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FOREWORD



Stieg was not always right. In the five years we worked together on Expo magazine we argued frequently yet amicably. He had his ideas on how Expo should develop and what articles we should publish, I had mine. Sometimes I won, sometimes he did. They were always productive discussions.


On one matter he was certainly proved right: his books were a success. I remember an evening at Stieg and Eva’s when the other guests had either left or dropped out of the conversation. The whisky was on the table, and for some reason we started talking about pensions. Stieg was not exactly known as a financial genius. Now that he had left his press agency job, I wondered how he would manage financially and whether he had made any provision for the future. He declared confidently that he was going to write a few crime novels that would make him a multimillionaire. I hardly gave his intentions a second thought after that night, but when he showed me his publisher’s contract I realized he could well be right.


Today the Millennium Trilogy is known more or less all over the world. The argumentative and anecdotic northern Swede has suddenly become a superstar. It is unreal, gratifying and at the same time a little sad.


Stieg was so much more than his crime novels. All of us who lived and worked with him know that he was motivated by neither money nor fame. With this publishing success behind him he would have been in an admirable position as an independent and outspoken social commentator. But it was not to be. All I can do is remind the millions of readers who have been hooked by his plots and his characters that there was another side to Stieg.


It is no coincidence that his crime novels embody trenchant social criticism. Stieg was a political animal. He was a fervent advocate of women’s rights. He was an anti-fascist. Despite the runaway success of his thrillers, I have always considered his articles about Swedish and international right-wing extremism more interesting – and more important.


But all are linked. Stieg’s novels would never have covered the ground they do without his social commitment. For those who want to understand the gestation of the misadventures of Lisbeth Salander and Mikael Blomkvist, the answers are in Stieg’s published articles, investigations and surveys; they are in the setting up of the Expo Foundation; they are in his lectures, stories and biography.


They are in this book.


Mikael Ekman
Mellerud, April 2010





AUTHOR’S PREFACE



This is not a biography in the conventional sense. It is a book about the public persona of Stieg Larsson, about his work and his writing, about the interplay between his life and work and society at large.


The Millennium Trilogy has become a unique phenomenon. No previous Swedish novels have made such an explosive breakthrough on to the international scene or attained such near-mythic status. This phenomenon has not arisen out of nowhere, of course: it has emerged from the broad swell of Swedish crime fiction, which in turn is closely linked to Swedish society, its values and the social and political changes that have so strenuously tested its ideals. Developments in the book trade in recent years, both in Sweden and internationally, have also played their part.


But irrespective of all this, and of whether Stieg Larsson’s novels will still be read in ten or twenty years’ time, Mikael Blomkvist and above all Lisbeth Salander will certainly be found in future international handbooks of famous fictional characters.


And the battle against the forces that refuse to regard all human beings as fundamentally equal will continue, whatever the future might bring.


I would like to take this opportunity to thank those who agreed to be interviewed for the book. A special note of gratitude to my editor, Agnete Danneberg, for all her help; and my warmest thanks also to Annika Seward Jensen, publisher at Telegram Förlag, and to Expo.





ACTIVIST



Bjursele was like a poster for the Västerbotten country village. It consisted of about twenty houses set relatively close together in a semicircle at one end of a lake. In the centre of the village was a crossroads with an arrow pointing towards Hemmingen, 11km, and another pointing towards Bastuträsk, 17km. Near the crossroads was a small bridge with a creek that Blomkvist assumed was the water, the sel. Now at the height of summer, it was as pretty as a postcard.


Stieg Larsson’s novels are set mainly on the streets and squares of Stockholm, in the editorial offices and cafés of the metropolis. Mikael Blomkvist the journalist is at home there, it is his base, and he makes trips further afield when the task in hand requires. It was on one such job that he ended up in this picture-postcard idyll. In the first book of the Millennium Trilogy, The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (published in its original Swedish as Men Who Hate Women), he travels up to the landscapes of northern Sweden that the author himself knew well from his childhood. A world away from the urban heart of Stockholm: a village, a lake, a cottage, deep in the rural hinterland of Västerbotten.



EXCURSION TO BJURSELE



I am on my way from Umeå up towards Norsjö and Bjursele, driven by Erland Larsson, Stieg’s father. It is difficult to believe that this quiet road cutting through the coastal landscape can be the European E4 highway.


Västerbotten comprises coast, fields and meadows, deep forests, bogs and fells, and covers a seventh of the total area of Sweden. Rivers and streams in parallel sequence cross the country in a south-easterly direction on their way from the mountains to the sea. There are hundreds of lakes, but they are all small, most of them with names ending in träsk (marshy lake).


What we today call Västerbotten was first settled in the fifteenth century along the coast, where the soil is fertile and the summers often surprisingly warm. Then people moved further up the river valleys, and the poorest – or the most adventurous – continued northwards into the interior and colonized the great silent wastes.


