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From Arctic Circle hiking to wild-berry-picking,
from the Helsinki archipelago to Lapland,
one experience made them feel like
honorary Finns: The sauna.

PLUNGING
INTO FINLAND
T

By Larissa
and Michael Milne

about 165 degrees Fahrenheit —
yikes, you could practically smoke
some baby back ribs in that heat.
We had come to Finland not quite
knowing what to expect. Because it’s
considered to be part of Scandinavia, so named due to the Scandes
mountains running through this extreme northern section of Europe, it
often gets grouped together with
Norway, Sweden, and Denmark.
Although a small sliver of northwest Finland pokes a finger into
the Scandes foothills adjacent to
Sweden and Norway, the country
actually shares its longest border
with Russia to the east, which has
also influenced the country over
See FINLAND on N3
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he small wooden cottage
nestled among the birch
trees in Lapland looks
quite inviting. However,
the building overlooking a
crystal-clear lake isn’t a house; in
typical Finnish fashion, the entire
structure is a sauna.
As we enter, the scorched air hits
our bare skin like a coarse wool blanket. Michael winces, looks at the thermometer, and declares bravely, “It’s
only 75 degrees, we can handle that.”
Then we realize the temperature is in
Celsius. A quick bit of clumsy mental
math converts the temperature to

The Arctic Circle Hiking Area, top, outside Rovaniemi, Finland, offers stark
beauty and plenty of wild berries for picking during 20-plus hours of
midsummer daylight. The rare cloudberry, left, in the Arctic north, home to
nomadic Finnish Laplanders and the reindeer they follow. MICHAEL MILNE
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To Elsinore and Hamlet’s castle — alas, fie, fie, a siege.

“Creeping” delay
deserves follow-up
with the airline.

The literary pilgrimage in Denmark that wasn’t
By Toby Zinman

I
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On vacation
volunteering at
Puppy Preschool.
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came for Hamlet and got Ironman. How could this happen?
Anybody who has read my
past travel articles or has let me
buttonhole them with travel stories knows that I love pilgrimages — not of the religious variety
but the literary. So how was I to
resist an excursion to Elsinore
to see Hamlet’s castle? I was going to be in Copenhagen, and it
is a mere 45 minutes by train on
the superb Danish rail system.
There I would be, transported to
the melancholy Dane’s digs, resonance and ambience by the carload.
There’s a castle there, all
right, and an imposing one at

Kronborg Castle in Elsinore (Helsingor in Danish), where “Hamlet”
unfolds, a mere 45-minute train ride from Copenhagen. TOBY ZINMAN

that, called Kronborg (the town
is called Helsingor in Danish). It
is an outstanding Renaissance
structure, a UNESCO World Heritage site. Its construction began
in 1574 to replace the building
that burned down in 1420. As
Tom Stoppard wittily figured out
for us when he wrote Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are
Dead, a brilliant contemporary
riff on Hamlet, chronologically,
the English king who would
have executed Hamlet’s traitorous pals would have been Lear.
Thus, the play takes place in the
deep, dark Middle Ages, not the
bright and brilliant Renaissance.
The play was first performed
at the Globe around 1600, and
See ELISINORE on N5
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Finland’s berries, islets, forts, saunas
FINLAND from N1
the years.
For centuries, Finland was part of the
kingdom of Sweden, a period that ended in 1809 when Russia gained control
of it. That era of dominance lasted until
Finland gained its freedom in 1917. The
result is a land sprinkled with bits of
both countries, yet with a fiercely independent character all its own.
The influences of foreign rule are most
prevalent in Helsinki, a major world capital that is relatively new by European standards; its oldest building dates to 1757.
The small port town grew in the 19th
century as Russian rulers recognized its
strategic importance for protecting the
waters approaching St. Petersburg.
“The multifaceted nature of Finland’s
background comes into focus just off the
coast,” says historian Maarit Nieminen.
She has joined us for an island-hopping
trip through the country’s history. “Each
of our critical periods are represented
here in the Helsinki archipelago.”
Twenty minutes later, our ferry ride
from town brings us to Vallisaari Island,
a former military compound dotted
with fortifications built by the Russian
Army in the 19th century.
Abandoned for decades, the island reopened this year as a national park and
nature reserve. Now, visitors can walk
along the Alexander Trail in the footsteps
of the Russian emperor, visiting both manmade military sites and natural sites.
The underground bunkers in which the
soldiers lived remain. Visitors climbing
above the linden trees onto the ramparts
above them are afforded a rare view of
the Gulf of Finland, illustrating why the
Russians considered the site so vital.
Within a stone’s throw of Vallisaari sits a
cluster of tiny islets housing the Fortress
of Suomenlinna. Known as the “Gibraltar
of the North,” it was built in the 18th century when Finland was under the dominion
of Sweden. No longer needed for defensive purposes, the UNESCO World Heritage site includes the former Swedish fort,
along with several museums and a small
village that is occupied year-round. It’s a
popular spot for artisans, many of whom

