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			Whoever has happiness, that happiness should hide Eino Leino, Finland’s national poet, from his poem 
Laulu Onnesta / Song of Happiness

			Happiness is when what you think, what you say and what you do are in harmony
Mahatma Gandhi
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			A Finnish student band celebrates the May 1st holiday.

		

	
		
			introduction

			The accolade of supreme contentment

			I’ll have to calm down a bit. Or else I’ll burst with happiness
– Tove Jansson, Moominsummer Madness

			It’s 6.30am in the vast Etosha game reserve in northern Namibia, soon after sunrise, and I am in a minibus full of Finns. The bumpy tracks of the park’s more remote corners take their toll on a tyre. The vehicle grinds to a halt in a far-flung copse concealed from the main tracks and some 40 minutes from the nearest rest camp. There is no mobile phone signal. Lions and other dangerous wild animals inhabit the area. The procedure is to stay in your vehicle and wait for assistance. We settle down for a protracted wait.

			The Finns wait patiently; I’m a bit anxious. But just ten minutes later two more minibuses approach along the same remote track. By sheer coincidence, these two minibuses are also full of Finns. Finland is a country of barely more than 5.6 million people. Namibia is a country at least three times the size of Finland. The two countries are 14,000 kilometres away from each other. As our new Finnish acquaintances take us back to the rest camp for breakfast and the driver back to fetch another tyre, I chuckle to myself at the totally unlikely coincidence. 

			I expect my Finnish travel companions to be equally amused and astonished. Not a bit of it. The two parties are nattering away to each other as if this mutual and spontaneous companionship has lasted a lifetime. They are blandly discovering mutual acquaintances in the Finnish cities of Tampere and Espoo. There is no expression of surprise or amusement. It’s as if this were the most natural and expected thing in the world. You get into trouble in an out-of-the-way place? Obviously, it’s going to be a bunch of Finns that turns up to help you out.

			Back at the rest camp, I eat my breakfast in puzzled silence while my companions continue their happy but unexcited banter.
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			At the time of this incident, I had lived in Finland for a mere 25 years. Twenty years later I’m still here, and have become conditioned to the nation’s parochial nature. I’m always bumping into Finns who know someone I know, in Finland itself or abroad. For Finns, it barely seems a surprise that they should have acquaintances in common with previously unmet compatriots in far-off places. That’s partly because the national population is so small. But I have grown to recognise a kind of resigned acceptance of life’s coincidences, happy or otherwise, as a feature of the national character.

			That fatalism, combined with a ceiling on material expectation, is offered in explanation for the fact that my chosen country of residence has been designated the Happiest Country in the World not just once, but eight times in a row, as of spring 2025, in the World Happiness Report. It’s not an honour granted to the United Kingdom at any time. In 2025 the UK clocked in at a respectable but unspectacular 23rd. Nordic ‘colleagues’ Denmark, Iceland and Sweden completed the top four, as they did in 2024.

			At various times, and in addition to topping the World Happiness Report rankings, which are backed by a UN initiative and a global network of academic organisations and institutions, Finland has been recognised for an array of other virtues. Sometimes it seems that barely a week goes by without a new survey in which Finland or its capital Helsinki take top spot or – in a bad week – a top-three placing. 

			Even as I write this, the UK’s Daily Mail has just announced that Helsinki is the World’s Best City for Families according to a survey of 150 world cities carried out by a relocation firm. Finnish schools have consistently come close to heading, if not actually headed, the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) rankings. Although that ranking has taken a dip and other education rankings are less consistent, the reputation has become established to the extent that education tourism to Finland is still a niche.

			‘People get tired of hearing about Finland,’ the actor Matt Damon wrote in a conversation about education in the USA on the online Reddit forum in 2014, ‘but they do [education] better than anyone… It’s highly regarded, people don’t quit. Finland kicks our ass on any metric.’ First place for Finland in the 2023 European Media Literacy Index – ranking countries for resilience to disinformation and misinformation – was a more recent reflection of how the Finnish world view is comparatively well informed. Finns have an especially sensitive ‘fake news’ radar, and media literacy is taught at school. 

