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Self-Guided Walk

AAWelcome to Oslo

This stroll covers the heart of Oslo—the zone where most tour-
ists find themselves walking—from the train station, up the main
drag, and past City Hall to the harborfront. It takes a brisk 30
minutes if done nonstop.

Train Station: Start at the main entrance of Oslo’s central
train station {Oslo Sentralstasjon)—still marked Ostbanchallen, or
“East Train Station,” from when Oslo had two stations. The statue
of the tiger commemorates the 1,000th birthday of Oslo’s found-
ing, celebrated in the year 2000. The statue alludes to the town’s
nickname of Tigerstaden (“Tiger Town”). In the 1800s, Oslo was
considered an urban tiger, leaving its mark on the soul of simple
country folk who ventured into the wild and crazy New York City
of Norway. (These days, the presence of so many beggars, or tigger,
has prompted the nickname “Tiggerstaden.”)

With your back to the train station, look for the glass
Trafikanten tower that marks the public transit office (and T1);
from here, trams zip to City Hall (harbor, boat to Bygdey), and

the underground subway (T-bane, or Tunnelbane—look for the T

sign to your right) goes to Frogner Park (Vigeland statues) and
Holmenkollen. Tram #12—featured in the self-guided tram tour
described earlier—Ileaves from directly across the street.

The green building behind the Trafikanten tower is a shopping
mall called Byporten (literally, “City Gate,” see big sign on roof-
top), built to greet those arriving from the airport on the shuttle
train. Oslo’s 37-floor pointed-glass skyscraper, the Radisson Blu
Plaza Hotel, looms behind that. Its 34th-floor pub welcomes the
public with air-conditioned views and pricey drinks (daily 16:00-
24:00). The tower was built with reflective glass so that, from a
distance, it almost disappears. The area behind the Radisson—the
lively and colorful “Little Karachi,” centered along a street called
Grenland—is where most of Oslo’s immigrant population settled.
It’s become a vibrant nightspot, offering a fun contrast to the pre-
dictable homogeneity of Norwegian cuisine and culture.

Oslo allows hard-drug addicts and prostirutes to mix and
mingle in the station area. (While it's illegal to buy sex in Norway,
those who sell it are not breaking the law.) Troubled young people
come here from small towns in‘the countryside for anonymity and
community. The two cameras near the top of the Trafikanten tower
monitor drug deals. Signs waro that this is a “monitored area,” but
victimless crimes proceed while violence is minimized.

» Turn your attention to Norway's main drag, called...

Karl Johans Gate: This grand boulevard leads directly from

the train station to the Royal Palace. The street is named for the

French general Jean Baptiste Bernadotte, who was given a Swedish
name, established the current Swedish dynasty, and ruled asa pop-
ular king (1818-1844) during the period after Sweden took Norway
from Denmark. <
Walk three blocks up Karl Johans Gate. This stretch is referred
to as “Desolation Row” by locals because it has no soul, just shops
greedily looking to devour tourist dollars and euros.
« Hook around the curved old brick structure of an old market and walk
to the...
Oslo Cathedral (Domkirke): This Lutheran church, from
1697, is where Norway celebrates and mourns its royal mar-
riages and deaths. The steps of the church were covered in flow-

ers following the tragic shootings and
bombing of July 2011. You may still
see informal memorials to the victims
here. -

Look for the cathedral’s corner-
stone (right of entrance), a thousand-
year-old carving from Oslo’s first and
long-gone cathedral showing how the
forces of good and evil tug at each of
us. Step inside beneath the red, blue,
and gold seal of Oslo and under an
equally colorful ceiling. The box above




on the right is for the royal family. Back outside, notice the tiny
square windows midway up the copper cupola—once the lookout
quarters of the fire watchman.

Walk behind the church. The courtyard is lined by a circa-
1850 circular row of stalls from an old market. Rusty meat hooks
now decorate the lamps of a peaceful café, which has quaint tables
around a fountain. The atmospheric Café Bacchus, at the far left
end of the arcade, serves food outside and in a classy café down-
stairs (light 150-kr meals, Mon-Fri 11:00-22:00, Sat 12:00-21:00,
closed Sun, salads, good cakes, coffee, tel. 22 33 34 30).

» The big square that faces the cathedral is called...

