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Duncan Steer heads to Norway 
to put the new Volvo V90 
through its paces on some of the 
world’s most exhilarating roads

Photography Pete Goding
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Location:  
WESTERN NORWAY

Distance:  
420 KILOMETRES

Date:  
OCTOBER 2016

THE JOURNEY

BLAST FROM
THE KIT  
VOLVO V90 T5 INSCRIPTION
ENGINE: 1969CC 4-CYLINDER PETROL
TOP SPEED: 143MPH
0 – 62MPH: 7 SECONDS
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he year after the Wall Street Crash of 1929, one 
European village, at least, was still booming. All 
around tiny, remote Geiranger, right up in the heart 
of Norwegian fjord country, local farmers continued 
to make a lucrative part-time living driving wealthy 
international tourists up into the mountains from the 
colonial-style Hotel Union in a 50-strong fleet of luxury 
taxis: specially imported Cadillacs, Buicks, Studebakers.

The views across Norway’s most photogenic fjord 
were beautiful but, back then, life for the locals was 
tough. Farmers reached their clifftop farms with 
ladders and had to tie their children to rocks to stop 
them falling into the fjord. They could make their 
weekly wage in a morning, driving tourists around.

The farmhouses along the nine-mile Geirangerfjord 
are long-since abandoned, but many of the beautiful 
old cars are still here – tucked away, all as-new and 
shiny, in the basement of the Hotel Union. Its suave 
owner, Sindre Mjelva, is the fourth generation of the 
family to run the hotel and he’s brought us down to 
his secret car museum to let us into the secrets of the 
resort’s unique story. His great grandfather started 
making his own cars here in the 1900s and, by the 
1920s, Geiranger was such a centre of motoring that 

Cadillac shipped its new cars here to show off their 
strengths on the tricky mountain roads. 

The Hotel Union remains a magnet for the well-to-
do. Last year, the Emir of Qatar helicoptered in, took 
one of the old cars for a spin and promptly bought the 
entire stock of the quayside chocolate shop. Norway’s 
Queen Sonja is a regular visitor, too: she once took 60 
European royals up into the hills for lunch. In the high 
season, huge cruise-liners arrive every day. 

We have arrived at Geiranger after a lengthy drive 
through Western Norway, a region three times the 
size of Wales, but with a population of just 1.3 million. 
Alesund, on the west coast, was our starting point. 
Built on a series of seven islands, the town has the 
look of a much smaller Copenhagen or Amsterdam. 
Destroyed by fire in 1904, Alesund was swiftly rebuilt, 
with craftsmen and architects pouring in from all over 
the country to make a uniquely pretty and colourful 
new town in the Art Nouveau style of the day; even 
the fish warehouses have stained-glass windows. 
The beautiful and swift rebuilding of the town was a 
boost to the self-esteem of the whole country, which 
became independent for the first time in 1905.

Alesund feels like the British ideal of a small 
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Clockwise from far left 
Overlooking Alesund; 
en route to Sølsnes via 
Fannefjord; the Atlantic 
Ocean Road; cycling in 
Alesund; the inter-island 
ferry Previous page  
The Trollstigen Road 

European town: you can ride out on bike trails from 
the cobbled streets of the centre to the aquarium 
and lighthouse, go down to the harbour and buy fish 
straight from the fishing boats, or take coffee in a 
modernist café built and run by the same Euro-cool 
architect who’s currently designing the town’s new 
court building. It’s all very clean, green and unhurried.

We leave Alesund to head out into the fjords in 
something altogether newer than you’ll find in the 
basement of the Hotel Union: a big, midnight-blue 
Volvo V90 estate, full of tech, cosy, smooth and safe. 
We like it, but the Norwegians…well, they seem to love 
it: whenever we stop, people come and have a look, 
sometimes stepping forward to congratulate us on 
it, like we were driving a vintage Aston Martin. A new 
Volvo is clearly a big thing in Norway. 