As we leave Umeå Erland points out where he and Stieg’s mother, Vivianne, used to join other participants to prepare for the May Day demonstrations. As he was a graphic artist and decorator, he was the one who had to paint all the placards, since it was the simplest and quickest way of getting it done. He and his wife used to march in the Social Democrat procession.


But not their elder son. Stieg marched beneath more militant banners with his comrades in the Communist Workers’ Party.


Even as early as the turbulent year of 1968, when he was only fourteen years old, he was politically committed. He wore a round purple badge with a gold star, the symbol of the Vietnam NLF (National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam) movement, on his chest. He was comparatively young to be so fervently engaged in politics. Most activists were in their twenties. But he was already extremely independent and spent much of his time in a room of his own in the basement, reading, writing or having discussions with his political friends.


Political debate at his parents’ home was becoming increasingly heated, not least because of the Vietnam War. Erland says that was when he first lost an argument with his son. He thinks it was because left-wing groups were actually taught how to argue their case.


Politics formed an integral part of their family life, something that Stieg was accustomed to from his earliest childhood with his maternal grandfather, Severin Boström, who was a loyal Communist. Erland and Vivianne were both Social Democrats, and active in the Federation of Retail Employees. Vivianne was also involved in local politics, a member of the municipal council and its committee for the disabled, and a founder member of the first equal opportunities committee in Umeå.


So it was only natural for Stieg and his parents to discuss what was happening in Sweden and the world, and furious arguments would often break out round the kitchen table. For Stieg, the socialists – in other words, his parents – were reactionaries and betrayers of socialism’s ideals.


It was of course important to challenge the parental generation in every possible sphere, not just the political. On one occasion, not long before Stieg’s eighteenth birthday, Erland came home from his evening job as a cinema commissionaire and found Vivianne in tears at the kitchen sink. ‘You’ve got to talk to Stieg,’ she said. Stieg was holding a piece of paper that he wanted his parents to sign requesting his withdrawal from the Swedish Church. Erland thought it was no great problem, since Stieg would be eighteen in a few months and could request his own withdrawal anyway. (In Sweden one is automatically a member of the Established Church unless application is made to leave it.) ‘Yet they had quarrelled over it for three hours, which shows just how fraught such issues were in those days,’ Erland said.


Stieg later tried hard to persuade his brother Joakim to leave the Church, which he actually did in his thirties. ‘Then after Stieg’s death we wondered whether it was acceptable to have a church funeral if he wasn’t a member of the Established Church,’ says Joakim. ‘But it turned out that he still was. He had never bothered to apply to leave it. I felt as if he was laughing at me from his heaven.’


We are now leaving Umeå, Erland Larsson and I, and continuing northwards towards Bjursele. We are driving through the Västerbotten coastal landscape, where the land rises in stages from the sea up to the coastal plain, with its mix of fir and deciduous forest, its fields and pastures. A thriving area still.


We pass Lövånger, with its medieval church and picturesque parish village, and a few miles on Erland turns off the main highway and we head east. We arrive almost immediately in Önnesmark, where Erland has a summer cottage which he and Vivianne bought in 1987. Stieg often came up here when he wanted to write and be left in peace. Erland used to bring him, since Stieg could not drive. Parts of the Millennium Trilogy were written in the cottage in Önnesmark.


On the way back to the main road we call on the nearest neighbours, Gunnar Nilsson (whose namesake was Mikael Blomkvist’s neighbour on Hedeby Island) and his partner, Birgit Granlund. You can’t just drive by without stopping to say hello. When you do, you’re immediately invited in for coffee, with home-made unleavened bread and thin slices of meat from an elk that Gunnar himself shot.


Gunnar is over eighty and says he is hale and hearty now. He was worse before he had his bypass operation. He speaks a strong local country dialect which is not always easy to understand. They are flourishing but the village isn’t. The old folk are dying off and there are no new people moving in.


Now we are back on the E4, heading north towards Skellefteå. Just before Bureå we turn inland towards Hjoggböle. We’re going to take a look at what Erland calls Grandad’s place, a farm where his own father lived as a child. We drive on to Sjöbotten and Ersmyrliden. It’s somewhat tricky to locate and feels isolated, despite the fact that we’re quite close to Skellefteå airport.


Eventually we find the red cottage down by the lake. Only one house is visible from it, a ramshackle yellow building on the opposite side of the road. Erland was here frequently as a child and he remembers sometimes playing with a tall, thin boy known by his initials P. O., the grandchild in the neighbouring house. In later life P. O. was to become a top-class high-jumper in Sweden and later an author and playwright, increasingly successful over the years and eventually world-famous.


