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Travelogue

In Search of Two Swedish Meatballs 
In this learning reminiscence discussion, we discover things to learn, questions to answer, and a 
whole lot of fun along the way. Join six senior citizens from Eudora, Missouri, as they explore a 
different travel destination each month. This month they visit the country of Sweden. 

Traveling How-To’s & Tips

• This is a copy of the complete trip for the facilitator to use. This activity can be performed as
a skit with participants representing the six Front Porch characters, or as a dramatic reading
using this large-print script.

• Check out the links in the article for additional information to
bring to the activity.

• Print a copy of the pictures or display them on the television.

• Post a special sign announcing the trip.

• If your group isn’t familiar with the Front Porch Travelers, have
them Meet the McGivers (and friends).

• This PDF slideshow can be shown on a big-screen TV as another way to present the
travelogue. It includes text in large font, links for additional information, and lots of pictures.

Travel Advisory from Nell and Truman: If using all of the information in the Travelogue seems 
too complex for your group, trim it back and just present sections, such as showing and discussing 
the slide show or copies of the pictures, reading and discussing trivia points, or asking and 
discussing questions from the Discussion Starters.

In Search of Two Swedish Meatballs 
Introduction

Sweden is not just the home of beautiful people, IKEA, northern lights, and meatballs. It is also the 
ancestral home of Mabel and Maude Gunderson, whose parents were of Swedish descent. Many 
family traditions were based on their heritage, and a love for Sweden was deeply ingrained in them. 
They visited Sweden many times over the years and are excited to be the tour guides for the rest of 
the Front Porch Travelers and you. Come join them as they explore June’s travel destination.

Truman Knows History 

There are three countries generally known as Scandinavia. They are Sweden, Norway, and 
Denmark. These countries, along with Finland, Iceland, and the associated territories of Greenland, 
the Faroe Islands, and Åland, are known as the Nordic countries. They were covered by ice during 
the last Ice Age (until 10,000 BC) and share a heritage dating back to at least the Viking age.

https://www.activityconnection.com/uc/subscriber/Jun20/ADOBE/Travelogue-Jun20-Slideshow.pdf
http://www.activityconnection.com/uc/subscriber/MiscDocs/ACTV-Instructions-2019.pdf
https://www.activityconnection.com/meet-the-mcgivers/
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The Vikings originated in what is now known as Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. They eked out 
a living farming the land or fishing on the coast. They built shallow, swift longships and equipped 
them with sails. Their first raiding party, in England, in 793 AD was soon followed by ones in 
Scotland, Ireland, and France. As their conquests grew, so did their reputation as barbaric, violent 
invaders. They were greatly feared. The Battle of Stamford Bridge in 1066 marked the end of the 
Viking Age with the killing of the Viking Norwegian king, who was trying to reclaim a portion of 
England. The Viking culture was absorbed into what had become a Christianity-based Europe. 
They left behind some oddly named places along with an extensive body of literature with Icelandic 
sagas celebrating their many victories.

Sweden, located in northern Europe on the Scandinavian peninsula, 
is bordered by the Baltic Sea and the Gulf of Bothnia to the south 
and east, Finland to the northeast, and Norway to the west. 
Sweden’s government is one of a parliamentary constitutional 
monarchy, similar to that of England. The current King Carl XVI 
Gustaf is the seventh monarch of the House of Bernadotte. The 
prime minister, Stefan Löfven, is the leader of the Social Democratic 
Party and head of the government. Sweden, like other Nordic 

countries, is known as a “welfare state,” which is where the government takes responsibility for the 
economic and social welfare of its people. This translates to healthcare and education for all, as 
well as many other benefits funded by taxes.

Sweden is highly rated in terms of gender equality. For example, there is a large number of women 
in leadership positions in both government and business, and there is affordable childcare to help 
support their employment. There is also a generous maternity and paternity policy. Both parents 
can share as they wish 480 days leave (16 months) at some 80% of their salary. There is a cap 
to the salary, but, even so, this seems like a dream come true. And if you think that is good, how 
about 25 paid vacation days a year plus 16 holidays? This is more than any other country in the 
world. Additionally, a growing number of businesses in Sweden have adopted a six-hour workday. 
Though this might seem bad for business, the opposite has been noted. With more time to relax, 
enjoy, and destress, workers have proven to be more productive.

Discussion Starters

 • With what you have learned about Sweden, does it seem like a good place to live? What of 
the things Truman has told us appeals most to you?

 • When you look at the map of Sweden and Norway, what animal do you see? (A horse’s head) 

 • We are quite familiar with England’s royal family, but how much do you know about Sweden’s 
royal family? Watch this short video clip to learn more.

Bert Knows Trivia

When visiting a foreign country, it’s always good to know a few key 
phrases in the language—in this case, Swedish. Fortunately, English 
is spoken by almost everyone, so it’s easy to communicate, for the 
most part. But just in case you want to show off a bit...