Stortorvet: In the 17th century, when Oslo’s wall was located

about here, this was the point where farmers were allowed to enter
and sell their goods. Today it’s still lively as a flower and produce
market (Mon-Fri). The statue shows Christian 1V, the Danish
king who ruled Norway around 1600, dramatically gesturing that-
a-way. He named the city, rather immodestly, Christiania. (Oslo
took back its old Norse name only in 1924.) Christian was serious
about Norway. During his 60-year reign, he visited it 30 times
{more than all other royal visits combined during 300 years of
Danish rule). The big GlasMagasinet department store is a land-
mark on this square.
« Return to Karl Johans Gate, and continue up the boulevard past street
musicians, cafés, shops, and hordes of people. Kongens Gate leads left,
past the 17th-century grid-plan town Jo the fortress. Continue hiking
straight up to the crest of the bill, pausing to enjoy some of the street musi-
cians along the way. If you're bere early in the morning (Mon-Fri) you
may see a commotion at #14. This is the studio of a big TV station (chan-
nel 2) where the Norwegian version of the Today show is taped, and as
in New York, locals gatber here, clamoring to get their mug on TV.

The Crest of Karl Johans Gate: Look back at the train station.
A thousand years ago, the original (pre-1624) Oslo was located at
the foot of the wooded hill behind the station, Now look ahead
to the Royal Palace in the distance, which was built in the 1830s
“with nature and God behind it and the people at its feet.” If the
flag flies atop the palace, the king is in the country. Karl Johans
(3ate is a parade ground from here to the palace—the axis of mod-
ern Oslo. Each May 17th, Norway's Independence Day, an annual
children’s parade turns this street into a sea of marching student
bands and costurned young flag-wavers, while the royal family
watches from the palace balcony. Since 1814, Norway has preferred
peace. Rather than celebrating its military on the national holiday,
it celebrates its children.

King Harald V and Queen Sonja moved back into the palace
in 2001, after extensive (and costly) renovations. To quell the con-
troversy caused by this expense, the public is now allowed inside to

visit each summer with a pricey one-hour guided tour (95 kr, daily
English tours late June-mid-Aug at 14:00 and 14:20, Mon-Thua and
Sat also at 12:00, buy tickets in advance at any post office or conve-
nience store, or by calling 81 53 3133, www.kongehuset.no).

From here, the T sign marks a stop of the T-bane (Oslo’s sub-
way). Let W. B. Samson’s bakery tempt you with its pastries (and
short cafeteria line; WC in back). Next to that, David Andersen’s
jewelry store displays traditional silver art and fine enamel work.

Inside, halfway down the wall on the right (next to the free water Lan

dispenser), is a display of Norwegian folk costumes (bunader) with
traditional jewelry—worn on big family occasions and church holi-
days. From here, the street called Akersgata kicks off a worthwhile
stroll past the site of the July 2011 bombing, the national cemetery,
and through a park-like river gorge to the trendy Griinerlokka
quarter {an hour-long walk).

People-watching is great along Karl Johans Gate, but remem-
ber that if it’s summer, half of the city’s regular population is
gone—vacationing in their cabins or farther away—and the city
center is filled mostly with visitors.

Hike two blocks down Karl Johans Gate, past the big brick
Parliament building (on the left). In this section, the sidewalk is
heated during the frigid winter so it won't be icy. On the right is a
statue of the painter Christian Krohg. Farther down Karl Johans
Gate, just past the Freia shop (Norway’s oldest and best chocolate),
the venerable Grand Hotel (Oslo’s celebrity hotel—Nobel Peace
Prize winners sleep here) overlooks the boulevard.

« Ask the waiter at the Grand Café if you can pop inside for a little

sightseeing (he'll generally let you).

Grand Café: This historic café was for many years the meet-
ing place of Oslo’s intellectual and creative elite (the playwright
Henrik Ibscn was a regular here). Notice the photos and knick-
knacks on the wall, At the back of the café, a mural shows Norway's
literary and artistic clientele—from 4 century ago—enjoying this
fine hangout. On the far left, find Ibsen, coming in as he did every
day at 13:00. Edvard Munch is on the right, leaning against the
window, looking pretty drugged. Names are beneath the mural.

+ For a cheap bite with prime boulevard seating, continue next door to
Deli de Luca, a convenience store with a super selection of take-away

Jood and a great pegple-watching perch. Acrass the street, a little park
Jfaces Norway’s...

