

More information about the race can be found on 
the Visit Northern Norway website.

VINTERFESTUKA (WINTER FESTIVAL) 

Narvik (Norway), mid-March (2016 dates: 4-13 
Mar)

This festival is nominally about winter, but is 
really about celebrating the early 1900s and the 
navies that built the very important rail link 
between Narvik and Kiruna in Sweden. The 
clothing, the food, and the songs all come from 
that time period and it is a week of festivities and 
general fun for the people of Narvik.

More information can be found on the Visit Narvik 
website.
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There are festivities all 
along the Svolvær 
waterfront during the 
championships that you 
can take part in...or if 
you’re really keen, you 
can enter as a 
competitor yourself!

WORLD COD FISHING CHAMPIONSHIPS

Svolvær (Norway), mid-March (2016 dates: 1-2 Apr)

The Lofoten Islands are all about cod in late winter. No matter where 
you do in the islands, you’ll find stockfish drying on racks — and if you 
can’t see them, you’ll definitely smell them! This championship 
challenges both the fishermen in the islands and any visitors that would 
like to try their hand at championship fishing in two categories: the 
biggest fish caught and the most fish caught. There are festivities all 
along the waterfront during the championships that you can take part 
in...or if you’re really keen, you can enter as a competitor yourself!

More information can be found on the Visit Northern Norway website.
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SAMI EASTER FESTIVAL

Kautokeino (Norway), Easter weekend (2016 
dates: 25-28 Mar)

This Easter Festival is held in the small town of 
Kautokeino in Finnmark, a region where the 
reindeer vastly outnumber the people who live 
there. Reindeer play a large part in the festival as 
well, as there are a number of reindeer races 
held over the course of the event, where people 
strap on skis and then hold on for dear (deer?) 
life as the reindeer they are attached to races 
around a set course. Tourists can even enter a 
race where they ride on a sled behind a reindeer 
(if they can find the right person to ask, which 
may be difficult). The other focus of the festival is 
the Sami Grand Prix, a massive competition 
where representatives from Norway, Sweden, 
and Finland go head to head at joiking 
(traditional Sami singing). 

This event is much less attended by visitors so 
you may notice people reacting in surprise that 
you’re there, but they will often be very willing to 
take you in and show you what it’s all about as 
well.

More information can be found on the official 
Sami Easter Festival website (although you may 
have to email for more information because the 
site is not updated very often).
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Norway, Sweden, and Finland are generally known 
as safe places to travel, and Lapland is no 
different. As long as you are aware of possible 
concerns that may arise due to the remoteness 
and extreme weather of the area, you should not 
have problems travelling through the region, even 
as a solo traveller.
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PROTECTING YOUR BELONGINGS

Crime levels are low and you will never feel like 
you need to have eyes in the back of your head 
as you may feel in some of the more southern 
European countries. You can reliably stow bags 
in the baggage hold of buses knowing that they 
will still be there when you arrive. You can sleep 
on those same buses and wake up to find that 
your bags have not been touched. 

It’s still not recommended that you leave your 
bags unattended in public as one-off incidents 
do occur, but it will be just that: an isolated 
incident rather than the norm (not that knowing 
this will make you feel any better if it happens to 
you).

In case your bag is stolen, you should make sure 
that you have a backup debit card hidden 
separately (possibly in your main suitcase). It’s 

important that you’re able to withdraw cash on 
this card; even though you can pay for most 
things in Lapland with credit, you won’t want to 
have to pay cash advance fees on a credit card 
in the case that you really do need it.

With this backup money source, you should keep 
copies of your personal documents — your 
passport, driver’s license, other credit cards, etc, 
as well as the contact details for your bank. This 
will help in case any of these documents are 
stolen, especially because you may need ID to 
checkin to hotels or flights to get back to the 
southern capitals where there are embassies that 
can sort out replacement passports. It will also 
help with being able to contact your bank and 
get any stolen cards cut off immediately.
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PERSONAL SAFETY

You’ll find that you feel comfortable walking 
around almost everywhere in Lapland at night 
(which is good, since you’ll be doing it fairly 
often trying to see the northern lights). Just make 
sure that you still pay attention to your 
surroundings and that you don’t take undue 
risks, especially given the inherent risk that the 
weather adds to any venture in Lapland. If it’s 
possible to go out, especially in rural areas, with 
a group rather than on your own, it’s probably a 
good choice.