 • Hej (HAY): Hello

 • Ja (YAH): Yes

https://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2008/oct/03/1
https://www.theguardian.com/books/booksblog/2008/oct/03/1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kPtndv1ckfs
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 • Nej (NAY): No

 • Hej då (HAY doe): Goodbye

 • Tack (TACK): Thank you

 • Hjälp (YELP): Help

 • Jag är vilse (YAH air veel SEH): I’m lost

And now for the trivia:

 • Since 1901, the Nobel Prizes have been awarded on December 10, 
the anniversary of the death of Alfred Nobel. This renowned scientist, 
inventor, businessman, and founder of the Nobel Prizes requested 
in his will that his fortune be given to people who have excelled in 
medicine, literature, chemistry, physics, and spreading peace. All 
Nobel Prizes are awarded in Stockholm, Sweden, except for the Nobel 
Peace Prize, which is awarded in Oslo, Norway. 

 • The colors of Sweden are blue and yellow or gold. The flag has a blue 
background with a golden-yellow Scandinavian cross in the center.

 • Have you ever heard of the term Stockholm Syndrome? It was coined by Nils Bejerot, a 
psychiatrist and criminologist, after hostages who had been taken during a bank robbery in 
1973 developed an alliance with their kidnappers during their six days in captivity. One of the 
hostages later explained, “It’s some kind of a context you get into when all your values, the 
morals you have, change in some way.” Another example of Stockholm Syndrome that many 
are familiar with is the kidnapping of Patty Hearst in 1974 in Berkeley, California.

 • Sweden’s indigenous people are known as the Sami. They currently inhabit four different 
countries: Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Russia. Out of the estimated total Sami population 
of 80,000, about 20,000 live in Sweden. Here, their language is officially recognized, and 
since 1993, they have had their own parliament. These nomadic reindeer herders recently 
won a 30-year battle for land rights to grazing areas.

 • Sweden has a very high literacy rate. At 99%, it’s no wonder 
some four million books are borrowed from libraries in Stockholm 
alone each year. 

 • An important holiday in Sweden is Midsummer Day, which 
marks the summer solstice and is held annually on the weekend 
occurring between June 20 and 26. In this celebration of life and 
love, people pick flowers and make floral crowns that they wear 
throughout the day.   

 • IKEA is a widely popular store that originated in Sweden. Founded in 1943 by Ingvar 
Kamprad, IKEA was primarily a mail-order sales business before it started selling furniture. 
Today, the company and its low-cost basics are a favorite of college students and newlyweds. 
We discovered that we’ve been saying the name wrong in America, though: instead of “eye-
KEY-uh,” the correct pronunciation is “ee-KAY-uh.”       

https://www.nobelprize.org/alfred-nobel/alfred-nobels-life-and-work/
https://www.fbi.gov/history/famous-cases/patty-hearst
http://realscandinavia.com/midsummer-in-sweden-origins-and-traditions/
https://www.activityconnection.com/account/monthly/6/2020/discuss-recall/#discussion
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• Another very popular Swedish store around the globe is H&M. In 1946, Erling Persson 
founded a woman’s clothing store named Hennes. Two years later, he bought a hunting 
apparel and fishing store named Mauritz Widforss. He combined the two into one company 
and changed the name to H&M, and today it is one of Sweden’s most successful fashion 
brands. It numbers more than 3,500 stores worldwide, with 543 of those in the United States.

• The time of year and where in Sweden you are located
determines the amount of daylight and darkness. In the
northernmost parts of the country, a phenomenon known as the
midnight sun occurs during summer’s peak. During this time,
there are 18 hours of sunlight a day, so be sure to bring an eye
mask for sleeping. In parts of winter, there are just seven hours
of sunlight each day, making between September and March
the best time to see Sweden’s northern lights.

• We can thank the Swedes for inventing a number of things we can’t live without, including 
pacemakers, GPS (global positioning systems), ultrasounds, adjustable wrenches, oat milk, 
three-point seatbelts, and zippers.

• When you think of music and Sweden, what may well come to mind is the group ABBA. If you 
saw the movie Mamma Mia!, then you are very familiar with their music.

• For book lovers, many popular books have come from Sweden. You may remember Pippi 
Longstocking, the delightful childhood favorite by Astrid Lindgren, or the recent international 
bestsellers The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo trilogy by Stieg Larsson.

Discussion Starters

• Are the Nobel Prize winners of interest to you each year? Are you able to name any of the
recipients from any of the years?

• Have you ever shopped at an IKEA or H&M store? Now that you know the correct way to
pronounce IKEA, will you try to say it that way?

• Are you familiar with the music of ABBA? Have you seen the movie Mamma Mia!? If so, did
you enjoy it?

Mabel Knows the No’s 

When visiting a foreign country, it’s important to understand the culture and rules of etiquette to be 
a welcome guest. Here are some important things to keep in mind as a tourist in Sweden:

1. Do not litter: Sweden was one of the first countries in the world
to pass the Environmental Protection Act and, as such, takes
strict measures to prevent pollution. The cities are clean, the air
is fresh, and recycling is a way of life. Most households have
seven or more containers for sorting their trash. An astonishing
99% of trash is either burnt for energy or reused or recycled.
Only 1% finds its way to the garbage dump. Wouldn’t it be
incredible if all countries strived for such a record!

https://stats.areppim.com/listes/list_nobelxprize.htm
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2. Respect personal space: Swedes may appear shy or reserved in public, but they’re really 
just showing consideration for each other’s personal space. Be sure not to stand too close 
when in a line, don’t sit next to someone on a bus when there are other seats, stand as far 
apart as possible in elevators, and when you are talking to someone, stand about an arms-
length apart.