			Other accolades have sustained Finland’s reputation – its maakuva, or ‘country image’. In December 2024, it also took top spot in the Good Country Index, a survey based on seven performance categories to assess net national contributions to human wellbeing in proportion to the size of national economy. Also in 2024, the country continued its regular performance in Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index and was named the second-least corrupt nation of the 180 assessed. Fourth-best country for raising children, according to a 2023 US News survey. Second best in the 2023 World Internal Security and Police Index in 2023. Third most independent judicial system in the World Justice Project’s table.

			There’s more. Fourth-best pension system in the 2024 Mercer CFA Institute Global Pension Index. Second in the 2024 Global Gender Gap Report list. The cleanest air in the world (Canada and Iceland might contest this one). Helsinki Airport was ranked the best in Europe and fifth best in the world for business travellers in 2024 according to BusinessFinancing. Guzzling an average of four cups a day, Finns drink more coffee per capita than any other nation. And Finns have the most heavy-metal bands per head of population of any country.

			These are merely a sample of the procession of superlatives and commendations that have distinguished the country where I have spent well over half my life. Some are debatable and annually variable, and some bear less scrutiny than others, but a pattern emerges and the perception persists of Finland generally, and by global comparison, being a reliable and stable country. On this evidence, if Shakespeare were still alive, writing and not too concerned with the climate, he might feel inclined to rededicate his ode to England in Richard II:

			‘This other Eden, demi-paradise… This happy breed of men, this little world… This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this… Finland.’
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			Before I considered living in Finland, I had a limited knowledge of the place. I thought of it as part of the amorphous mini-continent of Scandinavia, known for its lack of litter, its fjords and mountains. I knew that Denmark, Sweden and Norway formed part of the same vague geography, but I would have struggled to correctly locate their respective capitals. I had to think carefully before placing Stockholm in Sweden or Oslo in Norway, and for that matter, Helsinki in Finland. And didn’t they all speak dialects of the same language?
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              Silver birch trees, Finland’s national tree.

            

			The languages of the other three do have similarities, but Finnish is completely different. Strictly speaking, Finland, to the east of the other countries and, except for short land borders with Sweden and Norway, separated from them by the Baltic Sea, is not part of the Scandinavian geographical entity. Unlike its three Scandinavian neighbours, Finland has no monarchy. But in terms of culture and various forms of close partnership, they are all members, along with Iceland, of the Nordic group of nations. Finland’s often labyrinthine Baltic coast extends for 31,000 kilometres, while its eastern border with Russia is 1,340 kilometres long. 

			The comedy series Monty Python’s Flying Circus, still hugely popular in the UK when I left it, included a silly song about Finland, referring to ‘lofty mountains’ and ‘treetops so tall’; it was on the money with the second reference, but wide of the mark with the first. Finland has a lot of beautiful forest, but only a few elevations in the far north that extend high enough to be called proper mountains. There are also many lakes, some of them enormous and containing hundreds of islands. The Baltic coastal archipelago consists of even more islands, from tiny islets and skerries to bigger populated ones. Summers are fabulous with long, light days, while winters are cold and dark, but there are variations within these general parameters because it’s a very long country, from north to south. The Arctic Circle runs across the northern region of Finland, 820 kilometres as the crow flies from Helsinki in the south.

			The Greater Helsinki Area consists of Helsinki itself and the neighbouring cities of Espoo (containing the small suburb of Kauniainen) and Vantaa, with a combined total population of about 1.6 million. Other important cities are: Turku in the southwest, which was the Finnish capital until 1812; Tampere, 190 kilometres northwest of Helsinki, whose redbrick mills and factories on the rapids connecting two big lakes have earned it the nickname of Finland’s Manchester; and Rovaniemi, capital of the Lapland province, almost directly on the Arctic Circle, which is the gateway to the homeland of the Sámi people and centre of the Santa Claus tourism industry. 

			Finland is a republic, although the president, as head of state, performs a largely symbolic role except in matters of defence and security, with most other decisions being made by parliamentary coalitions in a proportional representation system. The Finnish flag is a blue cross on a white background: blue for the plentiful lakes and white for snow. The national animal is the brown bear; the national bird is the whooper swan; the national tree, the silver birch. Perhaps the most eyebrow-raising Finnish fact: Finland ranks tenth in the list of countries for gun ownership per 100 people (32.4). The vast majority of those weapons are kept, according to strict controls, for hunting rather than security.  