Luckily, the emergency phone number for all 
three countries is the same — 112. In Sweden 
and Finland, this number is used for police, 
ambulance, and the fire department. In Norway, 
this is only the phone number for the police; the 
fire department is 110, ambulance is 113, and 
sea rescue is 120. While you may not have 
phone reception in parts of Lapland, it may still 
be able to reach these SOS numbers.

If you’ve followed the instructions in the Travel 
Insurance chapter, you should have adequate 
insurance to cover any personal injuries that 
happen while in Lapland that have to be treated 
by either a doctor or a hospital.

WEATHER SAFETY

As mentioned above, the weather of Lapland is 
likely to present the most danger on any trip. 
While Lapland’s weather is much more stable 
than that of northern Norway, the sheer extremes 
present problems. As someone that is not used 
to cold in excess of -30ºC, you’ll need to be 
aware of the symptoms of cold-induced health 
issues so you can take action accordingly.

You should always be aware of the weather and 
plan accordingly. If you are going into the 
backcountry, ensure that someone knows your 
plans and when you plan to be back so the 
alarm can be raised if you don’t. It’s always 
better to overpack in case of emergency (in 
terms of bivvy bags and other life-saving gear in 
the cold) than be stuck facing the elements with 
inadequate preparation. 

If you are generally travelling on guided tours or 
staying near populated areas, you shouldn’t 
have to have quite this level of concern. Just 
make sure you don’t lock yourself out of your 
hotel in -33ºC at midnight (not that anyone 
writing this may have had that experience).

Even with adequate clothing (as recommended 
in the Clothing chapter) you can still get cold in 
extreme conditions, especially if you get wet at 
all. To avoid this, make sure you have a 
weatherproof outer layer. If you have showered 
or been in the sauna recently, make sure you 
stay inside afterwards to allow your skin to 
regenerate the insulating oils that have been 
washed off by the water.

Make sure you constantly keep your limbs 
moving. Use your mittens to rub your face and 
wiggle your fingers and toes often. In the cold, 
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When you rewarm 
chilled limbs, you 
should make sure you 
do not rub the affected 
area and that you 
definitely do not put it 
under running warm 
water. 

your body naturally moves circulation to the areas that most need it 
(your head and torso) and your limbs lose out, but if you keep them 
moving it will naturally stimulate more circulation.

If your nose, hands or feet start to feel prickly, begin to go numb, or 
turn red or white, you should return to a warm area. This usually 
indicates superficial frostbite that you can recover from, but if you push 
on, the frostbite could get significantly worse and cause lasting 
damage.

When you rewarm chilled limbs, you should make sure you do not rub 
the affected area and that you definitely do not put it under running 
warm water. Quick warming like this can tear the skin and possibly 
cause damage to the blood vessels underneath.
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DRIVING SAFETY

This is discussed in more detail in the Rental 
Cars section of the Transportation chapter, but 
here is a brief summary:

Lapland presents a unique set of challenges to 
drivers, especially those that are not well-versed 
in winter driving. You should make sure that you 
drive to the conditions. Be aware that there could 
be ice underneath the snow on the road, and if 
the temperatures are hovering around zero, that 
could be black ice. Make sure you always leave 
significantly more space than you usually would 
between you and any vehicles you are following.

There are 200,000 reindeer living in Lapland. 
Chances are that you’ll have one run across the 
road in front of you at some point, so you should 
keep a lookout and make sure you slow down if 
any are near the road.

FINDING DOCTORS & PHARMACIES

Doctors and pharmacies are both available in 
many regional centres and towns. If you’re 
looking for a pharmacy in Norway or Sweden, 
look for a shop labelled ‘Apotek.’ In Finland, it 
will be called ‘Apteekki.’ They usually stick with 
the internationally-recognised signage of a red 
cross as well. 