3. Don’t be dramatic: Dramatic gestures are not comfortable for the conservative Swedes. 
They speak in a calm, measured way and don’t appreciate raised voices. Swedes are 
content with silence and rarely indulge in small talk. They avoid touching or embracing in 
public and prefer to keep a low profile when in public. It is important, however, to maintain 
direct eye contact when speaking to someone, or you might be perceived as untrustworthy 
and rude. 

4. Be moderate in all things: Lagom is the Swedish term for “moderation.” Excess is frowned 
upon, and the belief that what you have is enough and that no one goes without is reflected 
in the culture, politics, and welfare system. 

5. Don’t compare Swedes with Danes or Norwegians: Even 
though they are all Scandinavian, the Swedes are very proud 
of their country and culture. Modest about their own personal 
accomplishments, they appreciate sincere compliments about 
their beloved nation.

6. Don’t be late: In Sweden, punctuality is expected, whether it be for business or social 
engagements. Respecting others’ time is an important courtesy practiced by Swedes. When 
visiting friends, it is not unusual for guests to arrive early and then sit in their car or walk 
around the block until the appointed meeting time. 

7. Avoid using cash: Sweden is working toward being a cashless society. It’s not unusual to 
see signs posted in business establishments saying “Cash Not Accepted.” Bank cards, credit 
cards, and apps on cell phones are used instead. 

8. Lose the shoes: When entering a private residence, that is. This is just another example of 
the Swedish love of cleanliness and respect and consideration for others. There’s usually a 
place near the door to leave shoes, and slippers are often made available to wear.

9. Respect the line: Swedes queue up for everything, and 
respecting the line culture means waiting patiently, respecting 
those around you by being quiet and courteous, and not cutting 
in line.

10. Don’t complain about the cold: The Swedes believe there is 
no such thing as bad weather, only bad choices in clothes. If 
it’s cold, you wear layers. If it’s raining, you bring an umbrella. 

Discussion Starters

 • Of Mabel’s list of “no’s,” are there any you already follow? 

 • Are there any you would not want to do?

 • Are you someone who likes to be on time, or do you generally run late?
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Nell Gets Us Started in Stockholm

Our first stop was Stockholm, the capital and largest city in Sweden. It is comprised of 14 islands 
with an area of 73 square miles (188 square kilometers) and more than 57 bridges to connect 
them. The water surrounding Stockholm is so clean that not only can you swim and fish in it but 
you can drink it as well. The fresh sea air is some of the cleanest in Europe, so you’ll want to be 
sure to take lots of deep breaths.

We began our city tour in Stockholm’s Old Town, one of Europe’s best-
preserved historical districts. Its cobblestone streets have remained 
in such good condition because only pedestrian traffic is allowed on 
them. One of the streets—an alley really—is just 36 steps long and 
35 inches (88.9 centimeters) wide at its narrowest point. We joked we 
better not gain any weight if we wanted to be able to navigate it. 

Stockholm has almost 100 museums, making it the city with the most museums in the world per 
capita. Our favorite was the one wholly devoted to the 1970s singing group ABBA. Here you can 
see some of this popular band’s gold records and their wardrobe pieces, which you can actually try 
on. You can also sing along and dance to their music on stage with holograms of the band playing 
in the background. Mamma Mia!, we had so much fun!

We passed so many darling boutiques and shops. The need for some retail therapy called my name, 
so I suggested us gals go shopping while Bert and Truman explored on their own. We agreed to 
meet in an hour at the Royal National City Park. This lovely green oasis is more than six miles  
(9.5 kilometers) long and is bordered by forests in which deer and moose roam along with hares, rare 
birds, foxes, and butterflies. So, with that to look forward to, we went our separate ways.

The Front Porch ladies arrived at the park right on time, but Bert and Truman were nowhere to 
be seen. After 30 minutes of waiting and numerous unanswered calls to their cell phones, Mabel 
remarked, “This isn’t like them to be late. They’re always so insistent on everyone being punctual.”   

“Maybe they got lost,” chimed in Maude. “You know how directionally impaired they both are.”  

“I bet they went back to the hotel to take a quick nap,” said Ethel. “They love to sleep.”  

“Well, if they’re not here in 15 minutes, I think we should find someone to help us,” 
I said. But at that moment, Bert and Truman were spied in the distance, slowly 
making their way toward the park. Turns out, they had visited the restaurant 
Meatballs for the People and sampled all of their 14 varieties. Along with the 
traditional beef and pork, they tried reindeer, salmon, ox, moose, and even rooster 
meatballs. They completely lost track of time and never heard their phones 
ringing. They ate so much they were now desperately in need of those naps 
Ethel referred to. “You two are such meatballs,” I proclaimed. “And since we’re in 
Sweden, I guess that makes you Swedish meatballs!”

Discussion Starters

 • Were you surprised to learn that the city of Stockholm is comprised of 14 islands?     

 • Have you ever become lost when traveling? How did you become “unlost”?   