Norway has risen to the top of many a motorist’s 
road-trip bucket list over the past 30 years. Since 
the oil money arrived in the 1960s, Norway’s GDP 
has risen to two-and-a-half times that of the UK. The 
actual meaning of that becomes clear as soon as you 
get here: Kit Kat? £3. Cup of coffee? £4. What to do in 
a country where beer costs £11 a pint? Drink spirits?

Norway has poured its wealth into a series of 
incredible engineering projects, linking even its most 
remote areas via a futuristic network of perfect roads, 
tunnels and bridges. Driving out of Alesund, we are 
headed for the most dramatic of these: the Atlantic 

T H E  S TO R S E I S U N D E T  B R I D G E  LO O K S 

L I K E  A  S C A L E X T R I C  T R A C K  T H AT ’ S  

B E E N  T W I S T E D  O U T  O F  S H A P E
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Ocean Road, a five-mile stretch over a series of remote 
west-coast islands that was built in the 1980s. 

An hour out of Alesund, we catch the first of many 
ferries on our journey, from Vestnes to Molde. Even 
with so many bridges and tunnels en route, sometimes 
a five-minute trip on the water saves hours of driving. 
The ferries are seamless, like a reliable bus service. 
Hop on, pay, hop off.

Twelve hurricanes delayed the construction of 
the Atlantic Ocean Road, and the sometimes fierce 
weather, with waves lashing up and over, has  
earned it the tag of the most dangerous road  
in the world. From the bottom, the longest  
bridge – Storseisundet – appears to be just a giant 
ramp, disappearing into the heavens. From the side  
it looks even crazier: like a Scalextric set twisted  
out of shape by using the wrong pieces of track.

Having gone back and forth across the bridge a few 
times – as most people seem to – we finally move on, 
parking up five minutes further north before walking 
across the sand dunes in the dark. For a moment, there 
is complete stillness but for the sound of the Atlantic 
lapping around a lonely jetty. Then we hear the 
distant buzz of the powerboat coming to take us out 
to Håholmen Island for an other-worldly interlude in a 
setting worthy of Enid Blyton or Agatha Christie.

Håholmen, a tiny, 10-acre island, was home to a 
traditional fishing community until the 1960s. Later, 

for a time (1989 – 2003), it was owned by big, bearded 
local adventurer Ragnar Thorseth, whose inspirational/
bonkers seafaring missions of the 70s and 80s – 
rowing on his own in a tiny boat to Scotland, that 
kind of thing – earned him the nickname of ‘The Last 
Viking’. I like to think of him as a kind of waterborne 
Ian Botham. The island has a little museum dedicated 
to him, featuring the wreck of the Viking replica ship 
that he took around the world in the Eighties, before 
coming to grief in the Mediterranean. 

Mostly, though, Håholmen is like a unique hotel, 
made up of a clutch of little wooden cabins, some of 
which date back to the 1700s. It almost feels like a 
retreat – except for the restaurant and bar. The cabins 
are small and surprisingly cosy, with some insulated 
by grass growing on the roof. A stay here costs 1200 Kr 
(about £120) and it’s a unique experience.

After a fish supper – a phrase that soon becomes 
a tautology in Norway – we stand out on the grassy 
banks, facing north, scanning the sky for the Northern 
Lights. There are a few banks of cloud but the way they 
shift, and the appearance of little steam-like wisps of 
– what is it exactly? – ‘activity’ in the sky, give us hope 
that we may get the full show. But it doesn’t come. Our 
camera does capture a little magic, though: on a long 
exposure, it picks up green flashes in the sky that  
we can’t see with the naked eye. 

There’s no better way to appreciate this part of 

See Pete Goding’s 
beautiful film of  

our Epic Drive

visit Boundless.co.uk/ 
Norway
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the world than from out on the water. And, from 
Håholmen, one of the ways to do this is to take 
a guided trip out into the fjords on a replica of 
Thorseth’s Viking-style boat. We decide, though,  
on a fishing trip out to the Atlantic. With so many  
little islands and such a ragged coastline, the 
geography is complicated and we soon lose our 
bearings – until we find ourselves heading back  
under the Storseisundet bridge.