You should be able to get any medicines you 
need from the pharmacy. The pharmacist can 
usually advise you on where to find a local 
doctor if necessary.
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With all the gorgeous landscapes you’ll see and 
the unique activities you’ll do, your camera is 
going to get quite a workout. Unfortunately, there 
are also quite a few problems you can encounter 
when photographing in the difficult conditions that 
Lapland presents — both photographically and 
physically with the equipment itself. In this chapter 
you will find tips for what you should take to 
Lapland and what you should be mindful of when 
taking photos.
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There are two very different courses here. 

On one hand, you’ll want a camera with manual controls (as described in more detail in the northern 
lights photography section later in this chapter). This will allow you to take northern lights photos and 
high-quality landscape and travel shots. 

On the other hand, you’ll want a durable camera that can be easily used during various different 
activities where using a large camera wouldn’t be feasible (for instance, driving a dogsled).

The most versatile combination you can take with you is a dSLR or mirrorless camera (for those that 
are not familiar, a camera like the Sony a7R or Olympus OM-D that has interchangeable lenses and 
an electronic viewfinder that replaces the traditional mirror) and a GoPro camera. This will give you 
the best of both worlds — you’ll have the flexibility to take the night photos you want while still 
capturing your adventures during the day.

It’s impossible to make a recommendation of which dSLR or mirrorless camera you should take with 
you in this short guidebook; the only recommendation to be made here is that you choose one long 
enough before your trip that you are comfortable with its functionality before you leave. It’s useless 
having a camera with a huge number of features if you don’t know how to use them.

A GoPro camera is recommended over other waterproof cameras because it is an easy, hands-free 
camera that you can either stick to a helmet or otherwise attach to your wrist, chest, etc. You can set 
it and forget it and capture great memories in the process.

WHAT CAMERAS SHOULD I TAKE?
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Your camera is not designed to work in temperatures below zero. 
Canon and Nikon only rate their cameras down to zero degrees; 
other manufacturers may have a slightly lower threshold, but not 
by much. 

You shouldn’t take this to mean that you can’t use your camera in 
these temperatures, but you may notice some sluggishness that 
isn’t usually there. Some functions that the camera usually 
performs effortlessly, like communicating the aperture from the 
camera to the lens, may take a few attempts to be successful, 
although this only seems to happen with extended exposure.

Your batteries will be the main part of the camera that functions 
significantly differently. They will not hold their charge for nearly 
as long, so it’s highly recommended that you take backups with 
you. In extremely low temperatures, you may only be able to fire 
20 or 30 shots before the battery claims to be dead and the 
camera shuts off (you’ll notice the same thing with your phone as 
well, which may take to shutting down at around 50% battery).

HOW DO I TAKE 
CARE OF MY 
CAMERA?
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The camera body will 
be very cold by the 
time you come back 
inside, and if you 
introduce it directly to a 
heated room, it could 
form condensation 
inside the camera body 
or lens. 

However, the battery isn’t actually dead — it’s just too cold to be of any 
use. If you put it in an inner coat pocket while using your spare battery, 
it will warm up enough to give your camera more juice.

One last — and very important — thing to remember about camera 
care in the cold is how you take it inside after shooting. The camera 
body will be very cold by this point, and if you introduce it directly to a 
heated room (or even the relative warmth of a camera bag), it could 
form condensation inside the camera body or lens. Not only will this be 
an irritation if you want to use your camera quickly, but it could also 
cause harm to the internals of the camera.

To avoid this, it’s recommended that you seal your camera in a Ziploc 
bag and leave it there for at least 15 minutes after going inside. This 
lets the condensation form inside the bag rather than inside your 
camera. If you want to look at your photos before that, you should 
remove the memory card before sealing the bag.
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If your camera has the ability, shooting on RAW is a good choice. 
Exposure and white balance can both be issues in snowy scenes 
and they are more easily corrected in post-processing if you 
have a RAW file to work with (as it does not lose data from the 
scene as JPG does when it is compressed). In addition, it is 
easier to bring details out of shadows and otherwise dark night 
scenes in RAW.

Snow can often be a tricky subject to photograph, mainly 
because the camera is used to finding a medium gray in the 
photo that often can’t be found in a brilliant white landscape. As 
a result, the camera exposes so the snow itself appears to be 
medium grey, which is certainly not what you want.

To stop this from happening, you should try to overexpose by 
about a stop, either by setting the exposure compensation dial to 
+1 or by adjusting the settings manually. This will usually return 
the snow back to the white it should be. 