 • Bert and Truman seriously overate when it came to meatballs. If you were to overeat 
something, what would it probably be?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JsY5UFDvFzs
http://meatball.se/en-se
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Maude Takes Us Places

Sweden has an extensive archipelago (a group of islands) scattered 
along its coastline. There are thousands of (mostly uninhabited) 
islands to explore and lots of ferry boats to take you there. The 
islands are resplendent with natural beauty. They also provide 
interesting opportunities to learn how the locals live. There are plenty 
of restaurants for your choice of feasting and lots of souvenir shops 
to explore. Some of the other highlights of our trip to Sweden include:

Drottningholm Palace is the private residence of the Swedish royal family and is built on the 
island Lovön. The southern portion of the palace is reserved for King Carl XVI Gustaf and Queen 
Silvia, their three children, and their families. The rest of the palace, as well as the park and 
gardens, are open to the public year-round. It is a spectacular feast for the eyes.

The Turning Torso in Malmö has the distinction of being the first twisting 
tower and the tallest building in Scandinavia. It has 54 floors and was based 
on the sculpture Twisting Torso by the artist Calatrava. There are  
147 residences in the building. Its 49th floor is a public observation deck, 
and floors 50–52 house a private club, meeting spaces, and a restaurant. 
Conferences are held on levels 53 and 54. 

Lapland is the place to see the northern lights, but we were there at the wrong 
time of year for that. Located primarily in Finland, it is also part of the Arctic 
portion of Sweden. You can experience the Sami culture, learn about reindeer 
farming, go dog sledding, fish, hike, and chill out at the Ice Hotel in Jukkasjärvi 
(YOO kyas YAR vee).

The Ice Hotel in Sweden’s Lapland provides a unique experience for the adventurous traveler. 
Located in the northernmost part of Sweden, it is a hotel made entirely of ice. Sculpted by different 
artists, the rooms are created new each year and then melt in the spring. Recently, a permanent, 
non-ice structure has been built in addition to the seasonal all-ice rooms. For those who don’t love 
the idea of ice, these new rooms are calming, well-appointed, and comfortably heated. Each room 
of the ice hotel is a work of art. Rooms are kept at temperatures of 23–25°F (–5–3.8°C), and guests 
are provided with thermal sleeping bags, covers of soft reindeer hides, and hot lingonberry juice to 
start the day. At the end of a busy day, you can relax at the Icebar with drinks served in ice glasses.  

Discussion Starters

 • Have you ever visited a palace or castle? Can you imagine living in one?  

 • Have you ever seen a building with an unusual appearance? If so, where was it, and what did 
it look like? 

 • Can you imagine sleeping in a room where everything is made of ice, including the bed? 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RQlpnoGWu8A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZPZ3Gdeo3dY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EAa2_86Eyio
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xIpCcVFFR8E
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Ethel Dishes Up the Meatballs

I’ll start with a question: Are there any Swedish restaurants where 
you live? Most likely, the answer is no. That is primarily because 
Swedish food is simple and basic. It generally consists of meat, 
potatoes, bread, and butter, which makes Truman and Bert quite 
happy. For those with an adventurous palate, it might be considered 
boring. If you are a vegetarian, you will find many options on the 
menu when dining out. You will also find an abundance of seafood, 
but be careful if you try Surströmming, which is a strong-smelling 
and strong-tasting fermented Baltic Sea herring. It is very much an 
acquired taste. 

Fika is a daily tradition in Sweden. It’s the time when friends, family, or work colleagues gather for 
a social break of coffee and sweets. Swedes are among the world’s biggest coffee drinkers and, on 
average, consume five cups of very strong coffee every day. If you’re looking for decaf, you’re most 
likely not going to find it.

Here are some things I learned about Swedish cuisine:

 • When it comes to Swedish food, it is essential to understand that lingonberries can and do go 
with everything. Pickled herring is generally served at every smorgasbord.

 • We can thank the Swedish upper class for smorgasbords. A smorgasbord is what we know as a 
buffet in the U.S., and it was first introduced to America in 1939 at the New York World’s Fair.

 • Many Swedes routinely eat pea soup and pancakes every Thursday. It was a tradition started 
by the Swedish Armed Forces during WWII.

 • Prinsesstarta is a Swedish favorite. It is a green frosted cake 
topped with a pink rose made of sugar. Layers of yellow sponge 
cake are lined with jam (we’re betting lingonberry) and vanilla 
custard and topped with a thick layer of whipped cream. The 
cake is then sealed with a thin layer of green marzipan. The 
cake made its debut in 1920 when the teacher to Prince Carl’s 
daughters introduced it to the three little princesses. They loved 
it so much it was named after them.

 • Swedes love all kinds of bread, and rye is often included with meals. A favorite is crispbread, 
which is a flat, dry type of cracker usually made from rye. 

 • Fruit soups such as rosehip soup and blueberry are other favorites. They can be served hot 
or cold.