The Fortress of
Soumenlinna, in the
Helsinki harbor, offers a
look into Finland’s past
under Swedish rule.
MICHAEL MILNE

Passageways beneath the Fortress of
Suomenlinna, from the 1700s. MICHAEL MILNE

Sauna near Arctic Circle: “Get sweaty and
then jump into the lake.” Santa’s Adventures

IF YOU GO
What to do

Where to stay

y Food tours of Helsinki: Heather’s

y Helsinki lodging: Sokos Hotel Torni:

Helsinki Ltd. www.heathershelsinki.com
y Wilderness sauna and Arctic
adventures: Jarkko Leinonen,
www.santasadventures.fi
y Finland/Helsinki tourism:
http://www.visitfinland.com
y Arctic Circle / Lapland tourism:
http://www.visitrovaniemi.fi

https://www.sokoshotels.fi/en/helsinki
/sokos-hotel-torni;
Hotel Katajonnaka:
http://www.hotelkatajanokka.fi/en/
y Rovaniemi lodging: Arctic Light
Hotel http://www.arcticlighthotel.fi

display their wares in workshops built
into the old stone walls of the fort.
In summers, the islands off Helsinki
are covered with wild berry plants, giving us further insight into Finland: Berries are a big deal here.
“Combine a sparsely populated country, a short but intense growing season,
and 20-plus hours of daylight, and you’ve
got berries of all sorts growing in profusion,” says Heather Domeney. She is leading us through the streets of Helsinki on a
food tour where the markets are overflowing with them, while several street corners host pop-up farm stands piled high
with bilberries (wild blueberries), raspberries, even the elusive cloudberry.
“To really appreciate Finland,” says
Domeney, “you have to head north and
go berry-picking.”
Perched at the edge of the Arctic Circle, the town of Rovaniemi serves as the

capital of Finnish Lapland and provides
more than its share of wild berries. It is
also home to nomadic tribes — and the
reindeer they follow — who have historically roamed back and forth in northern
Scandinavia and Russia, unfettered by
national boundaries.
Irene and Ari Kangasniemi are artisans who share the traditions of their
Lapland way of life.
In true Laplander tradition, they live
off the land in a solid wooden house
hand-built by Ari.
The voluble Irene explains the intricate role of reindeer in the Lappish
world, which involves alpha and beta
males and a few other twists of nature.
We content ourselves with her summation: “The antlers fall off naturally each
year, and we don’t eat Rudolph!”
Surveying the surrounding landscape
studded with birch trees and berry bush-

es, she says, “Nature is my supermarket. I get 70 percent of my food from the
forest: berries, mushrooms, moose, and
birds.” Finland is an “everyman-rights”
country where people can pick berries
and mushrooms in the forest and even
stray onto private property to do so.
Emboldened by Irene’s encouragement, we strike off in the Arctic Circle
Hiking Area in search of berries. We
apply the insect repellent she thoughtfully provided — mosquitos are almost
as plentiful as the bilberries, although,
as Irene philosophically observes, “they
are the ones that pollinate the berries!”
After an hour or so, we have foraged
up a respectable crop, enough to make
a tasty dessert.
Getting into the spirit of all things Finnish, one challenge remains: the sauna.
To Finns, the inventors of sauna (pronounced SOW-nuh), taking in the dry heat
is almost a religious experience practiced
daily by many people. The true Finnish
experience goes beyond anything we
might try at our health club back home.
Jarkko Leinonen brings us to this lakeside cottage for our evening immersion
in Finnish culture, which includes a wilderness sauna followed by a dinner of
fresh salmon cooked over an open fire.
After stoking up the sauna’s wood
fire, he reminds us, “Sauna is best taken
naked. Stay in until you get sweaty and
then jump into the lake. Repeat that a
few times for the full experience.”
We’re just north of the Arctic Circle.
This should be, um, invigorating.
We put off the cold water for as long
as possible, but after about eight minutes, the heat overwhelms us, and the
chilly lake starts to look pretty good.
We sprint (sort of) down the dock and
take the plunge. Fortunately for us, the
long hours of summer sunlight keep the
water from getting too cold, and our dip is
quite refreshing — enough so that we repeat the heat/plunge process twice more.
Thoroughly relaxed and feeling like
honorary Finns — and now dressed —
we tuck into the seared salmon.
With a twinkle in his eye, Leinonen
says: “Now you are ready for sauna in
winter, when I cut a hole in the ice to
jump in the lake. Then you will be true
Finns.”
Oh, boy, it looks like we’ll have to
return to truly plunge into Finland.
Philadelphia natives Larissa and Michael Milne
have been global nomads since 2011. Follow
their journey at www.ChangesInLongitude.com.
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‘Creeping’ delay warrants email to carrier
WASHINGTON POST