			If you didn’t know all this already, you now know a lot more than I did when I first arrived.

			[image: ]

			Finland has been good to me in many ways. It has introduced me to life-long friends. It gave me a second family. It has kept me engaged in fulfilling employment, achieving my ambition since childhood of working independently in creative activity. It has given me opportunities to travel for work and pleasure. It is largely unaffected by devastating natural disasters. It has a health service that has had to adapt to the same pressures of cost as other countries, but is affordable, well resourced and efficient at the point of service. The streets of its cities are relatively safe. If I lose my wallet on a tram or bus, I can be almost completely sure that someone will pick it up and hand it in. Its people are generally genuine and honest, and not good at affecting airs and graces. I would stop short of saying it myself, but some have said that living here is like winning the lottery. 

			Leaving aside the high prices, the climate – those long Nordic winters require a degree of mental adaptation, even as average annual temperatures creep up – and a shortage of mountains, there are more good reasons than bad for continuing to make my home here. Yet I often feel uneasy at all those ‘best of’ or ‘almost best of’ accolades. Excelling so often – being continuously claimed to be best – is like being the hated smug school kid: the swot, the teacher’s pet, top of the class in everything. While the undeniable rise in outgoing national confidence in younger generations of Finns is welcome, the nuances of the country, including those which are negative and which underlie the veneer of all those surveys, tend to be overlooked and even denied. More complex historical and cultural narratives that define Finland as a country lie deeper.

			As a professional foreigner, first as a teacher of English and later as an English-language journalist writing about Finland, I’ve been hired to exercise competence in my language and to see the country ‘in a different light’. Like the people of many other small nations, Finns are always keen to hear what outsiders think of their country and culture. In Finnish there’s a phrase that concisely sums up any international media that pays even the slightest passing attention to Finland: Suomi mainittu, or ‘Finland mentioned’. I confess to having always perched on the edge of the country and its culture, observing from a slight distance rather than plunging in head first. As the UK, my native country, took a major step away from its place in Europe even as my adopted country moved closer, I found myself more emotionally aligned with Finland than before. But a gap remains, and I could never lose my Englishness entirely. 

			The UK’s departure from the EU felt like a prompt to start re-examining the country in which I had made my home, and chart my own personal experience in parallel to Finland’s. As I started to write, in early 2020, I had no idea that the process would be nuanced further by a global pandemic and the different reactions to it in Finland and the UK. Neither did I anticipate the war in Ukraine which led to Finland’s accession to Nato, an event that would have been unthinkable for this non-aligned country even months before it happened. 

			Since I arrived as a late-developing, naive and prejudiced 26-year-old in 1982, Finland’s population has diversified significantly. In those early days, immigrant ethnic minorities were conspicuous by their rarity. Finnish and Swedish, the official second language now spoken daily by barely six per cent of the population, were the only tongues overheard in Helsinki’s streets and buses. If you heard another language, you turned your head. Finland was one of the least heterogeneous societies in Europe.

			Today, Helsinki’s central Esplanade Park and the bright, abundant shopping malls play host to a cosmopolitan array of both tourists and migrant residents. Except in the most remote towns and villages, minorities are no longer so conspicuous by virtue of their scarcity, which isn’t necessarily to say that they are always welcomed with open arms. The rise of the mobile phone pioneer Nokia in the 1990s contributed to economic immigration, as technicians, engineers and other specialist professionals and academics from all over the world were attracted, many of them choosing to remain when the company’s fortunes took a dip. An influx of Vietnamese refugees came about the same time as when I arrived in the 1980s, followed by migrants from the Balkans, Iraq and Somalia. Since February 2022, more than 40,000 Ukrainians have arrived and stayed in Finland. The extent of Finland’s generosity and largesse to those fleeing the trouble spots of the world remains a matter for debate and has unquestionably declined, but there is little doubt that the country’s cultural influences have broadened and diversified over the last four decades.

			Several minority populations have been part of the Finnish cultural landscape for centuries. The population whose first language is Swedish, about 300,000 of them, can trace their heritage to the days, right up to the start of Russian imperial rule in 1809, when Finland was effectively a subservient eastern province of Sweden. The Russian historical influence is still evident in membership, albeit modest in numbers, of the Orthodox Church and in the distinctive onion spires of their places of worship. For many years, Helsinki was reputed to have the some of the world’s best Russian restaurants outside Russia itself.

