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Prologue



There is no dark side of the moon really.
Matter of fact, it’s all dark.


Pink Floyd


T here’s a man called Thomas who sits on a bench, opposite my house, at the same time every day. Thomas owns a beautiful dog called Zero who has become best buddies with my two Labradors, Truman and Fitzgerald. As a consequence of this canine friendship, I’ve been rather forced into making regular small talk with a stranger, something that I normally try to avoid like the plague.


Thomas, I discovered, had recently moved to Cheltenham from Lincolnshire after he had fallen off the edge of a cliff.


It was quite the story.


He’d been taking Zero for a walk along the coast when a section of cliff suddenly collapsed, sending him tumbling down towards the sea.


Thomas managed to grab on to a branch and stop his fall, just before he went over a sheer drop that would have killed him. Zero managed to shuffle down to where Thomas lay, badly injured, and stayed with him for three hours until they were spotted by a passing rambler.


This, by the way, is why you should own a dog and not a cat. A cat would have just sauntered on, completely unperturbed and moved in, and on, with one of the three other owners that all cats secretly have.


Thomas wasn’t looking for sympathy. He was simply filling me in on how he’d ended up living in Cheltenham. He’d lost his house while in hospital and had now moved back to Gloucestershire, as it was where he’d grown up.


I liked Thomas. He was intelligent and well-travelled. Gradually, we started to have regular chats as our dogs chased squirrels and sniffed each other’s bottoms.


This was back in 2020. The US elections were fast approaching. We never discussed politics. I just assumed that we were on the same team. Then one day, I screwed up. I made the mistake of expressing my hope that Joe Biden would win the presidency. Surely America would rid itself of the disaster that, in my view, had been Donald Trump as president.


Big mistake.


Thomas turned a vivid colour of red. He appeared almost possessed. His voice changed as he started to unload on Biden, the Democratic Party, the Libtards . . .


I had clearly disturbed a rabid conservative. This in itself was no big deal. People have different views on politics. It’s good to talk, get out of our social media echo chambers.


Thomas hadn’t finished, however. He segued on to ranting about George Soros, Jews and a New World Order that secretly ran everything. The COVID-19 vaccine, he told me, was a tool used by lizard leaders to control our minds. Bill Gates was apparently behind it all. As he spoke, bits of white spittle started to settle on the edges of his lips. Bill Gates, Thomas said, was facing trial in India for killing thousands of street children during unauthorised vaccine experiments . . . Dumbfounded, I made my excuses and moved on. I was in shock. How could a seemingly kind and intelligent man with a lovely dog hold views like these? He appeared to have gone over not only a physical but a metaphorical cliff.


Obviously, I’d come across similar stuff online. My social media pages were boiling cesspits of strangeness, but I’d assumed that these were just random trolls. These were not people you’d ever actually meet in real life. The needle, it seemed, had shifted. There was more and more of this ‘alternative thinking’ about.


Every time you got talking to somebody, you couldn’t help wondering what terrible turmoil was fermenting inside their heads.


Thomas was certainly not the only person in Cheltenham, a poster-child town for conformity, to hold these views. In 2021, when walking my dogs in Pittville Park, I would keep spotting stickers placed on fences, trees, bollards. They were very amateur looking and very distinctive. They were all over the park and new ones appeared every day.


They were all on the same subject: COVID and the vaccine.




People who haven’t been sick all year


are willing to get sick from a shot


to feel protected from something


that hasn’t made them sick all year??





Said one.


The annual flu jab must have freaked them out. Another took the form of a dictionary definition:




anti-vaxxer


noun – informal


A person who trusts their own immune system


more than they trust pharmaceutical companies,


career politicians and the corporate media


(See also: critical thinker)





I’d looked up the definition of critical thinker, a term often bandied about by conspiracy theorists:




•   Open-mindedness.


•   Respecting evidence and reasoning.


•   Being able to consider different perspectives and points of view: in other words, having cognitive flexibility.


•   Not being stuck in one position.


•   Scepticism.


•   Clarity and precision.





The ‘respecting evidence and reasoning’ seemed to be a bit of a stretch in this case.


One day he (because I was sure it was a he) put up a sticker saying:




Wake up


The Pandemic is a hoax


The vax is a poison





That one really pissed me off.


That very day, I had a close friend in intensive care. He’d caught COVID, gone into hospital, and was now on a ventilator in a decidedly dicey situation. Thankfully, he pulled through, but it had been touch-and-go and he suffered from the after effects of long COVID for ages.


To claim that the pandemic was a hoax was the height of stupidity and, more importantly, dangerous. If somebody didn’t want to take the vaccine, that was both their choice and their right. But cranks like the sticker guy and high-profile online influencers were promulgating a disparate web of ill-informed, anti-science nonsense for clicks and giggles. This had led to vulnerable people being scared off listening to informed medical advice and not having the vaccine, often with fatal results.


So, I did my bit for the rational majority. I bought some blank stickers on which I wrote:




LEAKED CIA DOCUMENTS


REVEAL THAT


PANDEMIC DENIERS


HAVE MICRO PENISES.





I would carry them in my coat pocket and, every time I saw one of his stickers, I’d stick one of mine over the top of it.


It wasn’t big. It wasn’t clever. But it did make me feel better.


For three months, the phantom sticker guy and I played a daily game of sticker tag in which we would cover up each other’s stickers, sometimes twice a day.


Then, one day, he stopped. I never saw the stickers again. I always wondered who he was and what had happened to him. Sometimes, I wondered whether he had contracted COVID. Maybe he’d died. That would have been rough justice.


More likely he’d got a job in the GB News art department.


But how did we get here?


Most conspiracy theories used to be quite amusing. Did we land on the moon? Was there a Bigfoot? Was Elvis still alive and working in a chip shop? It was all fun and games. Then, suddenly, they weren’t so funny any more.


The new theories were no longer held just by cranks and weirdos. Now, they had infected the body politic. The actual president of the United States was urging people to inject themselves with bleach and retweeting crazed theories about kidnapped kids being kept in tunnels, their organs harvested to provide moisturising products for Hollywood celebrities.


In 2023, as part of my role as an ambassador for Save the Children, I posted an appeal on Facebook for donations to the DEC appeal following the tragic earthquake in Turkey and Syria.


A man called Robert Carpenter was quick to reply.


‘Hmm I wonder who caused that?’ wrote Robert, adding an American flag and a puzzled emoji to imply that he suspected America to be behind the earthquake.


‘You wonder who caused the earthquake?’ I replied, dumbfounded.


‘Tesla invented the earthquake machine over a hundred years ago and it was confiscated by the CIA and the FBI, I’m thinking they tried it out a few times,’ Mr Carpenter snapped right back.


There was nowhere to go with this. How could you even reason with stuff like this? I checked the profile info. He was a British economic migrant living in Spain who was anti-vax, anti-trans and a big fan of Jeremy Clarkson. BINGO. It was a Full House.