You should ensure that overexposing like this does not cause any 
blown highlights (bright white sections with no detail), as these 
are very difficult to handle in post-processing. 

GENERAL PHOTO 
TIPS
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Snow can have a tendency to appear blue in photos, especially if it is in the shade. To compensate 
for this, you can adjust the white balance (on most cameras including point-and-shoots) to either 
‘flash’ or ‘shade’ temperature. Flash will add yellow to the scene to balance out the blue; shade will 
add even more yellow than flash. 

Just make sure you don’t overcompensate and make the snow look a sickly yellow colour, since the 
blue tinge is more natural. Again, if you’re shooting in RAW, this won’t be an issue because 
adjusting white balance in post-processing has the same effect as doing it in camera.

If you would like more detail about any of the subjects listed here, please visit Digital Photography 
School for in-depth tutorials on nearly every situation.
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Seeing the green of the aurora dancing in the sky above the 
snowy wilderness is an extraordinary experience that you will 
never forget. However, if you’re like most travellers, you won’t be 
happy with just seeing it — you’ll want at least one or two photos 
so you can show people at home and make them incredibly 
jealous, right?

Unlike many travel experiences where you can simply pull out 
your camera and snap a shot (or pull out a GoPro and blindly 
aim), it pays to be prepared when it comes to photographing the 
northern lights. Even experienced photographers find taking 
good photos of the aurora to be harder than expected.

HOW TO 
PHOTOGRAPH 
THE NORTHERN 
LIGHTS
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One thing to make sure of is that you don’t spend 
all your time looking through the viewfinder. 
Sometimes it is best just to lean back and stare 
up at the sky in awe rather than fiddling with 
settings and missing what is happening above 
you. You won’t regret this uninterrupted time at 
all.

1. KNOW THE FORECAST

You may not know this, but there are actually 
daily aurora forecasts (just like there are daily 
weather forecasts). There are plenty of apps 
(such as Aurora Forecast for the iPhone) that 
show you these forecasts, but one all-in-one 
source that will usually give you all the 
information you need is SpaceWeather.com. In 
one glance, you can see if there have been any 
recent CMEs (coronal mass ejections from the 
sun which create geomagnetic storms in the 
atmosphere), when they will arrive, and what the 
current Kp level is.

The Kp level varies between 0 and 9, with 0 
meaning it’s very unlikely you’ll see anything to 9 
meaning you’ll probably fry your electronic 
dev ices i f you go ou ts ide . Usua l l y a 
geomagnetic storm with intense light activity will 
register as a 4 or higher on the scale.

It’s also important to watch the weather forecast. 
If it’s cloudy, you may see a bit of green peek out 
from behind the clouds occasionally, but it won’t 
be quite the show you’re expecting.

2. HAVE A GOOD TRIPOD THAT YOU 
KNOW YOU CAN RELY ON

It is absolutely crucial that you have a reliable 
tripod that you know you’ll be able to operate in 

the cold. Without your tripod, your camera will be 
useless at capturing the aurora because it 
always requires a long exposure, even during 
strong storms. You should practice extending 
and shortening the tripod’s legs with your gloves 
on at home to see if you’ll be able to do so in the 
snow; the last thing you want to have to do is 
remove your gloves and touch cold metal in the 
middle of a freezing night.

Another important thing to do is to familiarise 
yourself with your tripod head. You don’t want to 
find out that you’ve accidentally mashed a button 
with your gloves to find that it locks the grip on 
the tripod’s ballhead, leaving it to flop back and 
forth uselessly…especially when you don’t have 
any tools (or the dexterity) to fix it.

3. LEARN TO OPERATE YOUR 
CAMERA WITH GLOVES ON

It’s worth practicing using your camera with 
gloves on as well. You’ll need to get used to 
fumbling with dials in the dark with the least 
dextrous hands possible. I also recommend that 
you wear a thin layer of gloves inside your thick 
gloves/mittens so, if you get desperate and just 
can’t get the ISO or some other setting changed, 
you can take off your outer glove without risking 
exposing your hands directly to the cold.