So this little piece of land has its place in the history of Swedish literature. P. O. Enquist has reflected on it and the two houses in his autobiography, Ett annat liv (Another Life). Writing of himself in the third person, he says:


His grandmother lives four miles away at Bjursjön. The house stands on its own by the lake, though a hundred yards further on is a smaller house at the edge of the forest. There are only those two: the Old House and Larssons. In Larssons, a hundred yards from his grandmother Johanna, lives the father of the young Stieg, who will go on to write crime fiction. The fact that the two houses in the forest produce two writers is statistically normal hereabouts, everyone thinks; writers are more plentiful than cow udders in these villages. In Hjoggböle, which is bigger, we’ll soon have five. Every village has its writer.


Erland Larsson believes that Enquist confused the two houses and that the Old House was actually the name of his own father’s childhood home. But perhaps that is not important. The remarkable thing is all these authors who emerged from the soil of this sparsely populated and desolate landscape.


Åke Lundgren, an author from Kågedalen, writes about the literary miracle which is Västerbotten in the Swedish Tourist Association’s Yearbook for 2001, which is devoted to the province. He calculates the number of living, established authors born there as a total of fifty. He also provides a map showing their birthplaces. Oddly enough, most of the writers do not come from the south, the university city of Umeå, but from the sparse settlements to the north and west of the industrial town of Skellefteå. And not only the majority but also the best known. Three of the unequivocally greatest names in modern Swedish literature – Sara Lidman, Torgny Lindgren and P. O. Enquist – come from the Skellefteå region. But the most commercially successful Swedish author of all time – Stieg Larsson – is not even counted, because when that yearbook was published there were only a few fragments of his first novels on his Apple Mac.


There must be something special in this soil; something that fosters writers, however unlikely that may seem. Perhaps it is the language, that peculiar dialect with its abrupt and expressive phrasing, or all the reading, the Bible study, in these villages of devout nonconformist religiosity. Or simply the isolated and uneventful life, which means that people suddenly feel the urge to tell a story or listen to someone telling one. As Åke Lundgren writes: ‘I didn’t know what an author was, and yet they were everywhere. They were the pedlars who sold underclothes and brought us news into the bargain. They were the preachers who distributed gaudy magazines and claimed that the end was nigh but that Paradise awaited us.’ Or there is the starkly simple explanation given by P.O. Enquist: ‘Inbreeding!’ Everyone is related to everyone else in these parts. And ultimately everyone is related to Ol’Zackri, an eighteenth-century peasant by the name of Nils Zachrisson who was forefather to some of the best-known preachers in Västerbotten.


Erland Larsson, a keen genealogist, has not been able to discover evidence of such connections. But he has found traces of links to another well-known Västerbotten family, the Bure clan. Its most prominent figure was Johannes Bureus, head of the National Board of Antiquities, medievalist and one of the giants of Swedish academic life in the Great Power period of the seventeenth century.


We come to Skellefteå, the town where both of Stieg’s parents grew up. As a native of Småland in the south myself, I find something very familiar about this town, with its numerous nonconformist churches, its local patriotism, its proliferation of societies, its many small businesses. We drive through the town and turn inland. From Skellefteå the roads go to Boliden, Jörn, Bastuträsk and Norsjö. Autumn has arrived and we can see the first of the snow on the fields. It’s a little worrying, because Erland still has summer tyres on the car.


The forests are getting denser. These are the forests that have played such a major role in the region’s history and economy.


There was never any shortage of trees, so the Swedish state could easily afford to give substantial acreages to those who wanted to colonize the land. But then, in the nineteenth century, the forests suddenly became valuable and the export-driven industry really took off. Sawmills sprang up all along the coast, and timber barons and trading houses cheated the farmers of their forests. The felling turned into devastation. It soon came to be known as Baggböleri, after a village not far inland from Umeå, the site of a sawmill involved in a famous lawsuit about over-exploitation.


A few became very rich in no time at all; others were ruined. One of those who speculated in forestry at the end of the nineteenth century, as the construction of the railways was beginning, was Erik Lidman, the grandfather of Sara Lidman on whom she modelled one of the characters in her 1970s series of historical novels focusing on conditions in northern Sweden and the coming of the railways. He fared badly in those years of investment and speculation, was forced into bankruptcy with enormous debts and then jailed for having embezzled state-aid money while chairman of the local council. The family had to move ‘up-country’ and settled in Missenträsk, the village north of Jörn which his grandchild Sara was to place on the literary map of Sweden.


But the sparsely populated region west of Skellefteå does not consist solely of forest. Nor does the area around Boliden. Westwards and upstream beside the Skellefteälven river lies the Skellefteå ore-field, one of the most mineral-rich in the world. In the early years of the twentieth century times were hard in Västerbotten. The timber industry was in crisis and there was massive unemployment, not least in the immediate vicinity of Skellefteå. But in the period 1918–24 an intensive programme of prospecting led to promising finds of minerals along the river. There was a lot of copper in the ore located, but unfortunately not of high enough quality to justify mining it. Then in 1924 the Boliden deposits were found, proving to be almost literally worth their weight in gold. The discovery of gold-bearing ore led to the setting up of Boliden Aktiebolag, the enterprise that went on to become so dominant in the region. This was ore of a complex composition, containing not only gold and silver but also sulphite and arsenic. But developments in metallurgical technology meant that the ore did not now need to be exported, and an enormous smelting works was built on two islands on the coast just to the east of Skellefteå.