Returning to dry land and the Atlantic Ocean 
Road, we point the V90 north in the direction of 
Kristiansund, a pretty town built on four islands, 
linked by a trundling little ferry that runs non-stop 
throughout daylight hours. Kristiansund is Norway’s 
‘klippfish heritage town’, which, for a national 
economy once built on fish, is a big deal. The 
technique of preserving fish by salting it and then 

Clockwise from far left A chance to 
stretch our legs; a fleeting glimpse of the 
Northern Lights at Håholmen harbour; the 
V90 took all roads in its stride; a replica 
of Ragnar Thorseth’s Viking-style ship; chef 
Olav Jørgensen of Smia restaurant; rye 
bread open sandwiches; Sindre Mjelva  
with one of Hotel Union’s classic cars

NORDIC FARE
KLIPPFISH WITH BACON
The signature dish of the 
fjords. Preserved cod, served 
with a light lemon-butter 
sauce, a dash of pea purée 
and pieces of bacon.

FISH DUMPLINGS
Served as a starter: fresh cod 
or klippfish, with onions, garlic 
and basil. A staple of stick-
to-your-bones Norwegian 
cuisine. Great with a glass of 
chilled white wine.

BACALAO
A break from Norway’s usual 
fare: a spicy, Latin-style fish 
stew, imported at some point 
during centuries of trading 
fish with Portugal and Spain. 

CHEESE CHOCOLATES
Caramelised brown cheese 
is a dessert option here. 
Tastes especially lavish as a 
filling in the dark chocolates 
made from local ingredients 
at Geiranger Sjokolade, on 
the quayside in Geiranger. 
geirangersjokolade.no

CRAFT BEER
High alcohol tax restrains 
Norway’s bar culture, but 
there is a new wave of craft 
beers, including Geiranger 
beer, available throughout  
the fjords region. 
geirangerbryggeri.no

O U R  C A M E R A  C A P T U R E S  T H E  M A G I C 

O F  T H E  N O RT H E R N  L I G H T S  –  G R E E N 

F L A S H E S  I N V I S I B L E  TO  T H E  N A K E D  E Y E
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clipping it out to dry revolutionised Norway’s  
cuisine and economy. On Kirkelandet island, there’s  
a klippfish museum. On Nordlandet, there’s a big 
statue of a woman wielding a giant dried fish. Fifty 
yards away, we go into a busy little shop/office filled 
with dried fish and, well, fish memorabilia, where a 
cheerful man named Knut Garshol offers us a slice of 
a klippfish that is two years old and fairly solid. He 
interrupts his discussion of fish-preserving, fish and 
chips and fish stocks only when a slightly Dickensian 
figure comes into the shop with some samples of 
snacks he has made himself from seaweed. 

I feel we may have reached peak fish. 
But, then again, just across town, here’s the 

charming Olav Jørgensen, who used to work on 
Håholmen but has recently opened his own cosy, 
traditional restaurant, Smia. He welcomes us for lunch 
with a tasty spread of starters. 

Olav: ‘Here is salt-fish dumpling; fishcake; whale 
cake. And this is a new product – klippfish cake with 
cheese in it.’

Me: ‘Sorry…what’s that one in the middle?’
Olav [deadpan]: ‘Whale cake.’
Me [dubious]: ‘Is that right?’
Olav [chuckling]: ‘Yes. You’re in Norway now.’
Tonight, our rooms at the Hotel Fjordstuer in Molde 

have an idyllic view south over Midfjorden and the 

FUN IN THE FJORDS
KAYAKING
Kayak More Tomorrow in Alesund 
offers everything from hour-long taster 
sessions for kids to a 10-day guided 
kayak/camping expedition all the way 
up to Geiranger, led by the inspirational 
Jonathan Bendiksen (they also rent bikes 
and e-bikes). kayakmoretomorrow.com

