Create new memories by not being home
for the holidays
Story by Ashley Petry

In December, the holiday traditions we hold most dear
come alive on the streets of Europe. Here, you can make
snow angels in the Alps, visit Santa Claus in Lapland and
stroll through Paris, the City of Light, when it is decked
in its holiday finest. The continent offers reindeer safaris
for the adventurous and the world’s ultimate midnight
Mass for the faithful. Whatever your family’s holiday tradition, you can honor it—and make it even more memorable—at one of these European destinations.
Christmas in Paris. Paris Tourism Office / David Lefranc

Copenhagen, Denmark

Gstaad Palace overlooks the Promenade of Gstaad.
Photo courtesy of Gstaad Saanenland Tourismus.

Gstaad, Switzerland
In the exclusive resort town of Gstaad, travelers can experience the
charm of a traditional Swiss village without giving up any luxuries.
Despite its population of just 12,000 people (and 7,000 cows), the
town has exclusive shopping options, plush hotels and more than a
hundred restaurants. In the winter, it is a top destination for both
downhill and cross-country skiers—and a hot spot for sightings of
celebrities and royalty.
Here, the place to stay is the Gstaad Palace, which perches
on a mountainside overlooking the village. The five-star hotel has
about 100 rooms, including two tower suites and a three-bedroom
penthouse suite. You’ll also find seven dining options, including
62

NORTH | www.indynorthmag.com

La Fromagerie, a cozy fondue restaurant with checked tablecloths
and wooden beams. (Don’t let the quaint atmosphere fool you;
one highlight of the menu is fondue with champagne and black
truffles.) During the holidays, the hotel offers an elaborate Christmas dinner, accompanied by a string quartet, and a black-tie New
Year’s Eve celebration complete with four different orchestras.
After a long night of celebration, head to the Palace spa,
where the two-hour hammam experience involves a foot bath,
two massages, a steam bath and a dip in the flotation pool. It’s
the ultimate in relaxation and an ideal way to start the new year.
For more information: www.gstaad.ch, www.palace.ch.

The Finns may claim that Santa Claus lives in Lapland, but the
Danes have a different idea. In their tradition, Santa Claus lives in
Greenland, which happens to be a Danish territory. So, the Danes
take their Christmas celebrations seriously, especially in the capital of Copenhagen. Here, the Tivoli Gardens amusement park is
aglow with more than four miles of lights and dozens of vendors,
and the Nyhavn Christmas Market offers hundreds of booths
stocked with traditional arts and crafts—and steaming cups of
glogg, a mulled red wine with raisins and spices.
Another highlight of the season is the Christmas Dinner Service Exhibition at Royal Copenhagen, a porcelain manufacturer in
business since 1775. More than 300,000 people visit the flagship
store each Christmas to see the lavish table-scapes, created with
Royal Copenhagen china according to an annual theme.
The Nimb Hotel, a Moorish building on the grounds of Tivoli
Gardens, is the perfect place to curl up after a few cups of glogg.
The hotel’s restaurants offer special Christmas Eve and New Year’s
Eve menus, with Nordic specialties like home-smoked salmon
rolled in rye bread.
For more information: www.visitcopenhagen.com, www.tivoli.dk.
Top: A 2009 Christmas Table by Royal Copenhagen. Photo by Royal Copenhagen.
Left: Tivoli Gardens amusement park. Photo by Tuala Hjamo. Photos courtesy of copenhagenmediacenter.com.
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Frankfurt, Germany
Many European communities have Christmas markets, but Frankfurt’s Weihnachtsmarkt is one of the largest and oldest, dating back
to at least 1393. Over the centuries, its emphasis has shifted from ecclesiastical mystery plays to more secular festivities, and today more
than 3 million people attend each year to browse the stalls of arts and
crafts. Bands and choirs perform near the 100-foot Christmas tree,
and vendors tout baked apples, gingerbread and mulled wine.
Save room for the traditional German stollen, a dense yeast bread
made with candied orange peel, raisins, nuts and spices. Another

holiday treat is Frankfurter Kranz, a wreath-shaped cake with layers
of buttercream filling and fruit preserves.
After the market, head across the Main River to the south bank,
where the five-star Villa Kennedy awaits. Built around a 1904 villa
and central garden, the hotel features an award-winning restaurant,
a luxurious spa and everything else you need to treat yourself to a
memorable Christmas.
For more information: www.frankfurt-tourismus.de, www.
villakennedy.com.