 • A typical day starts with an early morning breakfast and a light lunch before noon. Dinner is 
the most substantial meal and is served around six or seven in the evening. There is a coffee 
break (fika) with a pastry in the afternoon. As part of Sweden’s welfare state, all primary 
and most secondary schools serve a hot meal for the students at lunch. By law, it must be 
“nutrient-dense.” 

http://www.swedishfood.com/swedish-food-bread-recipes/301-rye-crispbread
https://www.callmecupcake.se/2018/09/rosehip-soup.html
http://www.swedishfood.com/swedish-food-recipes-desserts/220-blueberry-soup
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It goes without saying that meatballs are probably the first thing that 
come to mind when we think of Swedish food. At least it was for 
Bert and Truman. (They are still talking fondly about their meatball 
adventure, despite the fact their overindulgence gave them heartburn 
for an entire day.) The first time Swedish meatballs were mentioned 
in writing was in a 1755 cookbook, but it is believed they have been 
around much longer than that. Classic meatballs are made with 
ground beef or veal, milk, egg, breadcrumbs, diced and fried yellow 
onion, and salt and pepper. Along with the meatballs are served 
potatoes, either mashed or pureed, a cream sauce or brown gravy, 
pickled cucumbers, and lingonberries (of course).

Oh, and for those Swedish fish candies we’re all so fond of—you won’t find them in the plastic 
packages we are used to seeing. Instead, they can be found in the bulk section of the candy store.

Discussion Starters

 • Would you enjoy the simple, basic Swedish cuisine?   

 • Do you like the idea of a fika in the middle of the day where you could socialize with friends, 
family, or colleagues and drink coffee? 

 • Do you like Swedish meatballs? Do you have a favorite recipe for them? Have you ever eaten 
them in an IKEA store?

Additional Activities

1. If possible, bring in some Swedish foods to sample such as Swedish meatballs, lingonberries, 
lingonberry jam, pickled herring, or Swedish fish candies.

2. Try making this Swedish meatball recipe or check out these Swedish recipes.

3. Learn more about the Viking Age.

4. Take a virtual walking tour of Stockholm.

5. Share this month’s Men’s Short Story about a family’s trip to Stockholm.

6. Learn more about Swedish pop group ABBA and their famous song “Mamma Mia!” with this 
month’s special Music feature.  

  

https://sweden.se/culture-traditions/classic-swedish-food-meatballs/
https://www.tasteofhome.com/collection/swedish-recipes/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ExvEIOWB-H0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_4zWI3VYMnA
https://www.activityconnection.com/uc/subscriber/Jun20/ADOBE/Music-Jun20-Activity.pdf
https://www.activityconnection.com/account/monthly/6/2020/mens-programs/#activity
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In Search of Two Swedish Meatballs 

Introduction

Sweden is not just the home of beautiful people, 
IKEA, northern lights, and meatballs. It is also the 
ancestral home of Mabel and Maude Gunderson, 
whose parents were of Swedish descent. Many 
family traditions were based on their heritage, and 
a love for Sweden was deeply ingrained in them. 
They visited Sweden many times over the years and 

are excited to be the tour guides for the rest of the Front Porch Travelers 
and you. Come join them as they explore June’s travel destination.

Truman Knows History 

Denmark. These countries, along with Finland, Iceland, and the associated 
territories of Greenland, the Faroe Islands, and Åland, are known as the 
Nordic countries. They were covered by ice during the last Ice Age (until 
10,000 BC) and share a heritage dating back to at least the Viking age.

The Vikings originated in what is now known as Sweden, Norway, and 
Denmark. They eked out a living farming the land or fishing on the coast. 
They built shallow, swift longships and equipped them with sails. Their 
first raiding party, in England, in 793 AD was soon followed by ones 
in Scotland, Ireland, and France. As their conquests grew, so did their 
reputation as barbaric, violent invaders. They were greatly feared. The 
Battle of Stamford Bridge in 1066 marked the end of the Viking Age 
with the killing of the Viking Norwegian king, who was trying to reclaim 
a portion of England. The Viking culture was absorbed into what had 
become a Christianity-based Europe. They left behind some oddly named 
places along with an extensive body of literature with Icelandic sagas 
celebrating their many victories.

Sweden, located in northern Europe on the 
Scandinavian peninsula, is bordered by the Baltic 
Sea and the Gulf of Bothnia to the south and east, 
Finland to the northeast, and Norway to the west. 
Sweden’s government is one of a parliamentary 
constitutional monarchy, similar to that of England. 
The current King Carl XVI Gustaf is the seventh 
monarch of the House of Bernadotte. The prime 

minister, Stefan Löfven, is the leader of the Social Democratic Party and 
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head of the government. Sweden, like other Nordic countries, is known as 
a “welfare state,” which is where the government takes responsibility for 
the economic and social welfare of its people. This translates to healthcare 
and education for all, as well as many other benefits funded by taxes.

Sweden is highly rated in terms of gender equality. 
For example, there is a large number of women 
in leadership positions in both government and 
business, and there is affordable childcare to help 
support their employment. There is also a generous 
maternity and paternity policy. Both parents can 
share as they wish 480 days leave (16 months) 
at some 80% of their salary. There is a cap to the 

salary, but, even so, this seems like a dream come true. And if you think 
that is good, how about 25 paid vacation days a year plus 16 holidays? 
This is more than any other country in the world. Additionally, a growing 
number of businesses in Sweden have adopted a six-hour workday. Though 
this might seem bad for business, the opposite has been noted. With 
more time to relax, enjoy, and destress, workers have proven to be more 
productive.

