Dear Friends and Family,

The time has come for another travel adventure. This time it’s in conjunction with the World Scout Jamboree and Scandinavia. I hope you enjoy following my exploits.

Monday, 11 July 2011

Sweden is where I’ll be for a while. The flights from Washington, DC, to Atlanta to Copenhagen all went smoothly. I left home yesterday around 3 p.m., and arrived in Copenhagen this morning around 10 a.m. The railroad station and bus terminal are at the airport in Copenhagen, so all I had to do was go downstairs to board the train to Helsingborg, Sweden, where my former foreign exchange student, Niclas, lives. Spent an hour on the train; Niclas picked me up at the railroad station, and we drove to his home. Then, after a light lunch with Suzanne, Niclas’ wife, and their three children, I took a nap. 

In the evening, Niclas parents, Sture and Gunbritt, came over for dinner that involved grilling shish kabobs in the back yard. It was great to see everyone again; catch up on family news, and about what we might do in the next few days. After dinner we took a nice short walk to the ocean only a few blocks away. The beach area has been the site for Swedish defenses dating back to the 1700’s, when Denmark was the “enemy.” Today, there are little fishing cabins, boats, and some swimming spots on this Baltic coast. Ida, the youngest daughter, 8, came along and did a little swimming. I am sure the water was quite chilly. The older children, Ella, 13, and Eric, 11, did not join us for the walk to the beach, but did tell me about their activities earlier in the evening. Ella is still riding horses, and she is raising a rabbit named Zingo, who lives in the back yard. Eric is the athlete. He just returned from a week handball camp/competition, and will be heading off to a soccer camp in a week. Ida has a small hamster as a pet.

I took advantage of an offer for a free sim card that came with the railroad tickets that I purchased. I was able to get the card to work in my mobile phone, but do not plan to keep the phone on. I will just use it in emergencies. The procedure to unlock my phone and connect to the British network was a little complicated, and I finally had to use Niclas’ phone to seek help from the tech rep in England. 

Niclas is without wifi for a while. His former service had to be cancelled because when he got a new job, the company could not justify paying the wifi bill any longer. Now he's waiting for the phone company to hook him up again, but it takes from four to six weeks. In the meantime, you will be glad to hear, he got me hooked up using his iPhone. It’s a bluetooth connection via a USB port. Way too much technology for one day!

Tuesday, 12 July 2011

Smalland is the South Swedish state next to Skane where I am staying. It has a nice coast and small historical villages and sites. The family and I packed into Niclas’ car, and drove to Smalland to do some sightseeing. 

Our first stop was the old town center of Ystad, pronounced “estad,” where there are many wood beams in stone and brick buildings and many small winding lanes to wander through. In the center was a small open-air market place. Flowers and especially roses were growing in every garden. One of the stalls offered a puffed candy pastry that is popular here. Suzanne had grown up with this particular treat, and bought a bag for us. Along one small lane, we found a playground that the children would have stayed at for hours, if we let them. There was an unusual swing shaped like a large flat basket. All three kids could climb into it and lie down or stand while it swung.

Following the coast a bit, we came to a small restaurant by the sea, called Frittentim, “free time.” We ate our lunches outdoors at a table in the sun. The weather has been delightful, like spring or fall back home. Warm enough to swim, but not hot. From the restaurant, it was a short walk over the dune to the long boardwalk and beach. Many people were there, and Suzanne explained it was one of the most popular beach areas in Sweden.

For more serious sight seeing, we now traveled to the historic Stonehenge-like site called the Ale’s Stones. Here, primitive people brought large boulders by ship and dragged them up from the shore to a wide-open, grassy plain. The stones were set in the shape of a ship. Imagine a large flattened American football on the ground with stones placed around the edges about every three feet. The orientation of the stones corresponded to the summer and Winter solstices. Using the shadows of the sun, the ancient people had a calendar, and could forecast the changes in seasons. Ale’s Stones have become a popular tourist destination, both for historical significance and for the beauty of the surrounding sea and land areas. 

I have been to Stonehenge, and other similar sites in the south of England, and I have been to the incredible stone pillars on the Orkney Islands in the North Sea. Evidently, the technology for these structures was widely available to the ancient people of Scandinavia.

The last stop on our tour of Smalland took us to the best-preserved castle in Sweden, Glimmingehus. It dates from the early 1400’s.The stone castle is a single large rectangular building with Swedish “stair step” ends to the roof. It’s probably six stories high, and surrounded by a moat. The bare rooms are square or rectangular, with stonewalls and stone fireplaces; and the defenses consisted of canons and various traps for invaders. I’d say the architecture was very simple, but would have required much effort, as the stones are massive.

We brought a small picnic basket with snacks and drinks that we ate seated in the sun against one wall of the castle. The small museum had a room full of wooden blocks that the kids could use to “build” their own castles. Ella and Eric could have spent many hours playing there. Their “castles” eventually became tall towers, and just before we left, the tower walls came tumbling down! 

Back at home, the family went for a swim, and afterwards, we had a light dinner.

