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I hated leaving my cozy little place in Avesta as it was a very comfortable place to stay, and I had a lot of fun at the folk festival. The people at the folk school were incredibly friendly, and they worked very hard to put on the festival. The atmosphere was informal, and I could talk to everyone. 

It occurred to me that in many ways, the folk music school reminded me of the music camp that my son, Jeff, attended during all his adolescence years. Jeff’s music camp, Encore Coda, was in Maine, and each summer, we would drive to and from his camp several times. Encore Coda was not a folk music camp, the campers were all “serious” classical musicians; Jeff, a violinist, started playing at age six and continued through college. The folk music school in Sweden, and Encore Coda are each situated on northern lakes, and the students at each have a close-knit community of talented people, young and old to learn from.

One of the teachers at the folk school, who seemed like a key organizer of the folk music festival, asked if she could interview me. I hadn’t realized that as an American coming to central Sweden and to this festival made me somewhat of a celebrity. I guess it does not take much to spark an interest in someone or something foreign.

But, I had to leave, and Sunday morning, I headed north again, about a two-hour drive to the Lake Siljan area. I spent the day touring several scenic towns around this popular summer vacation area. I walked around one of the towns, Tallberg, known for its scenic cottages and rustic atmosphere. Then I drove further north to Rattvik, a larger town on the lake. It has a very long pier that sticks straight out, into the lake. There are sandy beaches, and people were still sun bathing and a few hearty souls were even in the very cold water. I passed a rustic boathouse that is home to the sculling/rowing club. One of the more unusual sights was a long rowboat that had been used, years ago, to bring people from around the lake into town for church services. After services, the various community teams would race their “church” boats on the lake. I guess people could not get home until the races ended and either their team did well or not.

From Rattvik, I drove about 20 km south to Leksand, where I checked into another hostel. I got a four bed, raised cabin to myself. Again, the amenities include a guest kitchen, and parlor/TV room. My cabin even had a TV, but all the shows were in Swedish, when I first checked. Later in the evening, a BBC broadcast in English with Swedish subtitles came on. That show put me to sleep, of course.  

In my travels, I have seen other places like the area around Lake Siljan. I would guess that many countries have summer vacation communities around large lakes. In particular, I remember driving for a long time around Lake Balutan, in Hungary. It seemed that every inch of shoreline had a cottage, and that access to Lake Balutan was very limited, if you did not happen to be staying in one of those cottages. I also remember how the water of Lake Balutan felt: oily. Evidently, the lake has a low pH, and this makes the water feel slick. It’s like putting your hand into a weak solution of lye! 

We have summer lakes in the United States as well, and as scouts we would take our Scoutmaster’s “folboat” (a folding kayak) to a lake in north central New Jersey. We had a blast not only practicing using the double bladed kayak paddles, and swimming, but also jumping into the water from a rope that had been tied to a tree limb on shore.

Monday morning, made breakfast for myself, muesli, then took off for a long drive north. I had made reservations at a campground on a lake near Ramvik, the gateway to the Hoga Kosten (high coast). On the way there, I stopped to visit the Flygmuseum (aviation museum) outside the town of Soderhamn. This museum is maintained by volunteers and has aircraft and other aviation artifacts related to the F15 Swedish Air Force unit that was stationed here. The unit flew Saab attack fighters, and reconnaissance aircraft, as well as some aero-medical airlift. I got to sit in the cockpit of a Saab ASJ-37 Viggen delta winged, short take-off, jet attack fighter, one of the best in the world back at the height of the cold war. 

At the campground, I stayed in a small cabin with two beds, a stove, and a refrigerator. Another very comfortable abode. The rustic pine paneling and the cleanliness of all of the places that I have stayed in have been delightful. I could go on living like this for a long time. Each place is a little nicer than the last.

It rained hard most of the day, as I continued my drive North. I stopped in Ostersund where an ancient tapestry is displayed in a historical park and museum called Jamtli. But of greater interest was a place called Glosa, about 40 km northwest of Ostersund. There were no good directions to Glosa, just a spot off a small road on my map. It took me a while to find the place, and when I did, I had to drive up a dirt road to a parking area and hike to the actual site. It turns out that some of the oldest rock carvings in the world are in this little out-of-the-way place. The ancient people, some 4000 years ago, carved animal figures and other markings in stones, and filled them in with a red material. The rocks are at the edge of a fast moving stream along Swedish hiking trails. A small information center has log huts with displays that include elk skulls and horns as well as elk legs hanging from the walls and rafters.

After visiting the rock carvings at Glosa, I got back on the road to drive yet further north, and crossed into Lapland. I am now about two thirds of the way to the top of Sweden, I stayed in a place called Vilhelmina, at a hostel that, in the 18th century, was a church village. The village was once more than double it’s current size, but now consists of about thirty log cabins. Each cabin is quite modern on the inside, but very rustic on the outside. Vilhemina is just a stop-over for me as there is not much of interest here, except near the church, high on a hill overlooking the town is a recreation of a few old Viking style huts that I enjoyed climbing to see. 

One last thing before closing this chapter in my journal: here’s my impression of the roads and the cars, the terrain and the weather. Traveling through most of Sweden now, I have enjoyed the boreal forests that seem to go on forever. The biodiversity is slim, and the trees that I see from the road are not old. Forest lumber is a big industry. The dominant species are a medium tall two-needle cluster pine and the European gray birch. As I headed further North, Norway spruce has become more evident. That’s about it for trees; not like the biodiversity we have in Virginia. Wherever forests have been cut, many flowering plants bloom, and when I walk through the forests, the mosses are everywhere. The ground is covered with blueberry bushes, and I have eaten plenty. Of course, mushrooms are everywhere, and Niclas and his family actually collect them.

The roads in Sweden are fine: motorways are like our Interstate Highways, but with a lot fewer passing lanes. The speed limit is around 100 km/hr (60 mph), but sometimes goes as high as 110 km/hr. There are traffic cameras strategically located as you enter built up areas, and the speed limit slows to 70 km/hr at intersections, and to 50 km/hr or even 30 km/hr in towns. Most cars on the road would be familiar to American drivers. They even have quite a few small Ford SUVs. One interesting thing is the addition of very large headlights to the front grill of many cars. I guess you would need the light during the dark winter months. The secondary roads here in the North remind me of so many places back in America, mostly in upstate New York. It seems you can drive through forest or bucolic countryside in Sweden and easily think you were in many northern places back home.

The weather on my trip has been a mix of sunshine and rain, more sunshine. Sweden is definitely a humid/wet country. Worth repeating: one of my Dutch friends at the Jamborees they have an expression in the Netherlands: “There’s no such thing as bad weather, only bad clothing.” I think about this a lot. The temperature for most of my trip has been in the high teens, Celsius, i.e., the high 60s and low 70s, Fahrenheit, during the day. At night the temperatures have dropped into the 40s, Fahrenheit. I anticipate colder temperatures soon. I will cross the Arctic Circle later today.