			The country’s main right-wing political party, the Finns Party, previously and presumptuously called itself the True Finns, but that honour goes really to Finland’s earliest ethnic group, predating and distinct from other Finnish residents: the 10,000 or so Sámi, the majority of whom now reside in the capital area, having moved there from their Sápmi homeland in the northernmost province of Lapland. Meanwhile the Romany community, distinct to this day, arrived and settled in Finland five centuries ago, and the first Finnish Jew is believed to have been one Jacob Weikam who lived in the eastern fortress town of Hamina in the 1780s.

			As I started to write, I began to wonder about that perceived virtue of national contentment. The first World Happiness Report was published in 2012, when the Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan topped the global cheerful charts. Since then, the science of happiness as a subject of study has become far-reaching, complex and scientific. The lengthy and very detailed reports throw all manner of criteria and data into the equation, including life expectancy, welfare support, social freedoms, generosity and the absence of corruption in government and business. Laughter and smile frequencies don’t figure, though. To what extent was ‘happiness’ a default national characteristic, I wondered – a quality imbued in the national psyche as deeply as the supposed sisu, the grit or perseverance that Finns attribute to themselves? 

			The first definition of ‘happiness’ by the Cambridge Dictionary (I was born in Cambridge, so forgive the bias) is, predictably, ‘the feeling of being happy’. The definition of ‘happy’, then, is ‘feeling, showing or causing pleasure or satisfaction’. The key word here, surely, in the quasi-academic context of the World Happiness Report, is ‘satisfaction’. Nobody, least of all the Finns themselves, would recognise a Finnish nation that walked around telling jokes with a big smile on its face the whole time. Satisfaction can be a serious state of mind, not necessarily outwardly flippant and jovial. But were Finns really more content – more satisfied – with their national lot than anybody else? 

			I began to look for references to Finland in previous travel literature to see if any strand of an inherently upbeat national trait or of communal satisfaction had been identified by previous visitors and writers. I came across Rev. Charles Boileau-Elliott, English author of the travelogue Letters from the North of Europe, written in the mid-19th century, at a time when Finland was a Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire, under the rule of the Tsar. ‘The Fins [sic] would not exchange their country and their servitude for the freedom of England, and much less for the romantic hills of Norway or of Switzerland,’ he concluded. ‘Their patriotism has been the theme of admiration among all nations and all ages.’ Less admirable, he suggested, were the chief sources of enjoyment of the inhabitants of Lapland, namely drinking and smoking. ‘How pleasure can be derived from such habits is happily incomprehensible to us: but their ideas are few; their enjoyments still fewer. [There was] the impression that they are as little as possible elevated above the brute creation.’ Not so happy, then. 

			Paul Waineman visited in 1907 and wrote A Summer Tour in Finland, recounting his trip from one end of the country to the other. ‘Finland is very young and very old,’ he concluded. ‘Progress is now her battle cry.’ In fact, Waineman was the pseudonym of a Finnish woman, Sylvia MacDougall, née Borgström, who referred to the ‘obstinacy’ of Finnish women, adding: ‘Personally, modern Helsingfors [the Swedish name for Helsinki, widely used at the time] annoys me. It is so painfully prosaic and unromantic.’

			For some Brits, the image of Finns as a tough and plucky nation who took on the might of the Soviet Union single-handed in the Second World War has been an enduring one. Sir Walter Citrine, for instance, writes in My Finnish Diary (1940) about his visit to Finland on behalf of the British National Council of Labour: ‘I shall always treasure a vivid memory of my visit to a gallant people, striving valiantly to preserve their freedom and independence against tremendous odds.’

			Earlier, pre-war stereotypes of Finns in British eyes were evidently less well-informed. The tenth edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica (1903), for instance, gives an extraordinary and alarming description of the standard Finn. He or she could be recognised by a ‘low stature, with almost round head, low forehead, flat features, prominent cheek-bones, eyes mostly grey and oblique (inclining inwards), short and flat nose, protruding mouth, thick lips, neck very full and strong…beard weak and sparse, hair no doubt originally black but, owing to a mixture of races, now brown, red and even fair, complexion also somewhat brown’. In terms of character, the Finn was ‘stolid, revengeful and indolent…in common with the “Mongolian” race’.