Bert Knows Trivia

When visiting a foreign country, it’s always good to know a few key 
phrases in the language—in this case, Swedish. Fortunately, English is 
spoken by almost everyone, so it’s easy to communicate, for the most 
part. But just in case you want to show off a bit...

• Hej (HAY): Hello

• Ja (YAH): Yes

• Nej (NAY): No

• Hej då (HAY doe): Goodbye

• Tack (TACK): Thank you

• Hjälp (YELP): Help

• Jag är vilse (YAH air veel SEH): I’m lost 
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And now for the trivia:

• Since 1901, the Nobel Prizes have been awarded on 
December 10, the anniversary of the death of Alfred 
Nobel. This renowned scientist, inventor, businessman, 
and founder of the Nobel Prizes requested in his 
will that his fortune be given to people who have 
excelled in medicine, literature, chemistry, physics, 
and spreading peace. All Nobel Prizes are awarded in 
Stockholm, Sweden, except for the Nobel Peace Prize, 
which is awarded in Oslo, Norway. 

• The colors of Sweden are blue and yellow or gold. The flag has a blue 
background with a golden-yellow Scandinavian cross in the center.

• Have you ever heard of the term Stockholm Syndrome? It was coined 
by Nils Bejerot, a psychiatrist and criminologist, after hostages who 
had been taken during a bank robbery in 1973 developed an alliance 
with their kidnappers during their six days in captivity. One of the 
hostages later explained, “It’s some kind of a context you get into 
when all your values, the morals you have, change in some way.” 
Another example of Stockholm Syndrome that many are familiar with 
is the kidnapping of Patty Hearst in 1974 in Berkeley, California.

• Sweden’s indigenous people are known as the Sami. They currently 
inhabit four different countries: Sweden, Norway, Finland, and 
Russia. Out of the estimated total Sami population of 80,000, about 
20,000 live in Sweden. Here, their language is officially recognized, 
and since 1993, they have had their own parliament. These nomadic 
reindeer herders recently won a 30-year battle for land rights to 
grazing areas.

• Sweden has a very high literacy rate. At 99%, 
it’s no wonder some four million books are 
borrowed from libraries in Stockholm alone 
each year. 

• An important holiday in Sweden is Midsummer 
Day, which marks the summer solstice and is 
held annually on the weekend occurring between 
June 20 and 26. In this celebration of life and 
love, people pick flowers and make floral crowns 
that they wear throughout the day.   
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• IKEA is a widely popular store that originated
in Sweden. Founded in 1943 by Ingvar
Kamprad, IKEA was primarily a mail-order
sales business before it started selling
furniture. Today, the company and its low-
cost basics are a favorite of college students
and newlyweds. We discovered that we’ve
been saying the name wrong in America,
though: instead of “eye-KEY-uh,” the correct
pronunciation is “ee-KAY-uh.”

• Another very popular Swedish store around the globe is H&M. In 
1946, Erling Persson founded a woman’s clothing store named 
Hennes. Two years later, he bought a hunting apparel and fishing 
store named Mauritz Widforss. He combined the two into one 
company and changed the name to H&M, and today it is one of 
Sweden’s most successful fashion brands. It numbers more than 
3,500 stores worldwide, with 543 of those in the United States.

• The time of year and where in Sweden you are
located determines the amount of daylight and
darkness. In the northernmost parts of the
country, a phenomenon known as the midnight
sun occurs during summer’s peak. During this
time, there are 18 hours of sunlight a day,
so be sure to bring an eye mask for sleeping.
In parts of winter, there are just seven hours of sunlight each
day, making between September and March the best time to see 
Sweden’s northern lights.

• We can thank the Swedes for inventing a number of things we can’t 
live without, including pacemakers, GPS (global positioning 
systems), ultrasounds, adjustable wrenches, oat milk, three-point 
seatbelts, and zippers.

• When you think of music and Sweden, what may well come to mind 
is the group ABBA. If you saw the movie Mamma Mia!, then you are 
very familiar with their music.

• For book lovers, many popular books have come from Sweden. You 
may remember Pippi Longstocking, the delightful childhood favorite 
by Astrid Lindgren, or the recent international bestsellers The Girl 
with the Dragon Tattoo trilogy by Stieg Larsson.
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Mabel Knows the No’s 

When visiting a foreign country, it’s important to understand the culture 
and rules of etiquette to be a welcome guest. Here are some important 
things to keep in mind as a tourist in Sweden:

1. Do not litter: Sweden was one of the first 
countries in the world to pass the Environmental 
Protection Act and, as such, takes strict 
measures to prevent pollution. The cities are 
clean, the air is fresh, and recycling is a way 
of life. Most households have seven or more 
containers for sorting their trash. An astonishing 
99% of trash is either burnt for energy or reused 
or recycled. Only 1% finds its way to the garbage dump. Wouldn’t it be 
incredible if all countries strived for such a record!

2. Respect personal space: Swedes may appear shy or reserved in 
public, but they’re really just showing consideration for each other’s 
personal space. Be sure not to stand too close when in a line, don’t 
sit next to someone on a bus when there are other seats, stand 
as far apart as possible in elevators, and when you are talking to 
someone, stand about an arms-length apart.