Paris
At Christmas, the City of Light takes its name seriously, lining the Champs
Elysees with twinkling lights and glistening ice sculptures. The Eiffel Tower puts on its own light show, and department stores like Galleries Lafayette compete to create the most dazzling displays. Strolling through the
streets of Paris—with a bag of hot roasted chestnuts in hand, perhaps on
the way to a Christmas Eve service at Notre Dame Cathedral—is one of
the world’s most memorable holiday experiences.
A trip to Paris isn’t complete without a fashion show, so stop at the annual Fashion Christmas Trees exhibition. Here, students at local fashion
schools create memorable, avant-garde trees with themes such as “Wild
Christmas.” Afterward, head to Hotel de Ville, the seat of Parisian government, where the square is transformed each year into an enormous public
ice-skating rink.
At night, settle into the Hotel Le Bristol, with its often-photographed
Christmas lights and luxurious Christmas Eve dinners. For children, the
hotel offers complimentary stuffed animals and activity books—and perhaps a chance to snuggle with Fa-raon, the resident cat.
For more information: en.parisinfo.com, www.lebristolparis.com.
Top: Champs Elysees decorated for the holidays. Right: A tree from an annual Fashion Christmas Tree Exhibit. Paris Tourism Office / Amélie Dupont
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The Christmas market on Römerberg square. Photo by Jochen Keute, courtesy of Deutsche Zentrale fur Tourismus. Top right: The inner courtyard at Villa Kennedy. Photo courtesy of Rocco Forte Villa
Kennedy. Bottom right: Nuremberg lebkuchen, a traditional baked Christmas treat. Photo by Steffen Oliver Riese, courtesy of Congress & Tourismus Zentrale Nürnberg.
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Lapland, Finland
To the Finns, Lapland is a place of “strange magic.” According to
Finnish tradition, Santa Claus lives here in the Korvatunturi Fell,
which has an ear-like shape to help Santa listen to children around
the world. Fortunately for families, Santa also visits Rovaniemi, the
capital of Lapland, where Santa Claus Village is open year-round. At the
nearby Santa Park, children can meet with elves, bake gingerbread, go on
a sleigh ride and even explore Santa’s workshop.
For adults, Lapland offers a different brand of magic. During the day,
outdoor adventurers can try cross-country skiing and dog sled trips. At
night, the northern lights are often visible, especially from September
to March, and many tour companies offer Aurora Borealis “safaris” on
snowmobiles or reindeer-powered sleighs.
At the Lapland Igloo Village, travelers can watch the light show from
the comfort of a heated glass igloo or tuck into bed at a log cabin, complete with fireplace and private sauna. The resort is also home to one of
the world’s largest ice restaurants, giving a whole new meaning to the
term “frozen food.”
For more information: www.visitfinland.com, www.santaclausvillage.
info, www.santapark.com, www.ice-lodge.co.uk.

Top: Dogs pulling a sled. Bottom: Reindeer in Lapland.
Photos courtesy of VisitFinland.com

Rome
Even for non-Catholics, Christmas in Rome can be a profound
spiritual experience. Travelers crowd St. Peter’s Basilica for midnight Mass on Christmas Eve and come to St. Peter’s Square on
Christmas Day for the pope’s annual holiday message. For those
unwilling to brave the crowds, neighborhood churches offer a
magical but authentic slice of Italian life.
Here in Rome, a highlight of the season is carefully constructed manger scenes, called presepi. St. Peter’s Square has a
life-sized Nativity scene, and Santa Maria Maggiore has a marble
Nativity scene, said to be the oldest permanent one. Throughout
the city are hundreds of other displays, some offering modernized
or themed versions of the Christmas story. (Think of Mary, Joseph
and baby Jesus in the neighborhood bakery.)
Like other European cites, Rome offers its share of Christmas
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markets, notably in Piazza Navona. Here, you can purchase pieces
of your own presepi to take home. You’ll also see many images of
the Befana, a witch who mounts her broom on Jan. 6, the Epiphany, to deliver gifts to children. As you wander the markets, keep
an eye out for panettone, a sweet, dense bread developed in Milan
that contains candied fruit and nuts.
In the evening, head to the Hotel Napoleon, which dresses
itself up for the season and offers several special events for guests.
On Christmas Eve, you can mingle with fellow guests at a wine
reception, featuring a variety of Italian wines, and then enjoy a
traditional Italian Christmas dinner. Likewise, New Year’s Eve
is celebrated with cocktails, an elaborate dinner and a midnight
spumante toast.
For more information: www.turismoroma.it, www.napoleon.it. o
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