			The origins of this association with Mongolia aren’t clear – many theories place the origins of Finns to the east, but not as far east as Mongolia – and neither is the idea that one of Europe’s least heterogeneous nations should be distinguished by its ‘mixture of races’. But perhaps Visit Finland should resurrect this image; surely many foreigners would pay a fortune to glimpse first-hand this thick-lipped flat-nosed monster?

			 This description was spotted by travel writer Halliday Sutherland and roundly scorned in his 1938 book Lapland Journey. Sutherland was generally impressed with Finland but warned: ‘Lest anyone should think I found Utopia, it is right to add that service, as far as waiters are concerned, is not as good in Finland as in Britain.’ He was told by a friend that ‘if one did not call for a waiter it was possible to go into a [Helsinki] restaurant, sit at a table, read a book for an hour and then leave without anyone speaking to you’. Most restaurants in the Finnish capital tend to be a little more attentive these days. But surely the tourism marketing people would be gratified to receive feedback as positive as the following description, in the same 1938 publication: ‘Helsinki is the cleanest capital I have seen. Indeed the Finns have standards of personal, domestic and civic cleanliness far in advance of western or southern Europe.’ Not bad for a city of vengeful and indolent dwarves. 

			I was alerted by a friend to Finland To-day [sic] by English foreign correspondent George Renwick, published in 1911. It’s an extraordinarily thorough account of the author’s wanderings through the country. Renwick confirms that Finland’s present-day reputation for education is not just a recent phenomenon. ‘The most striking thing about the people of Finland, taken as a whole, is their education,’ he writes. ‘They are undoubtedly the best-educated nation in the world, in spite of the fact that national education is of comparatively recent growth, dating backwards for little more than half a century.’ 

			Universal suffrage was enshrined in Finnish law in 1906, making the country the first in Europe to give women the right to vote. Renwick’s visits were in 1906 and 1909, and he observes that ‘woman in Finland, alone in the countries of the world, has raised herself to the plane where she shares every right, privilege and opportunity with man, yet, with that want of logic which is her special prerogative, does not recognise that equal rewards should be demanded together with equal rights’. In other words, the gender pay gap that was supposed to be eradicated but which persists to some extent today was already in evidence more than a century ago, but in those days, if we are to believe Renwick, women were less vociferous about closing it.

			Then I came across the splendidly named Mrs Ethel Brilliana Tweedie, who visited the country in the late nineteenth century, during the reign of Queen Victoria, and wrote extensively of her travels in a book entitled Through Finland in Carts. She called Finland ‘a vast continent about which strangers hardly know anything’. 

			Her assessment of her hosts, while sometimes condescending, at least shows she perceived some complexity in their character. ‘We were amused to find the Finlanders very inquisitive,’ she reports. ‘This is as much a trait in their character as their stubborn obstinacy, their intense truthfulness, or their wondrous honesty. And a Finn runs a Scotchman very hard in evading a straightforward answer.’ She acknowledges the varying regional nuances in character, and when she offers generalisations, they seem surprisingly perceptive for their time, or at least similar to modern stereotypes. 

			For example: ‘Finns are very intense; they are men of few words, slow to anger, and slower to forgive… They are more than hospitable; they are in fact, overpoweringly generous in their invitations to the veriest stranger; they are kind in their dealings with foreigners, doing their best to entertain them, to understand their speech… They have none of the beauty, brilliancy or charm of the South; but all the sterling assets and good qualities of the North.’ Elsewhere, Mrs Tweedie writes: ‘It is wonderful to note how democratic people are in Finland. Each peasant is a gentleman at heart, brave, hasty, independent, and he expects everyone to treat him as his equal.’

			I lingered on the writings of Mrs Tweedie, interested to see to what extent her observations of the Finnish character still hold true.