Thus was born the giant industrial concern Rönnskärsverken. It was here that the ore could now be refined within Sweden, creating huge numbers of jobs for an underemployed population. This was where the farm boys from the entire district could come and easily find work. A whole new settlement, Skelleftehamn, grew up here, with modern workers’ apartments of two rooms, kitchen and bathroom. In the 1930s people would travel for many miles just to see what it felt like to have an indoor toilet.


Up until the Second World War gold production was munificently profitable, but when Sweden was closed off from the rest of the world during the war years production fell. Instead there was increased demand for lead and copper and also aluminium. After the war, Rönnskär invested heavily in modernizing and replacing worn-out machinery. Ore was imported from abroad, the firm continued to expand and by the middle of the twentieth century it had come to be an ever more dominant industry in the region.


Erland met Vivianne Boström, a girl of his own age, at a dance in 1953. He was about to do his military service in Solna, but when he was back home in Skellefteå on harvest leave in the autumn he and Vivianne saw one another again and started, as he put it, ‘going out’. Vivianne soon became pregnant and Erland had to get himself a job pretty quickly. The choice at the time was fairly obvious: Rönnskär. Erland’s father, no longer alive, had worked there, as had Vivianne’s father, Severin Boström.


Severin helped the young couple and through contacts found them somewhere to live in Skelleftehamn, right by Rönnskär, in the residential development that had been built for workers and staff at the big industrial complex. On 15 August 1954 Vivianne gave birth to a boy who was christened Karl Stig-Erland.


So Stieg Larsson’s birthplace was Skelleftehamn, and the first Millennium film had its premiere in this community, which now comprises some 3,000 inhabitants, a shadow of its former self.


The life that awaited the Larsson family was no bed of roses. They lived in cramped and old-fashioned conditions. The house had no central heating and when the chill of autumn arrived Erland would have to get up early and lay a fire in the tiled stove, and then Vivianne would get up, put the porridge on and change Stieg’s nappy.


The Rönnskär factory was also widely reputed to be the dirtiest workplace in Sweden. The wages were regarded as high, but so was the price the workers had to pay in ill-health. Its poor environmental conditions were immediately apparent from the smell. As luck would have it, the wind was mostly offshore; otherwise, it was generally agreed, it would have been hard to live in the district at all. But those inside the factory could not escape it. They were exposed on a daily basis to all the gases produced in the smelting process and all the dust in the atmosphere. Arsenic, lead and other toxic substances were all handled here. It was said that when a true Rönnskär man blew his nose, there was blood on the handkerchief. Gases and dust particles eroded the mucous membrane and could even destroy the septum. Many succumbed to cancer of the throat, sinuses and lungs. There was also a saying that if you lived to draw your pension you hadn’t got long to go, because your body was so accustomed to the toxins that it would collapse without its daily dose. Yet the works had taken on a central role for the area. A constant question on people’s lips was what would happen if Rönnskär were to close down. And everyone knew the answer.


‘It was a depressing place,’ says Erland. ‘On the five o’clock train into town you’d meet old men who’d been there for ages. Some of them had lost all the cartilage in their nostrils because of the arsenic.’


Erland’s own health broke down early on, possibly because of the arsenic, and he decided to quit. But there was not much else by way of employment locally for people with no specialist training or education. He was told that if he went to Stockholm he could enrol at the Retail Institute and train as an interior decorator, something which appealed to his aesthetic leanings.


There was a severe housing shortage in Sweden in the 1950s and Stockholm was worst affected of all. Erland and Vivianne could not even begin to think of getting an apartment. Rented rooms were the most that they, like so many others, could hope for. But there were plenty of these available, because of people’s need to subsidize their own accommodation by renting out. Through one of Vivianne’s relations they managed to obtain a room in Enskede, sharing a kitchen and bathroom with the landlord. The three of them moved in and lived there for a few months before they came to the conclusion that it was unsatisfactory.


‘There was nothing exactly wrong with it, but it was no way to live with a child,’ Erland says.


They talked over the impossible housing situation with Vivianne’s parents, Tekla and Severin, who were then living in Ursviken, between Skellefteå and Skelleftehamn. The older couple thought they could easily take care of the little boy for a while, until his parents had organized something better. Severin worked during the day, but Tekla was a housewife.


So the matter was decided. There seem not to have been any lengthy deliberations.