CYCLING
You can hire cycles and e-bikes from 
the Tourist Information Centre on the 
quayside in Geiranger, with routes to suit 
all abilities, including 2km circular, flat 
rides and the 22km ride over the Eagle’s 
View to Eidsdal (there’s a bus to bring 
you back). geirangerfjord.no

CANYONING
Follow a course through the fjords, 
mixing activities including zip-wiring, 
swimming and cliff-jumping (yes), from 
a centre based at Sylte, just south of the 
Trollstigen. valldall.no/en/canyoning

FISHING
In summer, there are daily fishing trips 
from the old fishing community of 
Håholmen, even for non-residents of the 
holiday cottages. classicnorway.com

SEA SAFARI
Take a guided trip around the islands 
of Alesund in a high-speed RIB to see 
puffins, seals, porpoises, eagles and 
whales. visitalesund.com/things-to-do

T H E  K L I P P F I S H 

M E T H O D  O F 

P R E S E R V I N G  C O D 

R E V O LU T I O N I S E D 

T H E  C U I S I N E  

A N D  E C O N O M Y
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comings and goings of the ferries across it. Across the 
water, the mountains. Beyond the mountains, more  
fjords – and the Trollstigen, our destination for tomorrow.

For two days, we have not been out of sight of  
water – except when we were in a tunnel with a fjord 
above our heads. Now, though, it’s time to see what the 
Volvo makes of one of Europe’s great mountain roads. 

As we begin the initially gradual ascent from the sunny 
town of Andalsnes, the temperature drops sharply and 
soon, in mid-October, the frosted roadside pine trees 
bring a feeling of Christmas. As we climb, a huge sheer 
rock face, the Troll Wall,  looms on our right: we will be 
going up and over it on the Trollstigen, a series of 11 
hairpin bends, climbing and climbing over several miles.

The switchbacks are so sharp that, from the bottom, 
the mountainside looks as if it’s terraced. It’s one 
lane each way: although there are places to pull over 
should you be faced down by a coach or campervan. 
Backing up here – with just a two-foot wall between 
you and your doom – gives pause for thought. 

At the 700m plateau, we get out to admire the  
view back down the valley. There’s a clear blue sky  
but also a fierce, icy wind, a reminder that the road  
will soon be closed for the winter, only re-opening 
again in May. For six months, hardy visitors will have 
no option but to take the long way round.

One more ferry crossing and one more climb 
on wooded slopes, we finally get our first sight of 
Geirangerfjord at a hairpin bend called the Eagle’s 
View. Everyone stops here: there’s a viewing platform 

Clockwise from top 
left Boats are dwarfed 
by the mountainous 
geography; the 
serpentine Trollstigen 
Road; see the best of 
the islands by boat; the 
Troll Wall hoves into 
view; reviving soup; 
Knut Garshol in his 
‘kingdom of fish’

T H E  S W I TC H B A C K S 

A R E  S O  S H A R P 

T H AT  T H E 

M O U N TA I N S I D E 

LO O K S  A S  I F  
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SAVE ON CAR  
INSURANCE WITH LV=
Drive with peace of mind, knowing that 
you have excellent cover with Defaqto 
5-Star-Rated car insurance. Boundless 
members save even more if they 
already have LV= home insurance.

Visit boundless.co.uk/lvcarinsurance

GREAT DEALS WITH  
LV= BRITANNIA RESCUE
When you’re planning your next  
epic drive in Europe, make sure  
you’ve got Defaqto 5-Star-Rated  
deluxe cover, from £76. 

Visit boundless.co.uk/
lvbritanniarescue

EXPERIENCE A DOUBLE 
SUPERCAR BLAST
Choose between a high-speed 
passenger ride or drive around the 
track yourself in a Porsche, Aston Martin 
or Ferrari. Just £71.20pp.

Visit boundless.co.uk/supercar

Do more.
Save more.
Be more.