			She was born Ethel Brilliana Harley in London in 1862 and died, also in London, in 1940. Having already explored Norway and Iceland, written about them both and studied in Germany, she hinted at a personal mood of sadness and ‘grave trouble’ when writing about her arrival, aged 35, in Finland. Although she didn’t actually say so, she seems to have been referring to the death of her brother Vaughan in 1893 followed by that of her husband of only nine years, Alec, in 1896. Still in a state of trauma, she arrived in Helsinki with her sister and a female Finnish acquaintance, and it seems likely that her visit was meant to be a form of therapy – of finding a path back to happiness. 

			Her father was a physician – an 1873 lithograph shows him with magnificent sideburns and a monstrous moustache – and Ethel grew up in privileged affluence. My own English middle-class background, though comfortable, was rather more modest. Still, her apparent restlessness, her addiction to travel and her later interest in photography resonated with me. I think we might have found common ground, even if that might not include her dismissive stance on ‘Scotch’ candour. 

			Mrs Tweedie’s Finland was different from the modern country in many ways, but there is much in her descriptions that still rings true. All travellers tend to make generalisations and it is often the exceptions to the rule, the quirks and eccentricities, that define or bring to life a nationality. Mrs Tweedie’s own generalised conclusions are not so different from those you might find in a 21st-century guidebook, and there are echoes of my own first impressions in her observations.

			I became absorbed in her narrative and intrigued by her voice, or the voice that I imagined, slightly sharp and very assertive, echoing down the decades, describing in detail a previous version of the country in which I had made my home and of which I was contemplating becoming a citizen. In Finnish, the word reipas means ‘eager’ or ‘ready to give things a go’. Mrs Tweedie could be admirably reipas and occasionally unconventional. It felt as if her voice might help me measure and assess the Finnish character, confirming its truths and dispelling some of its myths. She might also help me to get to the core of that happiness issue.
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			Mrs Ethel Brilliana Tweedie, author of ‘Through Finland in Carts’.

		

	
		
			chapter one

			Seeking new horizons

			The bold will eat the soup (or Fortune favours the brave)
– Finnish saying

			Mrs Tweedie was motivated to visit Finland, it seems, to seek respite from grief. But what persuaded me to leave my friends and family in England, stumbling off the ship from Stockholm with an assortment of mostly unnecessary luggage into a country where I knew nobody and about which I knew very little? How did this particular newcomer end up living more than half his life in this country on the northernmost, easternmost edge of Europe?

			Sheer boredom was a major factor. I had left London University in 1977 with a modest degree in English Literature and spent several years engaged in a range of temporary jobs, including as a clerk in a divorce court, a packer of socks in an Oxford Street warehouse and a distributor of leaflets. After that I spend a few months pursuing a rural idyll in a West Country village before giving it up and moving to Bristol. I eventually found work at a stamp dealer, distributing Charles and Diana Royal Wedding stamp collections and persuading recipients – entirely wrongly, as it turned out – that they were making a fine investment by purchasing entire British Commonwealth collections.

			Responding to an inner voice that was growing louder, telling me I was meant for better things, I took an evening course in Teaching English as a Foreign Language to adults, as part of a vague plan to try my luck by living abroad. On the course, I hooked up with a girl who had lived in Sweden and wanted to get a job there. I can’t remember why, but I couldn’t get a job as a teacher in Sweden, so I applied for a job at the English Centre in Helsinki, which seemed close enough to where my girlfriend was going to live in Malmö, right at the southern end of Sweden. The English Centre, one of Finland’s first English teaching and translation bureaux, astonished me by accepting my application. I was also offered a job in Thessaloniki in Greece, but turned it down.

			We departed together from the port of Harwich in August 1982 in her little car, the roof rack laden with cases, my thoughts soaring with excitement one minute and tangled in trepidation the next. I made my way from Malmö by train and then by ferry from Stockholm to Helsinki. There was some discussion about joining my girlfriend in Sweden after a year or so. This plan was scuppered when she ditched me that first Christmas. Which, as it turned out, was probably the best thing that could have happened to me. There is nothing better than being stranded, physically and emotionally, in a foreign country and culture, assaulted by a foreign language, to instil you with confidence and initiative.