Q: During a trip a few weeks ago,
I got caught up in an issue where
the airline, dangled the carrot of
“sure, we’ll be flying tonight,” until the point of no return hit at
1 a.m., when they delayed the
flight until 6 a.m. Oh, and the reason was that the pilots had exceeded their duty hours. Don’t
you think they could have figured
that out before 1 a.m.? We’d been
sitting there since 8:30 p.m.
By then, the line for hotel
vouchers was probably 60 people long, leaving me with the certainty that by the time I got
through the line, it would be
time to turn around and board.
After a gate agent grudgingly
gave me a tiny blanket and even
tinier pillow, I found a soft piece
of floor, and didn’t sleep. Do you
think it’s worth an email or letter to somebody at rhymes-withAmerican to protest this silliness? I figure they wanted to delay canceling long enough that
they wouldn’t have to pay for
hotels for a planeload of people.
No food vouchers either. I was

told “most of the places open at
5 a.m.” as the agent turned
away. By the time they canceled,
all of the Miami food places
were long closed.
A: You experienced what’s called
a “creeping” delay. I agree, the
airline should have handled its
crew issues better. And its contract of carriage, the legal agreement between you and the company, suggests you should have
received a hotel and meal voucher. You might send a brief, polite
email to said airline.
Q: If a passenger complains about
an airline, is said passenger likelier to get better service next time?
Or worse service, as retaliation
for having complained?
A: They’re nowhere near that organized. The only time being a frequent complainer would affect
you is if you ask for compensation
and get it. Airlines track that, and
if they overcompensate you, they
will cut you off.
Q: I realize that it may not have
worked for this person’s situa-

tion, but if your plans are moderately flexible and you’re being rescheduled, it can be so worth asking not to be put on the first available flight and actually enjoy a
real night of sleep at the hotel
and maybe even a leisurely breakfast. That is, of course, if 1. there
are actually seats available and 2.
they’re putting you in a hotel that
can bear the light of day. Bonus is
you may miss the awful first-ofthe morning security lines.
A: I agree. The airline might
thank you for giving it more flexibility in rescheduling. Thank
you for making that point.
Q: My family and I (traveling
from Indiana and the D.C. area)
are looking for a warm-weather
getaway the week of Thanksgiving. Our group of nine spans
three generations, from a
13-month-old to a 69-year-old.
We were thinking about Phoenix
and Scottsdale, Ariz., which has
lots of lodging options with a
range of activities, and is pretty
affordable too — about
$690-$750 per person for flight

and hotel from D.C. Are there
other spots you’d recommend?
We’d like to keep it around $750
per person not including food
and activities.
A: Have you looked at San Diego? Won’t be as warm, but lots
to do for all ages. Austin is another choice.
Q: I am curious to know if you
have any suggestions for sustainable travel hotels or activities in
Australia or New Zealand.
A: I would peruse the listings
from reputable ecotourism organizations, so you know that “eco”
is more than a trendy prefix.
For Australia, check out Ecotourism Australia (ecotourism.org.au). For New Zealand,
try Qualmark (qualmark.co.nz).
Both offer lodging and activity
suggestions.
Q: I have business in California
and have four or five extra vacation days. I’d like a spa-type setting, but unpretentious, with natural beauty and opportunities
for fitness, such as hiking, swim-

ming, exercise, or yoga classes.
My budget is flexible; I’m ready
to treat myself after a tough
year. It can be northern or southern, because I will be in both
Los Angeles and San Francisco
on either side.
A: Have you considered heading south to Mexico? Rancho La
Puerta is just across the border
in Tecate, Mexico. Golden Door
near San Diego has been
around for a long time. The
Oaks at Ojai may also be worth
investigating.
Q: I’m going to England/Wales in
October. Can I easily buy a SIM
and some time for my iPhone 5
the way I did in Argentina?
A: If your phone accepted a SIM
card for Argentina, it will accept
a SIM card for England/Wales.
Most cards work in more than
120 countries.
Also, if you have T-Mobile, you
might have free international
data.
Compiled by Washington Post travel
writers and editors.