Somebody told me to google ‘HAARP’. I did.


HAARP stands for High-frequency Auroral Research Program, an ionospheric research project at the University of Alaska. HAARP was supposedly capable of unleashing earthquakes. According to one conspiracy theorist, the earthquake was a ‘punitive operation by NATO or the US against Turkey as it was becoming a thorn in the neck regarding Russia’.


It was nonsense, of course.


David Malaspina, a research scientist at the Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics at the University of Colorado, told Reuters that HAARP’s radio waves were similar to a strong AM radio broadcast station, and that ‘there is no known mechanism by which an AM radio broadcast can cause an earthquake’. He said that these kinds of radio waves penetrated less than 1 centimetre into the ground, while earthquakes were obviously much deeper. ‘The 2023 earthquake in Turkey, for instance, originated seventeen kilometres below the surface of the earth.’


But if you were conspiracy disposed, then you were not going to believe him or any expert that didn’t validate your theories. As Michael Gove, an actual British Cabinet minister, once famously said, ‘I think the people in this country have had enough of experts.’


To me, it was this – this strange new world of ‘alternative facts’ – that was the truly deadly virus that faced us in the years to come. Who needed experts when we were now our own experts? Who needed facts when we could select or fabricate our own?


9/11 seemed to be a significant catalyst. When people started claiming that it was all staged and that the victims were crisis actors, the groundwork was being set for snake-oil salesmen like Alex Jones, of InfoWars fame, to rake in the money. This, remember, was a man claiming that frogs were being turned gay by chemicals in tap water . . .


Maybe it had something to do with online interconnectivity? Every village had always had an idiot. The problem was that they could now all contact each other.


But why write a book on all this? After all, I’m not one to unquestioningly listen to authority. I have always been a contrarian who loves an argument and hates being told what to do.


I even have a rather disturbing personal connection to conspiracy theories.


In 1860 a certain Maurice Joly, a Parisian lawyer, wrote a book called Dialogues in Hell: Conversations between Machiavelli and Montesquieu. It was an allegorical satire of Emperor Napoleon III, a sensitive soul who had banned all direct criticism of himself.


So far, so literature.


The problem was that two-fifths of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, an infamous and entirely fabricated antisemitic text, purporting to describe a Jewish plan for global domination, appeared to have been lifted verbatim from Maurice Joly’s book.


The Protocols were supposed to have been taken verbatim from an international Zionist conference held at the turn of the twentieth century. The fact that Maurice Joly’s book was written in 1860 clearly invalidated the whole document.


This, however, had not stopped them from being used by cynical and gullible people as an insidious antisemitic weapon.


Perhaps it was this innocent connection to a distant relative’s part in this most enduring of conspiracies that made me so concerned by them.


I grew up in the Middle East. There was possibly nowhere, save in the dark recesses of the internet, where conspiracy theories were so freely promulgated. Locals were obsessed with the ‘Hidden Hand’, an unseen force that shaped Middle Eastern affairs. There was a constant feeling that outside forces were conspiring to do bad things to good people.


The vast majority of these conspiracy theories were totally ridiculous, but not all of them. There has been a long and well-documented history of foreign powers interfering with the internal politics of Arab nations.


And this seemed to be the problem. There were kernels of truth in most conspiracy theories. People that believed in UFOs could point you to evidence of, frankly understandable, military cover-ups. But if they had lied about those, then they must be lying about the existence of alien craft, right?


The existence of the occasional real conspiracy was camouflaged by the preponderance of insane, wacky conspiracy theories. Some conspiracy theorists even claimed that this in itself was a conspiracy: class them all as tin-foil-hat-wearing weirdos to hide the real truth.


I’d written a book, Scary Monsters, in which I travelled the world in search of mythical beasts such as the Yeti and Bigfoot, less as a believer and more as a curious observer. I’d also touched upon conspiracies in my book The Dark Tourist, when, as part of my American assassination vacation, I’d visited Dallas.


Back in 2008, as I wandered around Dealey Plaza, I came to a walkway, just below the infamous ‘grassy knoll’, where a veritable mini-market of conspiracy theorists had set up stalls peddling books and videos that championed their various theories. Kennedy had been killed by the Mob, the Russians, the Cubans, Marilyn Monroe, the Muppets . . .


The thing that had struck me the most, at the time, was just how impossible it was to argue with them. They had all the facts at their fingertips. They were so certain of everything.


I’ve never really been certain of anything in my life, except for my suspicion of people who were certain of things.


In his book Suspicious Minds: Why We Believe Conspiracy Theories, Rob Brotherton, a psychology professor at Goldsmiths, wrote:




Conspiracy theories postulate a black-and-white world in which good is struggling against evil. The general public is cast as the victim of organised persecution, and the motives of the alleged conspirators often verge on pure maniacal evil. At the very least, the conspirators are said to have an almost inhuman disregard for the basic liberty and well-being of the general population. More grandiose conspiracy theories portray the conspirators as being Evil Incarnate: of having caused all the ills from which we suffer, committing abominable acts of unthinkable cruelty on a routine basis, and striving ultimately to subvert or destroy everything we hold dear.





This was probably why I found it rather difficult to get on with conspiracy theorists. Despite being a recovering goth, I was generally a glass-half-full kind of guy. I liked to see the good in most people.


I decided that I needed to get back out there. I needed to go IRL. I needed to travel through this strange new world as a wide-eyed voyager, eager to take in all the sights.


I was going more as an onlooker as opposed to a judge. There was very little point in making too many judgements. If I did, they would only be disputed by the very people I was going to meet on my travels. I would be accused of ‘being part of the whole thing’. I would be called a ‘shill’ in the pay of the baddies.


I only wished somebody could tell me who to invoice.


There would undoubtedly be more questions than answers by the time I’d finished. But I didn’t care. I wanted to travel to the edges of the flat earth. I wanted to drive across America looking for UFOs and secret tunnels. I wanted to meet QAnoners. I wanted to see if Finland really existed.


I wanted to see it all. I was off on another set of adventures. I was off to make polite conversation with Thomases all over the world.


I was a conspiracy tourist.
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Finland Does Not Exist


Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after you.


Joseph Heller


I ’d decided it might be a good idea to get myself into the conspiracy mindset before diving in head first. I was going to start small and work my way up. What I really needed was a big silly theory that I could cut my conspiracy tourist teeth on. Having done a lot of reading around the subject, I found exactly what I was looking for.


I was going to try to prove that Finland existed.


It was officially the hottest day in British history. I was in Stansted Airport, in a Lebanese-themed restaurant, eating microwaved Moroccan food. As I scrolled through my social media, I kept seeing snapshots of a country in collapse. Apocalyptic fires raged in Dartford, tarmac was melting on Devon roads and a naked man was in his garden, squatting in a bin full of iced water, nursing a cocktail and hurling abuse at passers-by. It was a good day to be leaving the UK, which, like Dubai when it rains, was losing the plot


It was a bad day, however, to be in an airport. It was packed with hordes of sweaty humanity having a collective meltdown. Stansted was my least favourite British airport at the best of times, but today it was the seventh circle of hell.