3. Don’t be dramatic: Dramatic gestures are not comfortable for the 
conservative Swedes. They speak in a calm, measured way and don’t 
appreciate raised voices. Swedes are content with silence and rarely 
indulge in small talk. They avoid touching or embracing in public and 
prefer to keep a low profile when in public. It is important, however, 
to maintain direct eye contact when speaking to someone, or you 
might be perceived as untrustworthy and rude. 

4. Be moderate in all things: Lagom is the Swedish term for 
“moderation.” Excess is frowned upon, and the belief that what you 
have is enough and that no one goes without is reflected in the 
culture, politics, and welfare system. 

5. Don’t compare Swedes with Danes or 
Norwegians: Even though they are all 
Scandinavian, the Swedes are very proud 
of their country and culture. Modest about 
their own personal accomplishments, they 
appreciate sincere compliments about their 
beloved nation.
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6. Don’t be late: In Sweden, punctuality is expected, whether it be 
for business or social engagements. Respecting others’ time is an 
important courtesy practiced by Swedes. When visiting friends, it 
is not unusual for guests to arrive early and then sit in their car or 
walk around the block until the appointed meeting time. 

7. Avoid using cash: Sweden is working toward being a cashless 
society. It’s not unusual to see signs posted in business 
establishments saying “Cash Not Accepted.” Bank cards, credit 
cards, and apps on cell phones are used instead. 

8. Lose the shoes: When entering a private residence, that is. This is 
just another example of the Swedish love of cleanliness and respect 
and consideration for others. There’s usually a place near the door 
to leave shoes, and slippers are often made available to wear.

9. Respect the line: Swedes queue up for 
everything, and respecting the line culture 
means waiting patiently, respecting those 
around you by being quiet and courteous, and 
not cutting in line.

10. Don’t complain about the cold: The Swedes believe there is no 
such thing as bad weather, only bad choices in clothes. If it’s cold, 
you wear layers. If it’s raining, you bring an umbrella. 

Nell Gets Us Started in Stockholm

Our first stop was Stockholm, the capital and largest city in Sweden. It 
is comprised of 14 islands with an area of 73 square miles (188 square 
kilometers) and more than 57 bridges to connect them. The water 
surrounding Stockholm is so clean that not only can you swim and fish in 
it but you can drink it as well. The fresh sea air is some of the cleanest in 
Europe, so you’ll want to be sure to take lots of deep breaths.

We began our city tour in Stockholm’s Old Town, 
one of Europe’s best-preserved historical districts. 
Its cobblestone streets have remained in such good 
condition because only pedestrian traffic is allowed 
on them. One of the streets—an alley really—is just 
36 steps long and 35 inches (88.9 centimeters) wide 
at its narrowest point. We joked we better not gain 
any weight if we wanted to be able to navigate it. 
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Stockholm has almost 100 museums, making it the city with the most 
museums in the world per capita. Our favorite was the one wholly 
devoted to the 1970s singing group ABBA. Here you can see some of this 
popular band’s gold records and their wardrobe pieces, which you can 
actually try on. You can also sing along and dance to their music on stage 
with holograms of the band playing in the background. Mamma Mia!, we 
had so much fun!

We passed so many darling boutiques and shops. 
The need for some retail therapy called my name, 
so I suggested us gals go shopping while Bert and 
Truman explored on their own. We agreed to meet in 
an hour at the Royal National City Park. This lovely 
green oasis is more than six miles (9.5 kilometers) 
long and is bordered by forests in which deer and 
moose roam along with hares, rare birds, foxes, and 
butterflies. So, with that to look forward to, we went 
our separate ways.

The Front Porch ladies arrived at the park right on time, but Bert and 
Truman were nowhere to be seen. After 30 minutes of waiting and numerous 
unanswered calls to their cell phones, Mabel remarked, “This isn’t like them 
to be late. They’re always so insistent on everyone being punctual.”   

“Maybe they got lost,” chimed in Maude. “You know how directionally 
impaired they both are.”  

“I bet they went back to the hotel to take a quick nap,” said Ethel. “They 
love to sleep.”  

“Well, if they’re not here in 15 minutes, I think we should 
find someone to help us,” I said. But at that moment, Bert 
and Truman were spied in the distance, slowly making 
their way toward the park. Turns out, they had visited 
the restaurant Meatballs for the People and sampled all 
of their 14 varieties. Along with the traditional beef and 
pork, they tried reindeer, salmon, ox, moose, and even 
rooster meatballs. They completely lost track of time 
and never heard their phones ringing. They ate so much 
they were now desperately in need of those naps Ethel 
referred to. “You two are such meatballs,” I proclaimed. 
“And since we’re in Sweden, I guess that makes you 
Swedish meatballs!”
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Maude Takes Us Places

Sweden has an extensive archipelago (a group 
of islands) scattered along its coastline. There 
are thousands of (mostly uninhabited) islands to 
explore and lots of ferry boats to take you there. 
The islands are resplendent with natural beauty. 
They also provide interesting opportunities to 

learn how the locals live. There are plenty of restaurants for your choice 
of feasting and lots of souvenir shops to explore. Some of the other 
highlights of our trip to Sweden include:

Drottningholm Palace is the private residence of the Swedish royal 
family and is built on the island Lovön. The southern portion of the palace 
is reserved for King Carl XVI Gustaf and Queen Silvia, their three children, 
and their families. The rest of the palace, as well as the park and gardens, 
are open to the public year-round. It is a spectacular feast for the eyes.