‘A lot of people have been surprised that we sent Stieg away,’ Erland says. ‘But there was nothing unusual about it in those days. Severin himself lived with a relative’s family when he was a child.’


After a period in Stockholm Erland took a job in Uppsala with the Tempo retail chain, but he and Vivianne really wanted to return to the north, where their son and family were. So when the opportunity arose to work as an interior designer for Åhlens department store in Umeå, there was no reason to hesitate. It was not Skellefteå, but at least it was the right part of the country. As always, arranging accommodation was more difficult, and they had to make do with yet another rented room, which they moved into just before the Christmas of 1956. Again, it was too small for a family with children. Vivianne later found employment in a shop in the town.


Norsjö, where we arrive next, is about fifty miles due west of Skellefteå, in the land of lakes and midges. It was in this parish, more precisely in the village of Raggsjö, that Torgny Lindgren was born. An author much loved by his Västerbotten readership, he is a big name not only throughout Sweden but also internationally, a member of the Swedish Academy and recipient of the renowned French Prix Fémina. His first major success was the novel The Way of a Serpent, set in Raggsjö and based partly on a story the author had heard as a child. A man called Isak had recounted how he and his parents and siblings had once long ago been driven out of their home, which was owned by the local shopkeeper. They could not afford to pay the rent and woke up one morning to hear noises on the roof: the shopkeeper and his assistant were starting to demolish the house. The family had to take refuge in a hut in the forest.


Torgny Lindgren writes of these Västerbotten villages in a language strong on dialect, with biblical imagery and phraseology. It is rusticity in a highly literary form.


Norsjö today is a relatively lively place with a population of about 7,000. Mikael Blomkvist comes here on his search for somebody who might have worked in a joinery business and could have been the person who took the amateur photographs he is trying to trace. He finds that the workshop was closed down some twenty years previously.


There may be no joinery in Norsjö any longer, but the high street has an array of shops, banks and a state liquor store. The restaurant is shut, so we try the hot-dog stall near the bus stop, where Blomkvist bought himself a hamburger. Erland was here six months ago with a French TV crew, who were surprised that the hamburger cook turned out to speak French. The cook is still there and remembers the Frenchmen, but he has never heard of Stieg Larsson.


‘What about the film, then, The Girl Who Played with Fire?’


‘No, sorry. Never heard of it.’


It was in Norsjö that Blomkvist eventually unearthed a clue; he finds someone who used to work at the mysterious joinery business, a retired carpenter who exclaims, ‘It’s Assar Brännlund’s boy!’ The subject himself turns out to have died in an industrial accident at the Rönnskär factory, but his wife is still alive and living in Bjursele.


We go there too, just as Blomkvist did, heading from Norsjö back towards Skellefteå, and a dozen miles before Bastuträsk we come to the village of Bjursele. This is the location of the red house, the third after the bridge, where Blomkvist tracked down the woman who had taken the photo in Hedestad. He parked in the space outside the former grocer’s shop, but there was no one at home in the house. His second attempt was more successful, and he managed to obtain another photograph which turned out to be decisive in solving the mystery.


This very spot in front of the grocer’s shop, although not mentioned in the novel, was well known to Stieg Larsson. His grandfather Severin Boström had his workshop in the long, low building next to it.


Severin, who had worked in the copper smelting plant for many years, was far from healthy in the mid-1950s (Erland is sure this was due to the fumes from the factory). He left his job in 1957 and moved with Tekla and their grandchild, Stieg, to Bjursele, which was Tekla’s home village. He had already been taking on repairs, of cycles, motorbikes, chainsaws and the like, as well as doing his full-time job. They bought an old property just outside the village, at a place called Måggliden.


We leave the car by the road and walk up the path leading to Måggliden. As with so many other buildings, it is at the top of a hill. People often built on raised ground up here so that the frost wouldn’t take the potatoes and other crops. It’s a pretty place, with an uninterrupted view out over the lake below. But it didn’t use to look like that, says Erland. The trees have all been thinned out; there was thick forest before.


Måggliden actually consists of just two houses. The older, bigger one where Severin, Tekla and Stieg lived is in a poor state of repair and leaning alarmingly. The newer one is in better condition and seems to be a summer cottage now. There are towels still hanging on the clothes line, as if the residents had simply got tired of the summer one day and left.


Erland and Vivianne Larsson visited Måggliden frequently. After they moved to Umeå it was not so far to come. With some help from Erland’s employer, they had been able to get a proper apartment in the Sandbacka district, at 36 Hagbergsvägen. In 1957 Stieg acquired a younger brother, Joakim. Erland and Vivianne wanted Stieg to return to them now that their situation was at last a bit more satisfactory. But it was not to be.


‘Stieg had put down roots with his grandparents and we didn’t want to pull him in different directions,’ explains Erland.