Climate change and the accompanying fear of rising global temperatures had long been dismissed by climate deniers and attention-seeking TV pundits as some sort of scientific conspiracy. What nobody ever explained was, what was in it for the scientists? Surely the occasional opportunity to be a talking head on CNN, MSNBC or the BBC was not so exciting that they would make up this doom-laden theory?


It seemed to me that climate-change deniers would simply prefer to stick their heads in the sand and hope that everything went away, as opposed to having to face up to the problem. Unfortunately for them, Camber Sands was, by all accounts, currently way too hot for that kind of behaviour.


Across the table sat my disgruntled wife, Stacey. After a long period of my travelling the world alone for work, she had put her foot down. Our kids had flown the nest and she felt it was incredibly unfair that I got to travel constantly while she stayed at home. Any attempt to defend my travels as part of my job were met with a tin ear. She had endured enough. It was, apparently, time that I took her with me.


This was weird. Part of travel writing is about being alone. Travelling alone, you get bored, meander about, get into trouble, eavesdrop, allow fate to take you where it likes. Travelling with somebody else makes for a totally different experience. But she insisted. So, under duress, I agreed and told her to get ready for a trip.


‘Where are we going?’ asked Stacey.


‘Finland,’ I replied.


‘Oh . . .’ she said, trying hard to hide her obvious disappointment.


‘Why are we going to Finland?’ she continued.


‘Because there is a conspiracy theory that it does not exist, and I intend to prove it does.’


‘That is the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Of course it exists.’


I was 99.9 per cent sure she was right but, if I was to take a proper look at conspiracy theories, then I needed to open my mind, discard my lifetime of institutional brainwashing and embrace everything. One of the trickiest things about conspiracy theories is arguing against them. I envisioned our trip to Finland as a kind of intellectual exercise. How did you prove a negative? How could you deal logically with something so illogical?


So, what was the theory and how did it come about?


I found an article in Vice written in 2016 by a guy called Mack Lamoureux, which appeared to be legit. Lamoureux said that the whole theory had started with a guy called Jack.


A post on Reddit had asked people to say what was the weirdest thing that their parents ever taught them? Jack posted that, when he was eight years old, his parents had told him that Finland didn’t exist.


The story that his parents told him was that, in 1918, Japan and Russia had fabricated the existence of a landmass known as Finland so that they could be the only people fishing in that area of the Baltic Sea (because . . . everybody else thought that there was land there).


It got better, and weirder. The Trans-Siberian Express was supposedly established in order to transport the fish caught in ‘Finland’ across Russia to Japan. If the theory was not mad enough already, it also claimed that the fish were transported to Japan under the guise of Nokia products.


As a man famous for shouting loudly into a giant Nokia phone, this rather tickled me. Nokia, it turned out, had a long history prior to the mobile phone. It had been founded in 1865 and had originally been a pulp mill, although, looking at the history of the company, its products seemed incredibly diverse. The name came from the town of Nokia, where its second pulp mill had been established.


Jack himself didn’t believe the conspiracy theory but, this being the internet, a subreddit was set up by people who did believe it . . . and it blew up. These believers had new ideas. One claimed that the name Finland actually proved the theory as it alluded to the fin of a fish. They appeared to be unaware that the actual name of the country was Suomi.


The inexplicable concept of people leaving obvious clues to their conspiracies seemed to be a constant conspiracy thread in itself.


When a container ship got stuck in the Suez Canal in 2021, it had the words EVERGREEN written in large white letters on the side. After news outlets started to cover the story, the conspiracy theorists got to work. Evergreen was the name of the Taiwanese shipping company that operated the vessel. Conspiracy theorists, however, said that this was also Hillary Clinton’s secret service code name (which it was). They then discovered that the stranded ship’s call sign was H3RC. As these were Hillary Rodham Clinton’s initials, the ship was obviously being used by Clinton to traffic children. Quite why, if Clinton was doing something so bizarre, she would want to leave these enigmatic clues to her supposed crimes, was never fully explained.


When the ship’s manifest was finally revealed, the cargo consisted of electronics, machinery and parts, household goods, furniture, footwear and a 10-metre-tall plastic model of a T. rex, bound for an adventure golf course in Cambridge. No children were found. They were presumed to have been eaten by the T. rex.


Another angle to the Finland conspiracy theory was that the world ‘elites’ knew about the Japanese–Russian plot. They just chose to maintain the illusion of its existence as a sort of idealised liberal society that other countries could aspire to. No real country, the theory went, could be so consistently idealistic, topping global leagues for healthcare, education, literacy, sexual equality, press freedom, non-corruption.


Finnish people, according to the conspiracy theorists, believed that they lived in Finland but they actually lived in towns in Estonia, Russia and Sweden. Visitors to Finland were flown to these areas and were just told that they were in Finland.


Jack could not explain why his parents had told him this story when he was younger. Most people appeared to enjoy it for what it was – a joke or a parody of real conspiracy theories.


A hardcore minority, however, did start to believe it.


There is an internet adage called Poe’s law that originates from a comment left by a man called Nathan Poe on a Christian internet forum, which states that ‘it is impossible to create a parody of extreme views so obviously exaggerated that it cannot be mistaken by some readers or viewers as a sincere expression of the parodied views’.


According to Jack, ‘The Finland conspiracy is a perfect case study of that. Ninety per cent of people view it as a parody but ten per cent genuinely believe it’s something that needs proving or debunking.’


And so, it was decided. I was going to travel to Finland and try to debunk the theory. This was why I was sitting in Stansted with my wife. It might serve me well on my other journeys. And, who knew, maybe it was true?


I posted a tweet: ‘Off to Helsinki for a couple of days. What to do?’ One of the joys of having a sizeable social media presence was that I was often able to use the so-called ‘wisdom of crowds’ to help me on my travels. The secret was to weed out the usual suspects and to cherry pick the nuggets of wisdom.


There were not many nuggets . . .


‘Go fuck yourself.’ ‘Ski jump.’ ‘Have a sauna.’ ‘Drink vodka.’ ‘Go fuck yourself.’


It was not a lot to go on. It was actually why Finland was such a perfect place to choose if you wanted to claim that somewhere didn’t exist. Almost nobody had actually visited the place. Why would you, unless you were particularly keen on vodka, saunas, ski jumping or fucking yourself? We were flying Ryanair. Having paid eight pounds for a plane ticket, three hundred pounds for a seat and sixty-five pounds for the opportunity to take on a cabin bag the size of this book, it was never going to be a pleasurable experience, but hey-ho.