The Turning Torso in Malmö has the distinction of 
being the first twisting tower and the tallest building 
in Scandinavia. It has 54 floors and was based on the 
sculpture Twisting Torso by the artist Calatrava. There are 
147 residences in the building. Its 49th floor is a public 
observation deck, and floors 50–52 house a private club, 
meeting spaces, and a restaurant. Conferences are held on 
levels 53 and 54. 

Lapland is the place to see the northern lights, but we were there at the 
wrong time of year for that. Located primarily in Finland, it is also part of 
the Arctic portion of Sweden. You can experience the Sami culture, learn 
about reindeer farming, go dog sledding, fish, hike, and chill out at the 
Ice Hotel in Jukkasjärvi (YOO kyas YAR vee).

The Ice Hotel in Sweden’s Lapland provides a unique experience for the 
adventurous traveler. Located in the northernmost part of Sweden, it is 
a hotel made entirely of ice. Sculpted by different artists, the rooms are 
created new each year and then melt in the spring. Recently, a permanent, 
non-ice structure has been built in addition to the seasonal all-ice rooms. 
For those who don’t love the idea of ice, these new rooms are calming, 
well-appointed, and comfortably heated. Each room of the ice hotel is a 
work of art. Rooms are kept at temperatures of 23–25°F (–5–3.8°C), and 
guests are provided with thermal sleeping bags, covers of soft reindeer 
hides, and hot lingonberry juice to start the day. At the end of a busy day, 
you can relax at the Icebar with drinks served in ice glasses.  
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Ethel Dishes Up the Meatballs

I’ll start with a question: Are there any Swedish 
restaurants where you live? Most likely, the 
answer is no. That is primarily because Swedish 
food is simple and basic. It generally consists of 
meat, potatoes, bread, and butter, which makes 
Truman and Bert quite happy. For those with an 
adventurous palate, it might be considered boring. 

If you are a vegetarian, you will find many options on the menu when 
dining out. You will also find an abundance of seafood, but be careful 
if you try Surströmming, which is a strong-smelling and strong-tasting 
fermented Baltic Sea herring. It is very much an acquired taste. 

Fika is a daily tradition in Sweden. It’s the time when friends, family, or 
work colleagues gather for a social break of coffee and sweets. Swedes 
are among the world’s biggest coffee drinkers and, on average, consume 
five cups of very strong coffee every day. If you’re looking for decaf, 
you’re most likely not going to find it.

Here are some things I learned about Swedish cuisine:

• When it comes to Swedish food, it is essential to understand that 
lingonberries can and do go with everything. Pickled herring is 
generally served at every smorgasbord.

• We can thank the Swedish upper class for smorgasbords. A 
smorgasbord is what we know as a buffet in the U.S., and it was first 
introduced to America in 1939 at the New York World’s Fair.

• Many Swedes routinely eat pea soup and pancakes every Thursday. 
It was a tradition started by the Swedish Armed Forces during WWII.

• Prinsesstarta is a Swedish favorite. It is a green 
frosted cake topped with a pink rose made 
of sugar. Layers of yellow sponge cake are 
lined with jam (we’re betting lingonberry) and 
vanilla custard and topped with a thick layer of 
whipped cream. The cake is then sealed with a 
thin layer of green marzipan. The cake made its 
debut in 1920 when the teacher to Prince Carl’s 
daughters introduced it to the three little princesses. They loved it so 
much it was named after them.
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• Swedes love all kinds of bread, and rye is often 
included with meals. A favorite is crispbread, 
which is a flat, dry type of cracker usually 
made from rye. 

• Fruit soups such as rosehip soup and blueberry 
are other favorites. They can be served hot  
or cold.

• A typical day starts with an early morning breakfast and a light 
lunch before noon. Dinner is the most substantial meal and is served 
around six or seven in the evening. There is a coffee break (fika) 
with a pastry in the afternoon. As part of Sweden’s welfare state, 
all primary and most secondary schools serve a hot meal for the 
students at lunch. By law, it must be “nutrient-dense.”

It goes without saying that meatballs are probably 
the first thing that come to mind when we think of 
Swedish food. At least it was for Bert and Truman. 
(They are still talking fondly about their meatball 
adventure, despite the fact their overindulgence 
gave them heartburn for an entire day.) The first 
time Swedish meatballs were mentioned in writing 
was in a 1755 cookbook, but it is believed they 
have been around much longer than that. Classic 

meatballs are made with ground beef or veal, milk, egg, breadcrumbs, 
diced and fried yellow onion, and salt and pepper. Along with the 
meatballs are served potatoes, either mashed or pureed, a cream sauce 
or brown gravy, pickled cucumbers, and lingonberries (of course).

Oh, and for those Swedish fish candies we’re all so fond of—you won’t 
find them in the plastic packages we are used to seeing. Instead, they 
can be found in the bulk section of the candy store. 
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