4. AVOID LIGHT POLLUTION

Light pollution — whether it’s natural or man-
made — is your enemy when you are taking 
aurora shots. You want the sky to be as dark as it 
can be so the colours contrast against the sky as 
much as possible. That means you’re best off 
getting out of the city and once you’re out, you 
should face away from any nearby cities.
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It’s also best to photograph the aurora at new 
moon rather than full moon; while it will still be 
visible, long exposures will turn the sky blue (as 
though it’s daylight), which doesn’t contrast well 
with green.

Don’t worry — if you’re in the city or only visiting 
during full moon, there’s still every chance you’ll 
see the lights, but the more external light sources 
you can cut, the better.

5. PICK YOUR GEAR

You will need a camera that has manual mode, 
meaning you have the ability to adjust the shutter 
speed, aperture, and ISO. All dSLRs and 
mirrorless systems have this option, as do a 
select few point and shoots.

It’s usually best to take the widest possible lens 
you have with you for aurora photography. Why? 
Well, there’s a rule called the 500 rule that tells 
you when stars will begin to trail (as they are 
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constantly moving across the sky due to the 
earth’s rotation).

This rule says that the amount of time stars will 
take to trail is 500/the length of your lens (or, for a 
non-full-frame sensor like in the Canon 7D or the 
Nikon D7100, 300/the length of your lens). For 
instance, a 24mm lens will trail after 500/24 = 
20s, whereas a 16mm lens will trail after 30s.

You don’t always have to pay attention to 
whether the stars will trail, but some people find 
that star trails tend to make your eyes feel like 
the sky is out of focus, even if the aurora is 
perfectly clear.

The other reason a wide angle lens is best is the 
fact that it lets you take in as much of the sky as 
possible. Composition of shots with the northern 
lights is difficult due to the fact that they are 
constantly moving (more on that in point #7 

below), so the more sky you can see at any one 
time, the better.

You should make sure you remove all filters 
(including UV filters) from your lens beforehand, 
otherwise you will get some weird artifacts in 
your photos. It’s also recommended that you take 
a cable release so you can use it to operate the 
camera. This will stop you from introducing 
camera shake.

6. KNOW YOUR SETTINGS

There are no magic settings that will give you a 
well-exposed shot, unlike other night subjects 
such as the Milky Way. That’s because the aurora 
is an amorphous subject that can be so dull that 
its colour can’t be seen with the naked eye or so 
bright that it makes the snow underneath it look 
like it’s radioactive.
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The settings recommended here are not the be-
all and end-all, but they have been tried and 
tested.

You should try to keep your aperture as wide 
open as possible — that is, one of the smallest f 
numbers. For instance, if your lens is f4, try to 
keep the aperture at f4 or f5.6. If your lens is f2.8, 
try to keep it between f2.8 and f4. This will allow 
your camera to gather more light for a set shutter 
speed without having to increase the ISO, which 
increases noise. It will also help the stars behind 
the aurora appear brighter.

The reason it’s not always recommended that 
you use the widest aperture possible is because 
some lenses are sharper at slightly narrower 
apertures than they are wide open. If you can, 
you should test this out before you head north.

Shutter speed and ISO are the two settings that 
will vary immensely. Shutter speeds can vary 
from anywhere around 4s in the biggest storms 
to more than 30s for the slow-moving, less 
colourful shows. 15-20s is a good starting point, 
but it’s important to adjust this based on what 
you’re seeing. If the lights start to move quickly, 
creating waves all across the sky, you should 
decrease your shutter speed. If you don’t, the 
lights will turn the entire sky green with little to no 
definition. While green is a nice colour, it’s much 
better to have textures and signs of movement in 
your photo.

Your ISO will usually vary between 800-3200. 
Because a higher ISO will add more noise to 
your photo, it’s best to start as low as possible. If 
you decide you need to shorten your shutter 
speed to get more definition in the aurora, you 
will need to increase your ISO to maintain the 
same exposure. The reason you’ll adjust the ISO 

rather than the aperture is because your 
aperture cannot be adjusted to let any more light 
in as it is already as wide as possible.

So in short, a good starting point is around f4, 
ISO800, and 15s. If this is too dark, lengthen 
your shutter speed or increase your ISO. If this is 
too bright or gets rid of the definition you can see 
with your eyes, decrease your shutter speed.