I actually assumed that we would be the only people travelling to a non-existent destination, but the plane was full of people pretending to be Finnish. A large percentage of them were heavily tattooed and multi-pierced. One of the few Finnish things I was familiar with was the heavy metal band Lordi, who won the 2006 Eurovision Song Contest. I had no idea why I remembered this, as I was not keen on Eurovision and never made an effort to watch it. Lordi, however, were quite memorable. They looked like the band Wizzard after an altercation with a horror special effects company. Dressed as though in some fantasy-horror movie, they were so ludicrous and over the top that they were difficult to ignore. A lot of our fellow passengers looked like they might have made it to the final rounds of the Lordi auditions.


The stewardess walked past checking seatbelts. It was time for me to start the debunking.


‘Excuse me, where is this plane going to?’ I asked.


She looked at me strangely.


‘Helsinki.’


‘In Finland?’ I continued.


‘Yes . . . Finland. Is that not where you are supposed to be going? May I see your boarding pass?’


‘Oh yes, but I just wanted to make sure. So Finland is definitely the country we are going to land in?’


The stewardess gave me a look that indicated she thought I might be trouble.


‘Can I see your boarding pass, sir?’


I showed her my boarding pass and she glanced at it before handing it back.


‘Have a nice flight, sir.’


‘I shall . . . it’ll be my first time in FINLAND.’


I pronounced the name of the country loudly and rather sarcastically so that, if she was in on this, then she would know I was not fooled. Stacey looked at me in panic, her eyes begging me not to make a scene.


The flight was two-and-a-half hours long, which, given where Finland supposedly was on the world map, made sense, but I tried to keep an eye out for the plane making unusual turns or circling. There had been a Channel 4 show back in the day in which contestants were told that they were going to train in Russia to become astronauts. They took off and, after flying around for a couple of hours, landed back in England at a fake airbase that had been entirely converted to look as though it was in Russia. Nobody twigged. These things were possible.


I started watching a Netflix documentary on D. B. Cooper, the legendary hijacker who, in 1971, took over a plane that was flying between Portland and Seattle. Cooper claimed to have a bomb and wanted a ransom of two hundred thousand dollars. Having landed and picked up the ransom, the plane took off again with Cooper demanding to be flown to Mexico City. Cooper then opened the door of the plane and parachuted out over Washington State, never to be seen again.


People seem to love a ballsy heist and D. B. Cooper became an unlikely folk hero. His exploits sparked a series of copycat hijackings. These, in turn, led directly to commercial airlines implementing the tiresome security measures such as metal detectors and luggage searches with which we are now all too familiar.


Part of me longed for the good old days of air travel. In the 1950s, fledgling commercial airlines were hiring ex-military pilots who knew how to have a good time. One such was a friend of my father’s, a certain Captain Swan. He used to have a favourite trick. The cockpit door would be left open so that passengers could see that there was no pilot as they boarded. Once all on board, the stewardess would announce that there was going to be a delay as the pilot was still somewhere in the terminal building. Captain Swan, who had been pretending to be a passenger, would then jump up, shout that he didn’t have time for this and barge into the cockpit. Starting the engines, he would come over the Tannoy to the passengers.


‘Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to hang around here any longer than we need to. So, if you could all fasten your seatbelts, then I’m going to give this thing my best shot. After all, how hard can it be?’


The cockpit door would shut and he would then proceed to take off as the passengers screamed in fear. They were different times back then . . .


Back on my flight, as I was squeezed between a steampunk and my sharp-elbowed wife, with my legs tucked into an uncomfortable foetal position, the idea of opening a door and jumping out was worryingly tempting.


Our captain’s voice came crackling over the Tannoy.


‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, this is Captain Stubing. We are commencing our descent into Helsinki.’


But were we? Was Captain Stubing in on this conspiracy? He could land us in a random city and tell us that it was Helsinki, but how did I know for sure?


There had been a rather nice joke recently in which a prankster had written the words ‘WELCOME TO LUTON’ in large white letters in a field right next to Gatwick Airport. A lot of worried passengers had spotted it out of the window and presumed they had been diverted. This prank, like most things in life, was not an original one. Somebody in Australia had painted the words ‘WELCOME TO PERTH’ on the roof of their house, directly under the flight path of planes landing at Sydney Airport. Passengers, it seemed, were very much at an informational disadvantage.


The plane landed and, as we taxied towards our gate, I spotted a large sign on the terminal building saying ‘Helsinki Airport’. A less-informed traveller might have taken this at face value, but I was more wary. This proved nothing.


As we entered the terminal, everything seemed to be as it should. There was a sign indicating that we were going through Finnish border control. There was what I presumed was Finnish on the advertising hoardings. But how did I know this was Finnish? It could have been gibberish . . . or Swedish . . . or Klingon. I opened Google Translate and typed in a slogan, which it identified as being Finnish and urged me to sample a particular brand of vodka. This all seemed legit but, if I was a conspiracy theorist, I would not be swayed by this either. The set dressing at the airport, big corporations like Google . . . they were all in on it.


I scanned the people lining up in front of me at the passport queue. Had they all been duped into thinking they were in Finland? Were they all actors, paid for by whoever was responsible for maintaining this massive lie? If it was fake, then it was an expensive one. Who was financing it? Bill Gates was normally blamed. It would make sense if Russia was still behind it all. It was the global epicentre of mass misinformation with buildings crammed full of trolls pumping out fake information on fake social media profiles with the sole intention of causing dissent and confusion.


Finland used to be a part of Russia. Well, it actually started off as being part of Sweden until, during the rather unimaginatively titled ‘Finnish War’, it was taken over by Russia. Using the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia as a useful diversion, it declared itself independent in 1917.


I got to the front of the passport line. The immigration guy stamped my passport. I checked the stamp, something I rarely did. It said ‘Helsinki – Vantaa’. I checked my maps and discovered that Vantaa was a town just outside Helsinki where the international airport was located.


Damn . . . these people were good.


We got a taxi into Helsinki. My first impressions of the place was that it was clean, weirdly clean. It was all shiny and new, as though it had just been built. We drove past a hotel called ‘Soros Hotel’ and my mind went into meltdown. Soros . . . George Soros, a man who, like Bill Gates, got dragged into every conspiracy theory I’d ever heard. When arguing with anti-vaxxers online I was constantly accused of being a ‘shill’ paid for by George Soros.


Soros is a Hungarian-American who made a vast amount of money in finance and appears to be determined, like Bill Gates, to give a lot of that fortune away. Soros is Jewish and had donated a lot of money to people like Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton and their presidential campaigns. This had obviously annoyed a lot of people on the right who claimed that he was some sort of puppet master orchestrating global events. There was more than a tinge of classic antisemitic sentiments behind these claims.


And yet here, in a country that supposedly didn’t exist, one of the first buildings that I spotted had the name of somebody that conspiracy theorists felt was behind a lot of the bad things happening in the world. It was a weird coincidence. I looked it up online to see if it was owned by the man himself only to find that the hotel was actually called ‘Sokos Hotel’. I had misread it. I was an idiot.


Facts, it appeared, didn’t care about my feelings.