So Stieg stayed in the country with his grandmother and grandfather. Umeå had to wait.


It was a free and easy life up at Måggliden, and there were a lot of other children around to play with. He was much indulged by Grandma and Grandad, and the rules as to what was and was not allowed were far from rigorous.


After Stieg’s death his partner, Eva Gabrielsson, told the newspaper Norra Västerbotten:


His grandfather had once been a factory worker. Now he provided for his wife and Stieg by repairing small appliances and cycles, taking on odd jobs in the area, plus some fishing and hunting. After having been interned in the 1940s in Storsien concentration camp in Norrbotten, redesignated a work camp after the war, he and the other prisoners found it difficult to regain acceptance in society. The incomprehensible silence that surrounded them then is still the same today. Stieg’s grandfather chose to move away. That was the burden Stieg carried: to defend people’s equal rights, to fight for democracy and freedom of expression and ensure that what happened to his grandfather would never be repeated in Sweden.


Storsien near Piteå was one of a total of eight so-called work companies comprising 300 men eligible for call-up but classified as being ‘of unreliable patriotism’ – principally Communists but also a small number of Syndicalists and Social Democrats who were interned. The inmates themselves regarded it as a mild form of concentration camp. The real danger from their point of view was, of course, a German invasion and occupation of Sweden, which seemed quite likely at that time in the war. Had that happened, things would have indubitably gone badly for them.


The work companies were in existence for quite a short period in 1939–40, but Olof Thörnell, supreme commander of the Swedish armed forces, had well-advanced plans to extend the system so that many thousands of Communists could be interned. However, the government put a stop to it when they learned of his intentions.


Erland insists it was not true that Severin was interned at Storsien. ‘He was certainly a Communist, in fact without a doubt a Stalinist, but so was everyone else at Rönnskär then. But he never went to any internment camp, I’m sure of that.’


Unfortunately, it seems more or less impossible now to get to the truth of the matter, since the declassified documents in the Military Archives do not include a comprehensive list of all the internees at Storsien. Severin Boström’s name certainly does not appear on the lists still extant. On his call-up card it is noted that he had deferment of service in the conscriptions of 1939, 1940 and 1941, and that he was called up in January–April 1942. Whatever the facts may be, the memory of his grandfather and his political attitudes had a long-lasting effect on Stieg. Later in life for instance, he would use the name Severin as his pseudonym when writing for the Trotskyist paper Internationalen.


Stieg lived with his grandparents near Bjursele from 1957 to 1962. He started school in 1961, at the age of seven. If you follow the winding road a little way from Måggliden you come to a village called Pjäsörn, where the school was. The building is still there but seems nowadays to be used as some sort of meeting house.


Only a year or so after starting school, his rural life in Bjursele came to an end. One morning in the summer of 1962 Severin Boström was found dead in his bed. He had died of a heart attack, at the age of fifty-six. So it was decided that Stieg should go to live with his mother and father in Umeå. His grandmother went too, initially also living with them.



UMEÅ



Stieg was eight when he arrived in Umeå. He spoke a broad rural dialect and came from an environment that was completely unlike the town.


‘He had lived as a free spirit up in Bjursele, doing more or less what he liked. But life was a bit stricter here at home in Umeå,’ says Erland.


In a newspaper interview his childhood friend Bosse Lindh, who lived in the same street, has described his first meeting with Stieg: ‘He came running into our flat speaking a language I’d never heard before. He didn’t even knock. I thought it was very odd. I’d never even seen him before.’


What’s more, he no longer got the swigs of coffee he was used to up in Bjursele. His grandmother and grandfather drank a lot of coffee and Stieg was always given some. He said himself much later that after arriving in Umeå he was totally deprived of caffeine.


He started in Year 3 at Haga school in Umeå. He was an able boy but not outstanding. One classmate remembers him as being slightly different and as someone who stuck up for the weak. ‘If there was anyone being bullied or victimized he would step in and try to resolve the problem. Not by fighting – there were others who did that – but by talking.’


At high school, he would answer back the teachers he didn’t like. He got into an argument with his civics teacher, because he thought she was marking him too low, and threatened to report her to the Education Committee. The teacher was the daughter of a former member of the extreme right-wing Lappo movement in Finland and they were diametrically opposed on political matters. But his marks were raised.


His favourite subjects were drawing and essay writing. His Swedish teacher Manne Lidén had modern ideas and let the pupils do joint projects and compile their own newspapers, which Stieg enjoyed.


He had a keen interest in the sciences and new technology as well. Everything to do with space fascinated him. At a friend’s house he read Allers magazine, stories of encounters with the unknown, about spaceships and flying saucers.


When Erland was going through a cardboard box of Stieg’s effects he found a telescope and detailed charts of the stars and their positions. He remembered that Stieg had even got permission to borrow the school keys so that he and his friend Bosse could go in at night and use the telescope there. Stieg had considerable powers of persuasion. ‘He inherited that ability from his mother,’ Erland thinks. ‘She was a saleswoman to her fingertips.’