T H E  S C A L E  O F  

T H E  L A N D S C A P E  

I S  H U G E  –  

W I T H  H U M A N 

A C T I V I T Y  L I K E  

A N  A N T  O N  A N 

E L E P H A N T ’ S  B A C K

From top Geirangerfjord; 
climbing the dizzying 
Trollstigen; fish is a major 
part of the Norwegian diet 

from which you can see west down the fjord in one 
direction – and to the village of Geiranger itself, 
crammed into the south-east shore of the fjord. The 
scale of the landscape is huge: the sheer drop to the 
nine-mile fjord, with its still waters 300m deep; the 
woods on the far side. This landscape – with human 
activity like an ant on an elephant’s back – goes on 
almost forever: the far Arctic north of Norway is a 
further 1200 miles away.

A lot of time and ingenuity has been spent taming 
the West Norwegian wilderness so that people 
can get to Geiranger by road. When they do get 
there, they walk or bike straight back out into the 
wilderness again: maybe a day-hike to the 1413m 
peak Laushornet or a combined boat trip and hike to 
one of those abandoned farms. Then again, it’s not 
all man against mountain here. In Geiranger, you’re 
never too far away from creature comforts: maybe 
an expertly made cocktail or a little light music in a 
hotel lounge after dinner, or an easy day in just about 
the biggest, most luxurious spa facility I’ve ever seen, 
complete with special massages for hikers and bikers. 
It’s a unique place. A timeless, cosy little outpost of 
civilisation in the middle of all this emptiness.
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   LIFE SAVER
Volvo created the three-point 

safety belt in 1959. Since then, 
it’s believed to have saved 

more than a million lives since 
going industry-wide.

     LOAD LUGGERS
The V90 benefits from more 

than 60 years of estate-
building heritage, which 

started with the Volvo Duett, 
launched in 1953.

   CLASSIC LOOK
The grille of the new Volvo was 

inspired by the 1800ES, a classic 
Volvo launched in the 1970s.

VOLVO V90 T5 INSCRIPTION

SAFETY
Google the Trollstigen and 
Atlantic Ocean Road in Norway 
and they both pop up on ‘world’s 
most dangerous’ lists. So it 
was comforting to be driving 
this tech-laden new Volvo. The 
V90 has two world-first safety 
features: large-animal detection, 
which applies maximum braking 
force to avoid a collision with, 
say, a deer. It also has run-off 
road mitigation to help stop 
the car leaving the Tarmac. 
Thankfully, we didn’t have to  
put either of these to the test. 

STYLING
The V90 is a striking estate, with 
the new Volvo face, T-shaped 
LED headlights. The exterior 
design is derived from the 
concept estate shown at the  
2014 Geneva Motor Show.
 
PERFORMANCE
The hairpin bends of the 
Trollstigen Road aren’t the 

natural habitat of a large car 
like the V90, but it remained 
composed. It was at its best, 
however, on the more rapid, 
flowing roads. This Volvo  
feels quick and responsive, 
whether you drive the T5 or  
the diesel-powered 187bhp  
D4 model, both matched to a 
slick eight-speed auto gearbox. 
You can also experience Pilot 
Assist, which is the brand’s 
pioneering semi-autonomous 
drive technology.

INTERIOR
Volvo didn’t scrimp on the 
cabin, either, and the V90 has a 
luxurious leather-clad finish.  
The interior is voluminous,  
with limo-like proportions in  
the rear. Designed for up to  
five people to travel in some 
comfort, the three of us had 
ample room to stretch out and 
enjoy the ride. The boot may  
not be the biggest in its class, but 
it is still capacious and practical.

Spec
Price: £38,000 

(estimated)
Engine: 1969cc 

4-cylinder, petrol
Power: 251bhp
Torque: 258lb ft

Transmission:  
Eight-speed automatic, 

FWD
Performance:  

0 – 62mph in 7 sec, 
143mph

Combined mpg: 41.5
CO2: 154g/km

Boot space: (min/max 
litres) 560/1526

Website: volvocars.com
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