We drove into downtown Helsinki. The buildings started to look a little older. It was late on a Saturday night but there was hardly anybody on the streets. It was a touch eerie. We checked into the Lilla Roberts, a rather lovely Art Deco hotel, and went to sleep almost immediately. It was 10.30 p.m. and still light outside.


The following morning, I woke up and pottered down to reception. A cheerful receptionist with pale skin and ridiculous cheekbones greeted me.


‘Good morning, sir.’


‘Good morning,’ I replied.


‘How may I help you today?’


‘This might seem like a strange question, but where am I?’ I asked.


‘You are in the reception,’ she smiled.


‘No, I mean – where am I?’ I asked a little too forcefully, raising a quizzical eyebrow.


‘Ermmm . . . you are in your hotel.’


Her initial greeting smile was fading a little and being replaced with a slightly nervous frown.


‘And where is this hotel situated?’ I persisted.


‘Helsinki,’ she answered, moving backwards slightly.


‘In which country?’ I was not to be deterred.


‘Finland . . .’


‘Are you certain of that?’ I asked.


‘Yes . . . of course. We are in Finland,’ she said slowly.


‘How can you be certain?’


‘How can I be certain that we are in Finland – this is what you are asking me?’


She looked confused. She briefly wondered whether this kind of weirdness would have been a daily occurrence if she had taken that enticing transfer to the Van Der Stoner Hotel in Amsterdam.


‘Yes, how do I know for sure that I am not in Sweden but that you are telling me that we are in Finland?’ I smiled in what I hoped was in a friendly but enigmatic manner.


‘I’m really sorry, I’m not understanding you, sir. We are in Helsinki, the capital of Finland. I am Finnish. I speak Finnish, not Swedish.’


She looked around hurriedly for support. A tall, skinny man with translucent skin and bad acne walked over.


‘Can I help you, sir?’ he glowered.


‘Only if you can prove to me that we are in Finland.’


He looked at the girl who looked back at him.


‘Is everything OK, sir?’ he said quietly.


From the look on his face, I concluded that I had taken this line of questioning as far as I could.


‘Could you tell me where breakfast is served, please?’


He pointed to some double doors at the end of the long, stylish reception area.


‘Thank you,’ I started to walk away before suddenly turning back and firing off one final question. ‘How do you say that in Finnish?’


‘Kiitos,’ said the man, staring at me strangely.


‘Kiitos!’ I exclaimed, nodding slowly as I turned away and headed off for breakfast.


Stacey was already in the breakfast room. She had bolted ahead the moment she had heard me start to talk to the receptionist. She claimed to be embarrassed by my behaviour but, deep down, I knew she was impressed and starting to realise just how much dedication I put into my writing trips abroad.


Hotel breakfasts are a conspiracy if you ask me. If you make the mistake of not booking a ‘breakfast included’ rate, then you have to eat the equivalent of about three days’ worth of food to make the price good value.


Hotels are onto this technique and constantly attempt to thwart you by:




1.   providing tiny, impractical glasses for all juices;


2.   looking totally confused if you ask for anything but filter coffee;


3.   doing something devious with the conveyor-belt toast machine, so that no piece of toast is ever to your satisfaction;


4.   making scrambled eggs from the dried scrotums of dead squirrels.





After breakfast Stacey and I headed out to look around ‘Helsinki’ or whatever city it was that we were in. As with the night before, there were surprisingly few people about. We were headed for Market Square, the apparent centre of the city. Just below our hotel we crossed a large open square called Kasarmitori that was dominated by a vast shiny sculpture of what looked like a spaceman standing on top of a large metal ball. It looked out of place. Was this some sort of secret signal to those in the know? Who was this statue dedicated to?


In the far corner of the square sat a little concrete kiosk that looked like a tourist information booth but turned out to be the world’s smallest Joe & the Juice outlet. Stacey, for some peculiar reason, adores Joe & the Juice, whereas it leaves me rather cold. She insisted on buying a coffee, despite having drunk her body weight in it for breakfast. As she ordered from an annoyingly handsome surfer-looking dude, I took the opportunity to ask him what the statue was about.


‘Ah . . . I think it is in memory of the Winter War,’ he said, looking none too certain.


He did not look like a gentleman that had been long troubled by education and so I did not pursue the matter, mainly because I was keen to get Stacey away from his handsomeness as soon as possible.


I racked my memory to remember what the Winter War was. I’d assumed that almost all wars in Finland were winter wars as the place was not known for its tropical climate.


Unsurprisingly, it involved the Russians again. The Soviet Union invaded in 1939, three months after the outbreak of the Second World War. Still irked at Finland going it alone, their plan was to install a friendly puppet government. Things did not go very well as the Finns fought incredibly fiercely in temperatures that reached -45 °C. The Soviets eventually gave up and a peace deal was signed that gave them some territory, but allowed Finland to survive as a made-up country.


Interestingly, it was the inability of the Soviets to succeed in conquering Finland that gave Hitler the impression that the Soviet Union was weak and could be easily conquered. This, of course, led to Operation Barbarossa and the subsequent Nazi military disaster.


Arriving in Market Square, we nosed about for a while. If I was honest, it was not exactly a market, more of a loose conglomeration of orange tents selling tourist tat and salmon soup.


We got a bowl of salmon soup, not because we were hungry, but because it allowed us to sit down and people-watch for a while. I’d never had salmon soup before, and after tasting it I had no plans to do so again. Hunks of, admittedly fresh-looking, salmon sat in some thin, murky liquid inundated with dill. It was not unpleasant but, like Love Island contestants, it was instantly forgettable once finished.


Sadly, the people were not interesting enough for a decent people-watch so we headed towards the cathedral that was perched on a little hill just behind the square. It was reached by an impressive set of steps that also served as another place for tired tourists to sit and people-watch should they not fancy the salmon soup. This did mean that the steps were a magnet for touts hawking an assortment of tourist activities.


Three representatives from three different hop-on, hop-off bus tours pestered everyone with the enthusiasm of vultures feasting on fresh roadkill. Stacey loves a bus tour. It is her way of getting her bearings in a new city. I am the opposite. I refuse to even countenance the idea of getting on one as, to me, an experienced, independent traveller, it’s like admitting defeat.


It is possibly a silly attitude, but it’s just one of my travel rules. Another is refusing to eat, drink or shop at any establishment in which people are stood outside trying to pull you in. I like a place that is either confident enough in its own excellence or too lazy to harass passers-by.


There is an infamous restaurant in Mykonos that regularly makes the headlines every two months or so when a forlorn-looking tourist couple are photographed brandishing a bill for eight hundred euros, having had a couple of mojitos, four crab legs and a Greek salad. The place, called dk Oyster, is famous for extortionate prices and getting physically intimidating when you complain.


The copious TripAdvisor one-star reviews are a car crash.




