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DESTINATIONSDESTINATIONS

D U E NORWAY’S STUNNING SCENERY, DRAMATIC WEATHER 
AND WELCOMING LOCALS ARE ENOUGH TO TEMPT 

ANY BUDDING EXPLORER – AND WITH IT’S VIBRANT, 
FRIENDLY KAYAKING SCENE, FOR THOSE OF US LOOKING 

TO BURN OFF SOME ENERGY, IT’S HARD TO BEAT…

N O R T H
Words Sean Mcfarlane Photographs Andy McCandlish
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 T
here can be few places on 
earth better set up for outdoor 
activity than Norway. If there 
are, I’ve yet to hear about them 
and be convinced otherwise. 
Some of the most incredible 
landscapes on the planet 
abound and the all-important 
weather is perfect. It’s far 
more settled than the UK, yet 
there’s still vastly changing 
seasons with plenty of 
atmospheric as well as blue sky 
days. It truly gives an 
experience like no other. The 
people have a seriously 
impressive get-up-and-go-no-
matter-what attitude and this, 

along with the unrivalled access to nature makes this a 
marvellous place. But, like many a reader, I was keen 
to visit without breaking the bank, undoubtedly the 
key turn-off when thinking of any trip to Norway. And 
after a lot of searching and some great help from the 
local tourist board, my group of myself, Chris and 
Andy found just what we were looking for. 

The Journey
The island of Smola is just off the country’s west 
coast. Flying into the town of Kristiansund, it’s a two-
hour drive north and the drive typifies what’s on offer 
here. Two ferry journeys, perfect Atlantic roads 
flanked by ocean and mountains with some 
spectacular bridges thrown into the smorgasbord.  
Smola itself reminded me of the Outer Hebrides, just 
slightly better connected to the mainland with 
somewhat better facilities and more accommodation, 
all done in that very pleasing Norwegian style. 
Absolutely nothing not to like. At the start of August, 
this warm and friendly community puts on the 
Atlanterhavsuka (atlanterhavsuka.com), a week long 
multisport dream fest. There’s a sprint triathlon to 
start things off, a midweek swimrun and then a kayak 
marathon or half version at the end with a whole lot 
of Norwegian relaxing in between. 

We arrived in time for the kayak race and 
immediately wished we’d been there from the start of 
the week to take part in everything on offer, sporting 
and otherwise. As we drove over the bridge, Smola 
opened up beneath, then in front of us, the inviting 
Atlantic water wrapping around it at every 
opportunity. That familiar and appealing Scandinavian 
housing was everywhere. This felt like a place where 

SMOLA OPENED UP BENEATH, THEN IN FRONT OF US, THE INVITING 
ATLANTIC WATER WRAPPING AROUND IT AT EVERY OPPORTUNITY
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I THINK I SPOT A BETTER LINE 
AND TAKE IT, ONLY TO FIND 

MYSELF IN SOMEWHAT HIGH 
SEAS AND AM GLAD WHEN I 

RETURN CLOSE TO LAND

FACT FILE
TRAVEL we travelled to 
Kristiansund with SAS 
airlines from Edinburgh  
via Oslo

CAR HIRE Avis car hire from 
the airport to Smola

RACE INFORMATION including 
information on 
accommodation and other 
races and events during the 
week: atlanterhavsuka.com 

KAYAK HIRE 
smolakajakk.no/ 

MORE GENERAL 
INFORMATION ABOUT  
THE AREA 
visitnorway.no/reisemal/
vestlandet/nordvest/  

wealthy Norwegians holiday so would us imposters be 
welcome? Absolutely, and the warm embrace from the 
locals was a big feature of our whole stay. Anders and 
Kristine Hermstad run the local kayak centre 
(smolakajakk.no/) and the race. Their faces seemed 
set in smiling concrete and their eyes showed their 
excitement of letting so many come and explore their 
back yard. Myself and Chris each hired from them a 
seriously good and fast looking kayak. All the gear and 
no idea certainly applied to me.

I’ve long thought that you can tell a lot about race 
organisers by the way they start a race. The sight of 
Kristine and her friend plunging from the jetty into the 
water next to me set the tone perfectly. We’re off and 
with about 22 kilometres of paddling ahead, slowly 
several others pull away. In fact, most others. Paddling 
is by far and away the activity I should do more of but 
don’t. I know it targets my physical weaknesses; core 
strength, co-ordination and an ability to exert the 
body as one unit. Chris disappears, the sum total of his 
preparation having been to read an article on the 

internet the night before on good paddling technique. 
I hate him. Or rather I’m hugely envious as I struggle. 
But it’s impossible to justify any negative emotions 
here. Tiny islands are everywhere and merge into the 
horizon. It’s not very easy to follow the course as the 
field is now well spread out. I think I spot a better line 
and take it, only to find myself in somewhat high seas 
and am glad when I return close to land, clearly having 
gone off line. I’m aching in strange areas, far too much 
effort from the elbows and hands with a total lack of 
engagement of my bigger muscle groups. I know what 
I should be doing but the brain and body don’t seem 
to be communicating with each other. 

I’m now with some older competitors, at least I think 
they’re in the race. Maybe not, as they look like they’ve 
been out at sea for days. Their boats have small flags 
all over them, impressive compasses, spare paddles, 
the lot. They look older than me, maybe 60. Then 
again maybe 80? Norwegians don’t seem to age like 

the rest of us. I’m getting into backmarker territory 
yet I’m safe in the knowledge if I capsize they’d be the 
perfect helpers. Still, that would be a bit embarrassing.

Time out 
I stop for a pee and stretch. It feels good. As the rest 

of the group I’m with moves off into the distance, I 
give myself a good talking to and get back in. I set 
myself a target of strong paddling – trying to engage 
as much as I can – for a minute and work on my 
breathing. And it works. I gain on the others. They’re 
now evenly spaced out and make perfect targets. 
Suddenly a minute of this hard paddling has become 
10. I’m not paddling with a high turnover rate, just 
better and focusing on all body solid strokes. I’ve 
never paddled like this before and sadly never done so 
since. I’m convinced I’m inspired by my surroundings, 
both on and off the water. Humble and nice people, 
clearly proud of me marvelling at their playground. 
Positive energy abounds and I’m managing to harness 
at least some it. 

Over the finish line, I’m just about half way among the 
40 or so starters. Chris was third!! Yes, I do hate him! 
He’s humble, talented and fits in very well here. The rest 
of the day is filled with smiles, kayaking 
demonstrations, food, drink and well-spoken English. 
Not that long after I’ve finished, the winner of the other 
race – a full circumnavigation of the coastline – comes 
in. I shake my head in envy. The happiness and health of 
the people pours out of them across the generations. 
Andy, having photographed some of the most inspiring 
landscapes and people all over the world for more than 
20 years, turns to us and says, “this is hard to beat.” 
High praise indeed and he’s spot on. 