			In addition to that underlying need to explore new horizons and a realisation that, in my mid-twenties, it was time to do something interesting, I was also motivated by a sense of unease, nurtured by my reaction to recent events. In Bristol I had lived near the St Paul’s district, the scene of rioting by the predominant West Indian community (as it was known in those days). Coal miners were striking, furious at the closure of mines and the resulting unemployment and damage to their communities by Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government. The Falklands – or Malvinas, if you were Argentinian – War had been fought and won that year. It has been described as the ‘last wag of the imperial lion’s tail’, a demonstration of disproportionate military might in defence of a tiny outpost of Empire thousands of miles away in the South Pacific. It wasn’t so much the war itself that unsettled me as the reaction on the return of the Task Force, the jingoistic waving of Union flags, the rowdy cheering, the inflated patriotism, the renditions of ‘Rule Britannia’ and the notion of Britain ‘ruling the waves’.
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              Happy Finnish fans celebrating Finland’s World Championship win.

            

			So it was partly this jingoism and the sense that my native country was already too inward-looking, too out of touch with the rest of the world, that inspired me to leave England. Then as now, there seemed to be a disregard for and ignorance of the details of history. It was as if the achievements of an Empire that exploited half the globe for its own benefit were the pinnacle and reference point of the country’s existence, its perceived imperial virtues had been sustained, and they could be somehow repeated.

			Forty years later, I hovered in a kind of emotional no-man’s-land between my native and adopted countries. I retained a nostalgia for the aspects of England – and I mean England, without offence to the United Kingdom’s other nations – for which I still have an affection, such as its pubs, its football, its traditions of instinctive politeness and, perhaps more than anything, its language. I had made my living out of creative pursuits in my native language – the supposed World Language – for which there had been and continued to be a significant demand. Addicted to English newspapers and magazines, I also liked to watch English language news channels. I was still English at heart. 

			When Finland won the Ice Hockey World Championships, a major annual focus of sporting fervour, I was caught up in the wild celebrations that are a manifestation of a more sympathetic and less arrogant kind of patriotism than the one I grew up with. But I could not identify as strongly with that pride as with, for example, the unrealised prospect of the English football team winning a major tournament. (Not yet, at least.) I was immersed in Finland, in tune with its seasonal and social rhythms, but I still hovered on its edge.

			Like many British expats in the wake of Brexit, I arrived at a crossroads. From a practical point of view, Finnish citizenship would preserve my status as an EU citizen, removing the need for various bureaucratic nuisances about which I had not needed to worry for many years. But it would also represent an emotional turning point, an intensified commitment to the country in which I had chosen to make my home.
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			On the morning after the Brexit referendum, I jumped on my bike and rode along the path by the river at the end of my road to the rapids in the forest a few kilometres away from my Helsinki home. It was a beautiful summer morning, the sun already high in the northern sky. But I wanted to be alone. I sat with my head in my hands and listened to the splash and gurgle of the water, parted into channels, metaphorically it seemed, by the rocks in the water. ‘You idiots,’ I murmured, still not quite believing what had happened. ‘What have you done?’

			Separated geographically and, to a large extent, culturally by the Baltic from the rest of Europe, Finland had underlined its political drift to the West by joining the EU in 1995, although at that time Nato membership was dismissed as fantasy. When the UK government decided to hold a referendum, it also decided to exclude members of an expatriate British community numbering hundreds of thousands and scattered over the continent. We were excluded from having a say in a democratic exercise that would have a crucial effect on our futures. 

			My despair was not only due to the political and economic senselessness (as I saw it) of Brexit. It was an emotional response to what seemed to be the beginning of a reversal of all the trends that had been positive and forward-looking over the previous two decades. Europe’s progress, I felt and still feel, had been a process of coming together, involving both my native and adopted countries. How could this be anything but positive? 

			There seemed to be something profoundly sensible about countries in the same continent moving closer together, removing barriers, agreeing on codes of legislative and cultural common ground, all without endangering or losing respect for their own individual cultural identities. Brexit, it seemed on that clearest of clear summer mornings, represented a giant step backwards in so many ways, for myself, for the EU and for the UK. 

			I felt like something had died. It was as if my parents had divorced. In fact they had both died a decade previously; if they had been alive they would have been just as distraught as me. Especially my father, who understood that the underlying reason for forming the EU was to make it more difficult for the nations of the continent to go to war with one another, an argument scoffed at and dismissed by Brexit sympathisers. He had known war at first hand, having served in the British army in Italy and North Africa in the Second World War. He loved the ideas of driving unimpeded across borders and of having a single currency.