This is a con artist wet dream. Food is shifty, service is shifty, wait staff refused to let me leave without paying. I had to dispute charges with my credit card company. Avoid like the plague. EpsilonEm


$70 a beer, $200 for any food, its jaw dropping when you pay. They bully you into paying or you ‘can’t leave’. Fake prices on menus, it’s almost comical.


COMPLETE SCAM!!!!


Everyone working here should be in jail . . . period


Mattl





TripAdvisor had even put a warning on the place’s page, something I’d never seen before:




TripAdvisor has been made aware of recent media reports or events concerning this property which may not be reflected in reviews found on this listing. Accordingly, you may wish to perform additional research for information about this property when making your travel plans.





It is all very simple. Just follow my rules. If a restaurant has people standing on the street, waving menus and trying to get you to come in, keep walking. If you don’t, you’re a mug.


Back in Helsinki, Stacey and I climbed the cathedral steps fast, avoiding both the tourists and their circling vultures. Once at the top we entered the cathedral. I have no idea why I always go into cathedrals. I am an atheist and cathedrals are almost always pretty much the same. Like fireworks, once you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all . . . but you always harbour that slim hope that something new might occur.


As it so happened: this cathedral with its gleaming, Orthodox-looking cupolas did surprise me. I was expecting the usual display of golden, ornate bling bedecking the walls. Instead, it was almost minimalist. The walls were smooth, bare stone with almost no decoration. It was rather refreshing and much more to my taste than the usual gaudy religious bling. It was like wandering into an Apple Store having mistaken it for a Versace outlet.


The cathedral, probably the most famous building in Finland, belongs to the Finnish Evangelical Lutherans. Apparently, Lutherans did not approve of excessive decoration and liked things clean and simple. It was deceptive. The outside was uber-Russian style whereas the inside was peak Scandinavian chic – sleek, elegant, restrained.


Most people, if they accept that Finland exists, assume it is part of Scandinavia along with Norway, Denmark and Sweden. This, however, is not strictly true. Although Finland, the Faroe Islands and even Iceland are often lumped in as all being Scandinavian, they are not.


The Finnish language is not a Scandinavian language, and Finns are ethnically distinct from Scandinavians. Things do get a touch more complicated if you start to talk about the ‘Scandinavian Peninsula’. This does not include Denmark, but does include parts of Finland. I was not sure that any of this was important because we are actually discussing where a possibly non-existent country belongs . . .


I’d had some experience with Finland and religion before. When I visited North Korea for my book The Dark Tourist, one of the group was a strange Finn. He’d announced that he was a member of the Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster. Followers of this religion called themselves Pastafarians and, in an attempt to lampoon the craziness of mainstream religious views, insisted on their right to wear their religious outfit on their passport photographs. This consisted of a colander worn on his head.


The Church itself started out in America. A man called Bobby Henderson demanded that Pastafarianism should be given an equal amount of time by teachers as subjects such as evolution and intelligent design. Rather gloriously, the official history of the Church included the notion that the Flying Spaghetti Monster invented the universe after a night spent drinking heavily. For reasons not clearly explained, pirates were seen as the original Pastafarians.


The Church was often viewed as a more amusing, updated version of Russell’s teapot. This has nothing to do with the increasingly conspiracy-minded gob-on-a-stick that is Russell Brand. It refers to the philosopher, Bertrand Russell, who came up with the teapot analogy to show that the burden of proof lay with a person making unproven claims as opposed to asking people to disprove the claim.


Russell’s view was that if he claimed that a tiny teapot, too small to be seen by any telescope, was orbiting the sun between the Earth and Mars, he should not expect people to believe him just because they could not prove him wrong.


Russell’s teapot is principally used to debate the existence of a god but it seemed to me that it was incredibly pertinent to conspiracy theories.


According to Russell’s teapot theory, it was not for me to prove that Finland did exist, rather the burden of proof was up to the people who believed this to be the case. I should have maybe read a little more Russell before travelling to Finland. It might have saved me the journey. But, whatever, I was here now and determined to do my best.


Whether Finland existed or not, it would be fair to say that both Stacey and I were a little underwhelmed by Helsinki so far. It had more the feel of a large provincial town than a European capital and we were already wondering what on earth we were going to do for three days.


Secretly I found myself wishing that it had been Barbados or Bali whose existence had been questioned. But that would have been too easy. I was an intrepid investigator looking for truth. This, I reminded myself, was work, not an excuse for a holiday. One thing was for certain: I’d definitely picked the right work trip for my wife to accompany me on. Three more days of this and she would never ask again.


We walked back down the steps and returned to Market Square. I knew that Stacey really wanted to go on a bus tour but had been sweet enough not to force the issue. I decided to compromise. I’d spotted a boat offering an hour-and-a-half’s tour of the islands and city coastline. This felt slightly less naff than a bus tour and I felt that we might get a better sense of the place from the sea.


So, we bought our tickets and sat on the open-top deck watching impressively aggressive seagulls dive bomb anybody foolish enough to attempt to eat something outdoors. Seagulls are the Vikings of the bird world, constantly plundering and looting with scant regard for anything but their ill-gotten booty.


The boat left dock with about nine other tourists on board. Over a speaker came a slightly scratchy narration recording in what was supposedly Finnish, and then English, informing us of what we were looking at. Because the Finnish version came first and was quite long, the English commentary was always behind and referred to something that we could no longer see.


This was no problem really as there wasn’t much to point out – an island. Another island. An island with an ‘old wooden house on it’. This was not going to be troubling the Tourist Experiences of the Year Awards.


The main draw was Suomenlinna, a vast sea fortress that spanned six islands in the bay. Originally called Sveaborg (Castle of the Swedes) after the country that built it in 1748, it was then renamed Suomenlinna (Castle of Finland) when Finland became independent (or non-existent) in 1917 having taken it back off the Russians who had nabbed it off the Swedes in 1808.


You had to really keep a good eye on your sea fortresses here.


As we drifted past the fortress, I couldn’t help wondering why there were so few people about, both on our boat, but also on the fortress itself. It was supposedly Finland’s most popular tourist attraction. I went below deck and chatted to the captain, a grizzled-looking man with violently ruddy cheeks and cold, grey eyes that looked like they’d seen way too much.


‘Hello, Captain,’ I said.


He nodded curtly.


‘May I ask, where is everybody?’ I gestured to the empty shores.


‘Zombie attack,’ said the captain, with just a hint of a smile.


‘Ha ha. Very good. No, but this is a serious question,’ I persisted.


The captain said nothing and looked over at his well-stocked bar with ill-concealed longing.


‘It’s midsummer. Surely this should be peak tourist season.’ I was not going to let it go.


‘It is,’ said the captain, doing his best to break his steely fixation on a bottle of vodka.


‘So, is this just a quiet year, or is this normal?’


‘You are in Finland. Nothing is normal.’


The captain looked pleased that nothing was normal. He looked like a man that feared normality. This was a great attitude, and I was happy for him, but I wondered if he had let something slip.