7. COMPOSITION & FOCUS

Composition is an important part of taking any 
photo because it can turn an average shot into a 
fantastic shot. The same is true for photos of the 
northern lights. Try to avoid just taking photos of 
the sky; even a few trees in the corner will help to 
set the scene.

However, you should make sure you don’t get 
stuck on one specific composition. As nice as it 
would be to get the aurora square between the 
mountains rising up around a fjord, they may not 
actually appear in that part of the sky. Look all 
around you when you first arrive to find multiple 
compositions, even if they just involve a few 
trees.

As for focus, it’s quite difficult to do in the dark. If 
you have live view on your camera, you can 
actually zoom in on a star or other source of light 
(for instance, a nearby house) and focus on it. If 
you don’t have live view, you’ll need to either 
have a friend to hold up a torch between 5-10m 
away from you that you can then focus on, or 
you’ll need to know where infinity is on your lens 
(since the camera will always consider your sky 
to be at ‘infinity’ distance).

All lenses are different and their ‘infinity point’ 
may be smack on the infinity label on your lens, 
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or it could be slightly off. It’s recommended that you test during daylight by auto-focusing on items in 
the distance, then checking where your lens to see the exact distance it has focused on (which is 
usually visible on the top of a ring around the lens).

Once you’ve got your focus sorted, make sure you choose manual focus on your lens. Otherwise, the 
next time you try to take a shot, your camera will try to autofocus and you’ll have to go through this 
whole rigmarole all over again.

CONCLUSION

It’s not guaranteed that, even if you follow all of these instructions to a T, that you’ll get perfect photos. 
Aurora photography is not that exact of a science. Hopefully they will give you a good starting point 
so you can adjust accordingly and get some fantastic photos to make all of your friends jealous of 
your trip to the Arctic north.
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Many websites were referenced in the text of this 
book. This section contains the sites that can be 
considered to be general resources, as well as 
other sites that were useful in the planning of the 
trip that made this guidebook possible.
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GENERAL RESOURCES

TripAdvisor Lapland Forums

TripAdvisor may be occasionally maligned for its 
‘real’ reviews, but this is the forum where you can 
get real advice from Lapland locals on anything 
from driving tips to favourite local spots and 
everywhere in between.

Visit Norway - North

Visit Northern Norway

Visit Sweden - Northern

Visit Finland - Lapland

Lapland - Above Ordinary

The Guardian - Lapland

Finnish Meteorological Institute 

yr.no Forecasts

Weatherbase

Porjus Station House skycams

Aurora Sky Station webcam

Space Weather

Schengen, Borders, and Visas

Most traveller-friendly credit cards by country

Who To Tip

World Time and Date

HostelWorld

hostels.com

Airbnb

Expedia

Booking.com

Digital Photography School
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Kristin Repsher is a travel writer and award-winning photographer from Brisbane, Australia. She is 
probably one of the most uncoordinated people you’ll ever meet, so it’s fitting that she writes about 
‘adventure travel for the uncoordinated’ on her travel blog, A Pair of Boots and a Backpack (http://
www.bootsandabackpack.com). Her goal is to show that if she can travel the world adventurously 
and on her own, you can too. Hopefully you’ll avoid the part where you break your leg chasing after a 
bus in Jokkmokk though.

Regardless of whether she is travelling or in her own backyard, Kristin can often be found with a 
camera in her hand. She specialises in landscapes, particularly long-exposure nightscapes. While 
her photography is showcased in the stories and guides she writes on her blog, it is also available 
through Kristin Repsher Photography (http://www.kristinrepsher.com). Her photos have been 
accepted into exhibitions around the world and many have received international awards. 

Despite the fact that this book is all about winter, she’s still not sure if she’s made peace with the 
season yet. She grew up in the furnace of Houston, Texas before migrating to Australia in 2008 (and 
receiving citizenship in 2013)...and she didn’t even see her first snowfall until she was 18. As much 
as she loved visiting Lapland — and even though she acclimated to the point that on her last day in 
Rovaniemi, she wore only a T-shirt in 4º weather — she can still be found during a Brisbane winter 
shivering under a blanket with her Ugg boots on.
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