			One of the first things about Finland that I recognised was its proud but modest excitement at being noticed, a tendency derived from its relatively small population and geographic isolation. Being an active member of a club that includes Germany, France and other major partners has given it greater confidence. Contrary to the message of populist protests, Finnish culture and traditions were not eroded by EU membership and increased immigration. 

			From a UK perspective, however, it seemed impossible to argue across the trenches of opinion, and any expression of personal views simply bounced around in online echo chambers. The nuances of the respective cases for leaving and remaining hardened into unrelenting intransigence. It seemed like the previous 40 years of Britain’s European involvement had been rejected erroneously as a failed experiment. 

			So it was time to gather the documents required to apply for Finnish citizenship, a process I had not considered necessary or even desirable previously. Dual citizenship was an option, so I wouldn’t have to give up my British passport, but being married to a Finn (for a second time – two different Finns, that is) and long-term residence were not sufficient to qualify for citizenship. I had to prove how long I had lived in the country, and that I had received and would continue to receive a guaranteed income. I had to list the occasions on which I had travelled out of Finland over a number of years and my destinations on those trips. I would need to demonstrate my familiarity with the Finnish language. Last but not least, I was required to pay a fee of several hundred euros, which would not be returned if my application was unsuccessful.

			This longer-term connection to Finland was made by choice but also circumstance. It was time to scratch the surface, to take a proper look at the choice I had made, not only to cement my connection by means of citizenship, but to describe the emotions that involved. It was time to take stock, to let go in some respects, and to fasten my grip in others, and to take a belated closer look at the differences between where I come from and where I am. As an outsider to some extent, I also found myself taking a greater interest in others who are somehow on the edge of things and who might wonder, as I do, whether Finland’s image, of itself and as seen by others, is too complex to be defined only by all those brilliant surveys.

		

	
		
			chapter two

			Charms of a new land

			You must go on a long journey before you can really find out how wonderful home is
– Tove Jansson, Comet in Moominland

			When I was at school, aged about 15 or 16, I played tambourine and recorder in an ensemble called the Hemulic Voluntary Brass Band. This is not a confession I make lightly and I use the word ‘played’ loosely. The name may be familiar to admirers of the late, revered and extraordinarily prolific Finnish writer and artist Tove Jansson, because it is borrowed from a fictional band that appears in her books about the adventures of her much-loved Moomin characters.

			My participation in this musical enterprise occurred in the 1970s. I can’t remember which one of our band members landed on the name. It wasn’t me. Not long before her death in 2001, I waited starstruck in line at a Helsinki bookshop for Jansson to sign one of her books that I had bought, but in the 1970s I had never heard of this Finnish national treasure and knew nothing about her homeland beyond its generally remote Nordic location. But the choice of the band’s name was in keeping with our collective quasi-hippy innocence, which found simple philosophical comfort in the utterances of Jansson’s cute creations and those expressed in other works, from J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings to A.A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh. In 2007, some 35 years later, a group of imposter Swedes had the nerve to release an album using the same name.

			Our band’s performances consisted of a loosely structured and chaotic musical narrative, delivered with guitar, saxophone, flute and my own percussion and wind (tenor recorder, a much-maligned instrument) contributions. A kind of twee fusion of jazz and prog-rock, it would have been way too whimsical to find favour with fans of the contemporary heavy metal today so popular in Finland. To the best of my memory, we played a single public ‘concert’ in front of a goggle-eyed but reverent audience in a church hall in Dover. Otherwise we indulged in meandering jam sessions in a garage, also in Dover. Our efforts provided the focus for a school TV documentary, and to this day I blush in embarrassment at the possibility of this being rediscovered. 

			Although at least one of us must have been a Jansson aficionado, my fellow band members and I, mid-teen grammar school pupils, were ignorant of Finland and its people. I’m not sure if I even understood that Jansson was a Finn and that her characters acted out their charming dramas in fictional landscapes inspired by those of Finland. Looking back on this whimsical episode of my youth, I wonder if it represented an unrecognised omen, a prescient finger pointing into my future. This oblique encounter with one of Finland’s biggest and most popular exports was one of my few connections with the country on arrival. 
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