‘What do you mean by that?’ I asked.


I was like the Columbo of conspiracy theories. Nothing got past me.


‘I have to drive the boat now, please excuse me.’ The captain turned away and walked towards what appeared to be his wheelhouse.


It came as quite the surprise that nobody was currently driving the boat. We were in a fairly tight channel between two islands, so I decided not to press the matter and to let him crack on with his job. I returned to the top deck where Stacey, being Canadian, had taken the opportunity of my absence to start chatting to a family sitting behind her.


They were Danes, but they spoke better English than both Stacey and me. I was a big fan of the Danish. I had made a TV show called How Beer Changed the World with a Danish production company and spent quite some time in Copenhagen. Danes were so nice that I was almost suspicious. No country could be that perfect. It worried me. I assumed they all did truly terrible things in the privacy of their own homes.


The Danish family were in Helsinki for the weekend.


‘Why did you pick here to visit?’ I asked.


‘Because we had not been here,’ replied the dad in cool Danish logic mode.


‘And what do you think of the place?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, it’s nice. It’s quiet. It makes Denmark look like Ibiza.’ He laughed.


‘You are here on holiday?’ the wife asked Stacey.


‘Yes, sort of, my husband is also working,’ she said, through gritted teeth.


‘Aha, and what work are you doing here?’ asked the wife.


I could feel Stacey’s buttocks clench.


‘I am trying to work out whether it exists or not,’ I said.


There was an awkward pause.


‘Aha. You are trying to work out whether Helsinki exists?’ the wife said slowly.


‘Finland, whether Finland exists,’ I replied.


‘And why would it not?’ asked the man, intrigued.


‘My husband is a writer,’ interjected Stacey quickly.


‘Ah. You are writing a fantasy book?’ The man stumbled a little for the right word.


‘No. I’m investigating whether Russia and Japan colluded in 1917 to fabricate the existence of this “country” in order that they could have sole fishing rights.’


I felt Stacey’s leg give me a sharp kick.


‘And what is your conclusion so far?’ asked the wife, subtly drawing her children a little closer to her.


‘I still have an open mind. We only arrived yesterday.’


The deck went silent. I looked out over the bay. I could see the cupolas of the minimalist cathedral and a smaller version of the London Eye. It was a big wheel that had a sauna in one of the gondolas. The Finns really love saunas. I felt that we would have to give one a go if we really wanted to crack the stone-faced Finnish psyche.


After a turgid hour and a half, the boat docked back in Market Square and we disembarked. The captain was at the passerelle to bid us farewell. He had the look of a headmaster, waving the kids off for school holidays, counting the seconds until he could lock the doors, dress up as a beautiful lady and dance erotically through the empty school corridors.


I winked at him, which in hindsight might have given off the wrong signal. He looked confused and then a little irritated.


I hurried down the ramp and straight into the middle of a seagull kill zone. A large American woman was having an actual wrestling match with a buffed-up gull who had grabbed one end of her hot dog and was not going to let go. The woman swung the bird violently, holding on to her end of the hot dog. I was not only fascinated by the unequal match-up, but also staggered by the strength of the sausage itself.


The woman’s husband, a much smaller figure, was keeping his distance from the battle but shouting at her.


‘Jesus Christ, Jean. Just let go,’ he pleaded.


‘No frickin’ way,’ said Jean, trying to punch the bird with her other hand.


‘Why? You’re never going to eat it now. It’s had it in its mouth,’ said the husband.


‘Shut up, Shawn!’ screamed Jean.


Shawn shut up. He knew better than to argue with Jean when she was involved in a physical altercation with a European seabird.


*   *   *


One way to really get to know a country is through its art. We decided to head to Kiasma, the Museum of Contemporary Art that was up by the railway station. We entered and paid for our tickets. It was expensive but, then again, everything in Finland is stupidly expensive. A pint is about twelve pounds and a flat white around six. This was not, to put it finely, a Ryanair country.


Kiasma was a long, thin modern building clad in zinc. Sadly, it was also currently buried under a wall of scaffolding. We made our way up a series of ramps to enter the first gallery.


It was shockingly bad. I mean laughable.


Particular lowlights included:




1.   a tent, inside of which were some chairs with teddy bears on them;


2.   some paintings that would have looked bad on the walls of a kindergarten;


3.   a video of a naked man jumping around an empty room on a pogo stick.





I bloody love art, in all forms, but this place was taking the piss. If this was genuinely the best that Finland could produce, it only deepened my suspicions. It looked like something put together in about half an hour. We did the whole place in under fifteen minutes.


Once back in the reception area I approached the ticket desk.


‘Hello, I’d like a refund please,’ I said to the albino behind the desk.


‘Oh! Why is this?’ She looked dumbfounded.


‘Because I made a mistake. I thought this was a modern art gallery, not somewhere that exhibited artwork by troubled children.’


She stared at me for a while as she took my words in.


‘I’m sorry. I don’t understand.’


‘I want our money back. We just paid over sixty pounds to look at possibly the worst selection of art that I’ve ever seen.’


‘I’m sorry, sir, we do not do refunds.’


‘I can see why. You’d be bankrupt in a month.’


I found Stacey hiding in the museum shop. Normally, when I’m travelling, the modern art museum shop is your best bet for interesting, off-beat souvenirs and presents. Not this one, however. It was devoid of anything interesting. I spotted a kid’s book. The title was Can You Keep a Straight Face?


‘No,’ was the answer . . . Truth be told, I had not been able to keep a straight face since we’d entered the museum.


Leaving Kiasma under the death stare of the ticket albino, we made a beeline for Helsinki Central Station. Now this was a seriously beautiful building, with more than a hint of New York’s Grand Central about it.


Unlike everywhere else, the station was really busy. I assumed that this was because everybody was leaving.


We fought our way through the crowds, stopping occasionally to admire the stark beauty of the architecture. My favourite part was the Presidential Lounge – an enormous room, exclusively reserved for the use of the Finnish president and their guests. It had originally been intended for the sole use of the Russian tsar but, following Finnish independence and the murder of the entire Romanov family by the Bolsheviks in a cellar in Yekaterinburg, this became a touch pointless.


The current Finnish president was a rather dull looking fellow called Sauli Niinistö who looked like the sort of man who expected his own lounge. The current prime minister, on the other hand, was a rather cool-looking woman called Sanna Marin who, at thirty-four years of age, was one of the world’s youngest ever state leaders. She looked like she’d be more comfortable hitchhiking. She reminded me a lot of the fictional Finnish prime minister Minna Häkkinen, played by the glorious Sally Phillips in Veep, although Veep was filmed before Marin came to power . . .


Hang on, what was this all about? Was this further evidence of some mainstream media conspiracy to promote the idea of Finland existing, but they had gone too early with the sexy young prime minister planned by the Illuminati?


As we exited, on the other side of the station, I remembered the lyrics of ‘West End Girls’ by the Pet Shop Boys. Was this the Finland Station that they had name-checked?


