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Introduction

Norway, known for its breath-taking landscapes, dramatic fjords, and storied past,
stands as a vibrant northern nation at the crossroads of tradition and modernity. From
the snow-capped peaks of its remote Arctic islands to the urban vibrancy of Oslo,
Norway offers a portrait of contrasts and cohesion. This book, “Norway: Portrait of a
Country”, presents an in-depth exploration of how centuries of history, a resilient
people, and a unigue geography have shaped this Scandinavian land into the society it
is today.

The story of Norway cannot be understood without first recognizing its relationship
with the land. The rugged, elongated coastline, shaped by ancient glaciers into deep
waterways and striking mountains, has determined not only where people settle but
also how they live, interact, and prosper. Nature is a constant presence, inspiring
centuries of folklore and providing both a challenge and a bounty. The interplay
between the Norwegian people and their formidable environment lies at the core of
Norway’s national character.

Human life has thrived here since the last traces of the Ice Age faded, with early
settlers carving out livelihoods along the coastline. The saga of the Vikings—seafarers
of myth and legend—ushered Norway into light on the world stage and began the
nation’s long journey through periods of union, independence, and transformation.
Internal and external forces, from the devastation of plague to the tides of union and
finally the peaceful assertion of sovereignty, have molded Norwegian society through
adversity and renewal.

Today, Norway is widely recognized for its enduring stability, dynamic economy, and
deep commitment to welfare and social equality. While oil wealth and prudent
resource management underpin a prosperous economy, the roots of the nation’s
success stretch well beyond material fortune. Egalitarian ideals, high levels of trust
between citizens and government, and an unwavering belief in education and
opportunity for all continue to shape a society that is consistently ranked among the
world’s happiest and most livable.

Culture and daily life are no less rich or diverse. Traditional music echoes across
mountain valleys, soccer and skiing animate towns and cities, and cuisine reflects both
ancient staples and cosmopolitan tastes. The presence of indigenous Sami
communities and a growing immigrant population make Norway a land where heritage
and innovation continue to blend in new and unexpected ways.

This book invites readers to journey through Norway’s past and present—its
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landscapes, history, politics, culture, and the lived experiences of its people. Whether
you seek to understand the forces that built modern Norway, wish to uncover the
details of its traditions, or are planning your own adventure to the land of the midnight
sun, this portrait offers a comprehensive and vivid guide to one of Europe’s most
fascinating countries.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land of the Midnight Sun: Norway’s
Geography and Climate

Norway, officially known as the Kingdom of Norway, presents a striking profile on the
global map. Situated on the Scandinavian Peninsula in Northern Europe, it's a Nordic
country defined by its extreme northern latitude and an extraordinary coastline.
Spanning a total area of 385,207 square kilometers, which includes the remote Arctic
island of Jan Mayen and the Svalbard archipelago, Norway is among the world’s
northernmost and most sparsely populated nations. With a population of
approximately 5.6 million people, the sheer expanse of its wild spaces often outweighs
the human footprint.

The country's elongated shape is its most defining geographical characteristic.
Stretching far north, it boasts an extensive and rugged coastline that is deeply
indented by countless fjords. These natural wonders, carved by ancient glaciers,
penetrate deep into the interior, creating a labyrinthine network of waterways and
dramatic cliff faces. Beyond the mainland, Norway's territorial waters encompass over
50,000 islands and islets, each contributing to the nation's maritime identity. This
intimate relationship with the sea has shaped Norwegian culture, economy, and
history in profound ways.

The backbone of Norway is formed by the Scandinavian Mountains, which run from
north to south. These mountains give rise to vast areas of high plateaus, known as
"fiells," contributing to the country's impressive average elevation of 460 meters. A
significant portion of the mainland, approximately 32%, lies above the tree line,
indicating the harsh yet beautiful alpine conditions that dominate much of the interior.
The geological history of Norway is intimately tied to the Ice Age, when a thick ice
sheet completely covered the land. The present-day topography, including the iconic
fjords and U-shaped valleys, is a direct legacy of this period of intense glacial erosion.

Despite its northerly position, Norway enjoys a surprisingly mild climate, a
phenomenon largely attributed to the benevolent influence of the Gulf Stream. This
warm ocean current, combined with prevailing southwesterly winds, moderates
temperatures along the coastal areas. While average winter temperatures at the coast
may hover just below 0°C, providing a relatively temperate experience, the contrast
with the interior and the far north is stark. Here, in the northern polar regions,
temperatures can plummet to a frigid -40°C, showcasing the country’s diverse climatic
zones within its borders.

Summers, too, present a range of experiences. In the Oslo area, located in the milder
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south, average summer temperatures typically range between 15°C and 17°C, making
for pleasant conditions for outdoor activities. However, as one ventures northward, the
summer embrace becomes cooler, with northern areas experiencing average
temperatures of 5°C to 10°C. Precipitation also varies significantly across the country,
with coastal regions generally receiving much higher amounts of rainfall and snowfall
compared to the drier inland areas. This variation contributes to the diverse
ecosystems found throughout Norway, from lush coastal forests to sparse, tundra-like
plateaus.

The challenging topography of Norway means that only about 8% of its total surface
area is considered arable land, suitable for cultivation. Nearly half of the country, close
to 50%, consists of mountainous terrain, making large-scale agriculture a considerable
challenge. The agricultural practices that do exist differ significantly based on latitude
and elevation. In the southern lowlands and sheltered valleys, where conditions are
more favorable, various crops are cultivated. As one moves further north and higher
into the mountains, agricultural use shifts, with mountain pastures becoming more
prevalent, supporting livestock grazing rather than crop production. This adaptation to
the land's limitations is a testament to the resilience and ingenuity of Norwegian
farmers throughout history.
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