Stieg was an enthusiastic radio ham, and was involved in something called DX-ing, which at that period, the mid-1960s, was a popular hobby among teenage boys. Radio listeners generally want to hear popular programmes with as good a reception as possible, but for DX-ers it was quite the reverse. They tried to find the most distant and inaudible radio stations they could, mostly on short-wave. The DX-er would then send in a listener report to the station broadcasting and would hope to receive what was called a QSL card in response. It was easiest to get postcards from the Eastern Bloc: the Soviet Union, Poland and East Germany.


Stieg’s brother Joakim used to be a radio enthusiast too, but mainly because his elder brother was. ‘It was Stieg who started it and I just tagged along. I did everything he did,’ Joakim Larsson remembers.


Stieg and Joakim loved going to the cinema and they had plenty of opportunity to do so because of their father’s extra job as a cinema commissionaire. Stieg’s interest in film was to continue and in the late 1960s and 1970s he began collecting film music. His favourite film of all was Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, based on the novel by the American sci-fi writer Arthur C. Clarke.


Stieg and Joakim shared a room when they were at Hagmarksvägen. The boys slept in bunk beds, Stieg in the upper and Joakim in the lower. Stieg, a night owl even as a child, used to keep his little brother awake by making up adventure stories. He went on doing it even after they moved to a new and larger apartment on Ersmarksgatan.


He sometimes wrote his stories down. He set one of his handwritten boys’ detective stories in the USA, though every stone and every bend of the road can be recognized on the way down to the sea at Nydala. At some point after that, when Stieg was twelve, Vivianne and Erland decided to buy him a typewriter. And very soon the persistent clattering of keys could be heard from the boys’ room at all hours of the day and night.


Stieg preferred to write in the late evening and into the small hours, so, to save Joakim from being disturbed too much, his parents rented a former club room in the basement where he could be by himself and read, write or listen to short-wave radio.


At the beginning of the 1960s US President John F. Kennedy declared that the USA would put a man on the moon before the decade was over. The Apollo programme, as it was called, seemed to be the spearhead of all that was new, technological and future-orientated. It was a boy’s dream, a sci-fi magazine come true.


Stieg Larsson sat in his basement room listening to radio stations from around the world and knew precisely what was going on. But, like all Swedes at the time, he was living in a bubble: the bubble of unlimited economic growth and belief in the future. Swedes had a special position both in their own eyes and in the eyes of the wider world. Sweden was ‘the middle way’, neither truly capitalist nor truly socialist, but a country where a socialist party had been in government for decades, seemingly invincible, almost as if it were the natural order of things.


The real debate was over. What was there to look forward to? More technological progress and continuing expansion of welfare provision? A glittering future, but not an inspiring one. It was hard to imagine anything new, anything radically different. Or was that the wrong way of looking at it?


Perhaps technical developments themselves would reveal unknown worlds. Perhaps technology and the imagination were connected.


Isaac Asimov, a Russian-born professor of chemistry in the USA and one of the biggest names in science fiction, had published his famous Foundation Trilogy in the 1950s, to great acclaim from readers for its depth of ideas. Asimov plotted his books with a complexity which delights some readers and drives others to distraction. The trilogy is set in a Galactic Empire comprising thousands of inhabited planets on the verge of collapse as the story begins. The hero of the novels, Hari Seldon, metaphorically rides out into the galaxy to save the world, or rather worlds, by means of an encyclopedic knowledge bank and a mathematical theory which facilitates the explanation and prediction of everything that happens in the universe.


Asimov’s books are informed by a profound rationalism: reason can and must prevail; but belief in reason is in some way transformed into religion and mysticism. However, there is another side to Asimov that differentiates him from the more hard-boiled, technology-obsessed proponents of science fiction. His writing embodies a kind of homage to the outsider. Hari Seldon does not want to put himself centre stage with his concept of the power of knowledge. He chooses to transpose what he calls the Foundation to a planet far away at the edge of the Empire. He is striving not for imperial power, but rather to create an oasis for the collation of knowledge where wisdom and mental faculties are more valuable than technology.


Asimov’s books became cult reading for Stieg and other sci-fi fans when they were eventually translated into Swedish some twenty years after their original appearance. By then Stieg had already started at high school and was often to be found sitting in the Konditori Mekka on Rådhusesplanaden in Umeå. That was where he and his friend Rune Forsgren planned their Asimov-inspired stencilled fanzine, which they called Sfären (The Sphere). The print run was tiny, only twenty or thirty copies, but that didn’t matter. What was important was that they made contact with other sci-fi enthusiasts and became part of that world. There were perhaps a few hundred in the country who were very active, publishing their own magazines, contributing to each other’s and attending science fiction conventions. Sfären was short-lived. Stieg and his friend abandoned the project after four issues, though Stieg was to remain an active member of sci-fi circles even after he moved to Stockholm; he was chairman of the Scandinavian Science Fiction Association for a year in 1980 and editor of its journal.