Parliament Building (Stortinget): Norway's Parliament
meets here (along with anyone participating in a peaceful protest
outside). Built in 1866, the building seems to counter the Royal
Palace at the other end of Karl Johans Gate. If the flag’s fly-
ing, Parliament’s in session. Today the king is a figurehead, and
Norway is run by a unicameral Parliament and a prime minister.




Guided tours of the Stortinget are offered for those interested in
Norwegian government (free; mid-June-Aug Mon-Fri at 10:00,
11:30, and 13:00; enter on Karl Johans Gate side, tel. 23 31 35 96,
www.stortinget.no).

* Continue walking toward the palace through the park, past the foun-.

tain, to the...

Statue of Wergeland: The poet Henrik Wergeland helped
inspire the movement for Norwegian autonomy. In the win-
ter, the pool here is frozen and covered with children happily
ice-skating. Across the street behind Wergeland stands the
National Theater and statues of Norway's favorite playwrights:
Ibsen and Bjernstjerne Bjornson. Across Karl Johans Gate, the
pale yellow building is the first university building in Norway,
dating from 1854. A block behind that is the National Gallery,
with Norway's best collection of paintings.

* Follow Roald Amundsens Gate left, to the towering brick...

City Hall (Radhuset): Built mostly in the 1930s with con-
tributions from Norway’s leading artists, City Hall is full of great
art and is worth touring. The .
mayor has his office here (at the
base of one of the two 200-foot
towers), and every December
10, this building is where the
Nobel Peace Prize is presented.
For the best exterior art, circle
the courtyard clockwise; study-
ing the colorful woodcuts in
the arcade. Each shows a scene
from Norwegian mythology, well-explained in English; Thor with
his billy-goat chariot, Ask and Embla (a kind of Norse Adam and
Eve}, Odin on his eight-legged horse guided by ravens, the swan
maidens shedding their swan disguises, and so on. Circle around
City Hall on the right to the front. The statues (especially the six
laborers on the other side of the building, facing the harbor, who
seem to guard the facade) celebrate the nobility of the working
class.

* Walk to the...

Harbor: A decade ago, you would have dodged several lanes
of busy traffic to get to Oslo’s harborfront. But today, most cars
cross underneath the city in tunnels, In addition, the city has made

its town center relatively quiet and pedestrian-friendly by levying -

a traffic-discouraging 27-kr toll for every car entering town. (This
system, like a similar one in London, subsidizes public transit and
the city’s infrastructure.)

At the water’s edge, find the shiny metal plague (just left of
zenter) listing the contents of a sealed time capsule planted in 2000

out in the harbor in the little Kavringen lighthouse straight ahead
{to be opened in 1,000 years). Go to the end of the stutfb)' pier {on
the right). This is the ceremonial “enter the city” point for momen-
tous occasions. One such instance was in 1905, when Norway
gained its independence from Sweden and a Danish prince sailed
in from Copenhagen to become the first modern king of Norway.
Another milestone event occurred at the end of World War 11,
when the king returned to Norway after the country was liberated
from the Nazis,
* Stand at the barbor and give it a sweeping counterclockwise lpok.

Harborfront Spin-Tour: Oslofjord is a huge playground, with
40 city-owned, park-like islands. Big white ¢ruise ships—a large
part of the local tourist economy—dock just under the Akershus
Fortress on the left. Just past the fort’s impressive 13th~century
ramparts, a statue of FDR grabs the shade. He's here in gratitufie
for the safe refuge the US gave to members of the rf)yal fan?dy
{including the young prince who is now Norway’s king) during
World War I1—while the king and his government-in-exile waged
Norway’s fight against the Nazis from London. i

Enjoy the grand view of City Hall. The yellow building far-
ther to the left was the old West Train Station; today it houses the
Nobel Peace Center, which celebrates the work of Nobel Peace

- Prize winners. The next pier is the launchpad for harbor boat tours

and the shuttle boat to the Bygdey museums. A fisherman often
moors his boat here, selling shrimp from the back. At the other
end of the harbor, shipyard buildings (this was the former heart of
lorway’s once-important shipbuilding industry) have been trans-
ormed into Aker Brygge—Oslo's thriving restaurant/shopping/
nightclub zone (see “Eating in Oslo”).

« From here, you can tour City Hall (cheap lunches Mon-Fri 12:30-
13:30 onty), visit the Nobel Peace Center, hike up to Akershus Fortress,
take a harbor cruise (see “Tours in Oslo,” earlier), or catch a boat across
the harbor to the museums at Bygday (from pier 3). The sights just
mentioned are described in detail in the following section.