No, it wasn’t. The Finland Station was in St Petersburg and was, of course, where Lenin returned to Russia from exile in Switzerland ahead of the October Revolution. This explained the Pet Shop Boys’ lyrics. I was very relieved. I just couldn’t handle the Pet Shop Boys being a part of all this.


 


That evening, Stacey and I headed off to a posh restaurant called Natura where I made the schoolboy error of suggesting we go for the tasting menu.


We stumbled out four hours later, considerably poorer and, curiously, still hungry after a nine-course meal. We ended up in a local falafel chain and finally got something substantial to eat for the same price as one glass of wine at the restaurant.


As we munched on our falafels, we both agreed that whether Helsinki was real or not, it was one of the dullest places that either of us had ever visited.


We made an executive decision.


The Baltic states were just across the Gulf of Finland and we decided to do a day-trip to Tallinn, the capital of Estonia, the following day.


On the face of it, this was not going to help my investigation into the Finland-does-not-exist conspiracy, but I felt that we might get a different perspective by visiting a close neighbour. More importantly, it was supposed to be beautiful and it wasn’t Helsinki.


So, the following morning found us bound for the ferry port on the west side of the city. Neither of us admitted it but we were both happy to be leaving Finland. We were excited at the prospect of visiting a new country that actually existed.


The ferry terminal was packed. There must have been at least two thousand people squeezed into the vast glass-fronted hall. I was worried that we might not get onto the ferry but, when it came into view, it was astonishingly big.


Everything suddenly became very un-Finnish as the crowd jostled and fought to get through the ticket machines. I jokingly mentioned to Stacey that these must be the actors whose shift had finished, desperate to get on and kick into R&R mode. The couple next to us gave us a curious look and I kept my thoughts to myself.


Once on board we found ourselves in the aft of the ferry looking out through a three-storey-high glass window. The queue for the bar was already massive, and groups were sitting around tables pouring vodka into soft drink bottles. It was a two-hour crossing and it appeared that most of our fellow passengers were on a mission to be unconscious by the time we docked.


It was about thirty minutes into the journey when something clicked. Wasn’t there some big conspiracy theory to do with a ferry in the Gulf of Finland? With little else to do, I went online.


In 1994, the MS Estonia, a ferry from the same company as the one we were on, had sunk in between Tallinn and Stockholm, killing 852 people. It was one of the worst maritime disasters of the twentieth century.


As per usual, there were all sorts of theories as to what had happened. Some people thought it might have hit a Soviet submarine. Others blamed a shadowy organisation called the Felix Group who had supposedly sunk the ferry using explosives because it was carrying secret Russian military technology, smuggled out of the disintegrating Soviet Union to the West.


The wreck was eventually discovered on the bed of the Baltic Sea. In 1995, the Estonia Agreement was signed by Baltic countries, designating it as a sea grave and making it illegal for anybody to approach it. Curiously, the United Kingdom was the only non-Baltic country to sign the agreement, which raised some eyebrows.


This struck me as an interesting and not entirely ludicrous conspiracy theory. Obviously, sometimes, shit happens. Boats sink. People die. But, given the geopolitical climate at the time, what with the collapse of the Soviet Union and the chaos of the emerging new democracies in eastern Europe, the idea that some kind of covert post-Cold War was still being fought was not crazy. Look at the downing of Malaysia Airlines Flight 17 over eastern Ukraine in 2014 – oh god, I’m doing it now! – we all know it was approved by Moscow.


In 2019 a Swedish filmmaker named Henrik Evertsson used an underwater drone to film the wreckage. He discovered a 13-foot hole in the hull that appeared to indicate some sort of explosion. Evertsson made a documentary, Estonia: The Find That Changes Everything, in which he alleged that the ferry had been used by Swedish forces to smuggle Russian military technology and that MI6 had been involved.


A loud beep from my mobile phone brought me out of my conspiratorial reverie. It was a message from the Finnish Telecom Company . . .




Welcome to FINLAND. Now, all calls, texts and data you use in our Europe Zone will come out of your normal UK allowance.





Strangely, I had not received a text like this when we landed in Helsinki.


‘What are you looking at?’ asked Stacey.


‘I’m just looking at info regarding the sinking of one of these ferries.’


‘You are seriously weird,’ she replied.


‘Just doing my job, ma’am,’ I said, trying to somehow channel Bruce Willis at the airport in Die Hard 2. I had no idea why I did this. I wondered whether I was mentally ill.


Stacey returned to looking at info on things to do in Tallinn while I tried to identify which of our fellow passengers might be MI6 agents.


After an hour and a half, the coast of Estonia came into view and we were soon docked and ready to disembark. There was no passport control. We just strolled into Estonia unmolested.


We walked out of the port and through a park in which we found a memorial to the MS Estonia disaster. The sculpture was called The Broken Line. It consisted of two large metal arcs separated by some distance. I couldn’t quite grasp the significance of the piece. I assumed it was something to do with the ferry route, as shown on a map and now broken because of the sinking. But, frankly, your guess is as good as mine, and I was still sulking with the art world after the visit to Kiasma the previous day.


We passed through the walls of the old city. A friend, who had been to Tallinn for work, had described the place as being like ‘on the set of Shrek’. He was not far wrong. It was like a miniature Prague, a city that I was all-too familiar with, having been a diplomat there for a year back in 1990–1.


As we meandered through the cobbled streets, we were accosted by a couple of locals in medieval garb. I spotted their game immediately. They were trying to lure us into some sort of naff, ye olde lunch experience. I swatted them away and gazed at the poor saps who had been ensnared with ill-concealed contempt.


We eventually came to the main square. It was surprisingly small. It looked like it had been scaled down to fit into some Disney version of Tallinn. Every establishment had an annoying man waving a menu at you. It was like some Baltic Mykonos.


Nobody urged us to go into the Depeche Mode bar. So, in we went. It was, as the name suggested, a bar entirely devoted to the Basildon-born electronica pop group. It was so incongruous that we could not resist. It reminded me of the Stone Roses Bar in York. Lead singer Ian Brown, one of the nicest men in music and a guy whose video for ‘Golden Gaze’ I directed in the early 2000s, was now a fully paid up anti-vaxxer . . . which was depressing, as were the fading photographs of Depeche Mode that were hung around the bar. We had one drink but it turned out that, unlike one of the band’s greatest hits, you just could get enough. We moved on.


We lunched in a Georgian tavern, tucked away from the main tourist drag. We were the only people there, but the food was surprisingly good and the owners, possibly shocked at having customers, could not have been nicer. One of them, a rather sultry-looking Georgian woman, came over and had a chat.


‘How long are you in Tallinn?’ she said, her deep brown eyes scanning us for clues.
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Otto English, bestselling author of Fake History and Fake Heroes

THE
CONSPIRACY
TOURIST

TRAVELS THROUGH
A STRANGE WORLD