VIETNAM



In 1970, when he was sixteen, Stieg took a further step towards independence and moved to his own rented room. It was his parents who rented it for him and it was diagonally opposite their apartment on Ersmarksgatan. Stieg used to go home for meals, but otherwise he mostly looked after himself.


If his parents went out on to their balcony late in the evening they could see whether he had gone to bed. More often than not, he hadn’t.


Stieg had chosen to specialize in the social sciences at high school and was already something of a veteran of the anti-Vietnam War movement, having been actively involved since 1968. His school-friend Ingela Mattsson-Löfbom says that part of his class read a book by Vilhelm Moberg in their study group, a task they rounded off with a visit to Kittelfjäll. During the day everyone went out skiing – except Stieg, who sat indoors tapping away on his typewriter. He was writing about the student uprising in Paris in 1968.


He was a thin boy with round spectacles, black leather jacket and shoulder bag. He dressed the way many did at the time. He was politically committed, eager for discussion, but always relaxed and sociable. His typewriter was his constant companion. He got to know Eva Gabrielsson through the NLF movement. She was also from the Skellefteå area and they became an item almost immediately. They didn’t just share an interest in politics – Eva also loved writing, read science fiction and contributed texts to Stieg’s publication.


*


The American manned moon landing took place, exactly as predicted, before the end of the 1960s: on 20 July 1969. The entire Larsson family watched it together on TV. But it was not the triumph Kennedy had expected. The crowds who gathered that year in front of US embassies all round the world were not there to glorify and celebrate that magical technological feat. No, they were shaking their fists and yelling in rage at the barricaded embassy buildings.


An incredible amount had happened in a few years from the middle of the decade. A new, younger generation had discovered that the structure of society was not what they had been brought up to believe. The world as they knew it was faltering and an empire was on the ropes – not the Galactic Empire but the dominant one of our own world.


The older generation thought Vietnam was just another great-power conflict and too far away for us to understand, so the best approach to adopt was neutrality. The young saw it quite differently. Many of them recognized something they had experienced in the school playground: a stronger pupil beating up a weaker one and everybody else just standing around watching – or pretending they hadn’t seen what was going on.


It was by no means the majority of Swedish youth who joined the protest movement against the American war in Vietnam, but it was a significant number and the commitment was sustained by a profound passion for justice and anger that the atrocities were being perpetrated with the consent of Western democratic leaders.


Soon young activists were to be seen on duty outside the state liquor store in Umeå and in every other town of any size. With one hand they proffered the Vietnam Bulletin and with the other a collection box in the red, blue and yellow colours of the NLF movement. Stieg Larsson was among them. Today scarcely anyone would even raise an eyebrow at the sight of a pamphleteer or money collector, but in those days the mood was different and clearly hostile to the young anti-Vietnam War activists. Irate words were often exchanged, people spat and there was even physical violence. The working class, who were the prime target for the activists, were not always very receptive, even though many workers believed at heart that the Americans should go home immediately and leave the Vietnamese people in peace. But the slogan ‘Tage and Geijer – Lyndon’s lackeys’ (Tage Erlander was prime minister, Arne Geijer was chairman of the Trade Union Federation and Lyndon Johnson was US president) that was so prominent in all the demonstrations had an effect that the demonstrators had not anticipated. It alienated hundreds of thousands of loyal supporters of the Social Democratic Party and was frequently the only thing people remembered from the early Vietnam demonstrations.


It was obvious that the slogans and leaflets were also directed at Sweden’s Social Democrats, the party that had given Sweden its superb welfare state. The Vietnam movement had grown from the struggle against the Establishment, and what could be more Establishment than the Social Democratic Party? The raised voices round the Larssons’ kitchen table bore witness to this. Stieg thought his parents were betraying the principles of socialism.


But if politicians and the parental generation had failed, there were new authorities calling for attention. It was writers, artists and actors who now became the idols of the young. People saw and heard Sara Lidman’s public appearances. Slight and slim, with short cropped hair, she was a flaming beacon with her calls for the right of the Vietnamese people to defend themselves. And she was well known in Västerbotten: our Sara from Missenträsk near Skellefteå, famous for her novels. Nor was she content to restrict herself to watching the conflict from Swedish horizons. She went to Vietnam herself in the mid-1960s and in 1966 published a book entitled Samtal i Hanoi (Conversations in Hanoi). This brought the distant conflict down to a human level and allowed Swedish readers to meet ‘the people of Vietnam’, that abstraction about which so much had been spoken and written in the media and the publications of the anti-Vietnam War movement.
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