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It's afine, clear day, and the people of Helsinki are s
E acting out a ritual they've embraced for nearly 300
W Tweet] | ElUke| @ 1 share| | ¥ears:shopping outdoors in Market Square,

downtown on the waterfront.
) comments (7) [ Email This
Here, fishermen tie up at dockside and peddle goods
from the back of gently bobbing boats to shoppers on
terra firma: fresh fish, just pulled from the Baltic,
naturally, but also cheeses, game meats, jam, knitted
caps, herbs and spices, wild forest berries, flowers. A
few yards inland, merchants hawk hot coffee and meat pastries in makeshift tent cafes
covered with bright orange tops.
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I shell out for a cuppajoe, but I want to keep rolling, so I pass by the folding chairs and little
tables and thread my way through the throng. I hear Romanian Roma - gypsies - serenading
shoppers with accordion and violin. Then I notice something thatlooks to my newbie eyes
quintessentially Finnish: Reindeer skins for sale, some of them big enough to use as

throw rugs.

So far, so traditional. But not for long.

The young woman working the register at one of the market stands bristles with vividly
magenta hair, declarative tattoos and a double nose ring. [ guess I shouldn't be surprised.
Thisis not your father's Finland. This is the 21st century Finland of Nokia, punk-metal bands,
reimagined Nordic cuisine and innovative art, architecture and design. As Finland's largest
city and its capital, Helsinki is where these elements come together.




I saw this straight-off when I checked into the Hotel Fabian, a modern "style hotel” on the NEW

edge of downtown. The up-to-the-minute in-room electronies, I expected; the funetionally

chic hotel furniture, [ expected. What I didn't expect was the friendliness of the young staff.

Too often, hipster style hotels pose a frosty silent question: Are you cool enough to SHOP NOW >

stay here?

Characteristic wit

Another surprise: wit and whimsy - which, as I soon discovered, are characteristic of
Helsinki. In the Fabian's breakfast room, the tables sport placemats adorned with a city map
and English-into-Finnish phrases. 'Is that stuffed reindeer for sale?” one reads. My hovercraft
is full of eels!” another says. Alas, the list doesn't include "How much?” to cover the sticker
shock of the Nordic countries. (Blame the strong euro for some of the sticker shock.).

FROM OUR HOMEPAGE

Heading off on walkaboutin this city of 600,000 (metro area: 1.3 million), I discover that my
hotel is located bang-on in Helsinki's Design District. I figure that the districtis a good place
to begin a visit, my first, and go on from there to explore the city.

Helsinki's Design District is a commercial zone where striking-looking things are displayed
and sold: Small things, like sleek tableware; big things, like clean-lined furniture; exquisite,
souvenir-ready things, like jewelry; stylish, wear-me things, like shoes and scarves. Not quite in the bag

e e . - . Most, but not everyone, is taking 5.F.'s new
Many of the district's prime buildings - built 100 years ago to house offices, apartments and checkout bag ordinance in stride.

banks - now host boutiques, bars, restaurants, studios, galleries and hotels. Good Finnish
design can be found in the Design Forum, alarge shop.

Walking distance from the roughly 8-by-10-block Design Districtis Eliel Saarinen’s 1g1g
Helsinki Central Station, Finland's major rail hub and much-loved eity landmark. His son,
Finnish American architect Eero Saarinen, designed the magnificent Gateway Arch in St.
Louis and the "Mad Men"-era TWA terminal in New York's John F. Kennedy International
Ajrport.

Helsinki, with four nearby towns, is the World Design Capital for 2012. This is a coveted status Mo shortage of A’s believers
that cities compete to get, awarded biennially by - deep breath - the International Council of git:?::;dt;:\eg.omg to playoffs, has shat =t
Societies of Industrial Design. Design, in this context, is broadly inclusive and utopian. It S— \
encompasses fashion, graphic arts, architecture, fine arts, industrial design, even k\‘\
city planning. g N
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Helsinki is especially, vibrantly alive with design-
W Tweet Eilke Q +1 ﬁ share|  related attractions this year - art exhibits, fashion
shows, special film screenings, about 300 events -
and you needn't be a design maven to enjoy them (
www.discoveringfinland.com).
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Personally, my notion of design runs along the lines
of "That's a very cool zinc bar, and I like the big
mirror and way the vodka bottles are back-lit.” But while I have scant formal knowledge of NEW *Anger Roor Offers Safe
design disciplines, I love being entertained by what designers create. Place to Lash Out
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Stolid yet eccentric

Helsinki has 600 buildings constructed from the 1890s to 1910s in an Art Nouveau style
known locally as Jugend. This is not the flowing, floral, Art Nouveau of Paris Metro stations
and Aubrey Beardsley drawings. Jugend is stolid yet eccentric. I was startled to see smooth
outer walls morph with fantastical turrets and domes or pop with balconies at odd, unlikely
angles. These buildings appear to be conceived with dream logic. The 3T/ 3B tram rumbles
softly past many of the eye-catchers.

Taking one of the efficient electric trams or simply walking around the compact city center is
the best way to see the city. Granted, the climate has a good deal to do with how much
walking one wants to do. Finland is snowy and cold in winter - thus the half-dozen hulking
icebreakers anchored in Helsinki harbor for when the Baltic Sea freezes over. Fall and spring
can be rainy, though not cold. Summer is ideal for ambling around town, deep into the long
northern evenings.

Summer is also afine time to get out of town. You can take a ferry from Market Square for a
day-trip to Tallinn, Estonia’s capital, or to St. Petersburg, Russia's urban gem. You can also
hop aferry for the 15-minute ride to Suomenlinna, an 18th century stone fortress in
Helsinki harbor.







