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Arctic Summer


Cape Dezhnev is the easternmost point of the Eurasian continent. It is 8,500 kilometres from Moscow, more than 6,500 kilometres from New York, and less than 90 kilometres from Cape Prince of Wales in Alaska, on the other side of the Bering Strait.


I climbed up the rocky hill to the small lighthouse. It looked so indescribably lonely standing as it did, surrounded by steep green slopes and precipitous cliffs. I turned and looked out at the grey ocean. Here, right here, is where Asia and mighty Russia end. On the front of the lighthouse, facing out over the strait, is a bronze plaque commemorating Semyon Dezhnev. The Cossack explorer and tax collector sailed across the Bering Strait in 1648, a feat that was repeated eighty years later by the Danish naval officer Vitus Bering. By then everyone had forgotten Dezhnev, and the account of his journey was gathering dust in an archive in Yakutsk, more than five thousand kilometres east of Moscow. The Russian Empire was so vast that even the tsar was not sure where it ended, and no-one had an overview of former explorers’ discoveries.


Just below the lighthouse was a huddle of grey, weathered, crooked wooden huts: the old Soviet border station. The Americans had a similar installation on the other side of the strait, and so, year after year, they sat on either side of an invisible iron curtain, watching each other’s every move with binoculars and radars as big as tower blocks.


Not far from the lighthouse lay the ruins of a Yupik village. The Yupiks are an indigenous people closely related to the Inuit in Alaska and on Greenland, and there are only about seventeen hundred of them left in Russia. Scores of round, largely collapsed foundations dotted the slopes. Long, sharp walrus tusks, on which they used to hang their traditional walrus-skin boats to dry, had been thrust into the ground between the houses. Were it not for the odd frying pan and some abandoned plastic jerrycans, it would be easy to assume that the ruins were hundreds of years old. But the inhabitants of the village, which was called Naukan, had in fact been forced to leave relatively recently, in 1958. The official reason was that it was too hard to get supplies to the isolated and exposed village. But its location on the edge of the Bering Strait, less than ninety kilometres from the western coast of Alaska, presumably played a part.


The inhabitants of Big Diomede Island, which lies in the middle of the Bering Strait and is Russia’s easternmost territory, had already been evacuated during the Second World War, before the Iron Curtain fell between the two countries. The Inuits who lived on the island were never allowed to return. The sound between Big Diomede and Little Diomede, which is part of Alaska, is barely five kilometres across, but the International Date Line runs down the middle. In winter, when the sound is frozen, it is in theory possible, though of course strictly forbidden, to walk from the U.S.A. to Russia, from yesterday to tomorrow. An invisible but very real border lies between the two islands, which are so close in the natural world, and yet belong to two completely different man-made worlds, divided by the same thin line on any map that separates East from West, system from system, date from date.


The Russian border is not just long; at 60,932 kilometres it is the longest in the world. By way of comparison, the circumference of the earth measures 40,075 kilometres. Almost two thirds of Russia’s border follows the coastline from Vladivostok in the east to Murmansk in the west, a colossal area inhabited by very few people that is covered in ice and snow for most of the year. This stretch of coast was one of the last regions on earth to be explored and mapped. Severnaya Zemlya was the last archipelago in the world to be discovered in 1913, and was not mapped until twenty years later.


More than three-quarters of Russia’s enormous landmass lies in the east, in Asia. The greater part of this vast territory was not conquered by the tsar’s army but by fur trappers, hungry for profit. In the mid-sixteenth century, a wealthy merchant from the Stroganov family was given the tsar’s blessing to colonise the regions to the east of the Ural mountains, for the fur trade. Semyon Stroganov was not only exempted from paying tax, he was also given permission to organise his own private army to conquer the territory. Demand for fur in Europe and Asia was insatiable, and thanks to the Stroganov family’s colonisation of Siberia, Russia was for a long time the world’s biggest fur exporter. The hunt for fur drove the Stroganovs further east with every passing day. These fur trader colonies eventually became more official and state-like, with forts and fortresses. The Cossacks, a group of free hunters, warriors and adventurers, were given the task of collecting yasak, contributions, for the tsar from his new subjects, who were often nomads. The contribution, or tax, was largely fur, which of course was the driving force behind the expansion.


Semyon Dezhnev was one of the Cossacks who collected such contributions. He was born in 1605 in a village by the White Sea, not far from Archangel, and started to work as a tax collector for the tsar in Siberia when he was a young man. It was a demanding and dangerous job. Many of the nomads did not know that they were considered subjects of the Russian tsar, so did not realise that they had to make a contribution to him. It was not always easy to make them understand that they were obliged to supply a stranger – a man who lived far, far away – with fur.


Accounts of Dezhnev’s life are inadequate and divergent. He was apparently a very gifted diplomat and on several occasions managed to negotiate peace between warring tribes. It was because of these skills that he was sent further and further east to find new peoples who could pay tribute to the tsar. Together with a small group of merchants, trappers and Cossacks, he headed north-east. When they came to the Kolyma River in north-eastern Siberia, they heard from the indigenous people about another river, the Anadyr, where there was an abundance of walruses and fur-bearing animals, so they decided to find it. Their first attempt to travel further east was unsuccessful, due to ice, but the following year, in summer 1648, they tried again. A party of about ninety people set off into the unknown in seven kochs, a type of Russian sailing boat that was designed for difficult sea conditions with lots of ice. Two of the boats were immediately lost in a storm and never found again. Two more disappeared along the way and no-one has ever managed to discover what happened to them. But on September 20, the crew on the remaining boats spotted a stone formation which they later described as a “great, rocky projection” – the cape that is now named after Dezhnev. Here they stopped and visited the Inuits who lived there. They also went ashore on Big Diomede Island. Presumably without knowing it, Dezhnev had proved that North America and Asia were two separate continents.


The expedition ran into a powerful storm south of the strait that is today called the Bering Strait but should of course be called the Dezhnev Strait, and the three remaining boats were separated. Dezhnev’s boat, with a crew of about twenty on board, was shipwrecked south of the mouth to the Anadyr River, which was their destination. It is not known what happened to the two other boats: perhaps they sank with everyone on board, or perhaps any survivors were killed by the hostile and fearsome Chukchi people. One questionable but enduring theory is that the survivors made it ashore in Alaska, where they established a small colony.


After ten strenuous weeks wandering through the wilderness, Dezhnev and his exhausted men reached the mouth of the river, where they bunkered down for the winter. Only thirteen of them were still alive when spring came. Later that year, Dezhnev established the Anadyrsk trading post, about six hundred kilometres upriver. He must have liked it there, because he stayed for twelve years. Twenty years after he had left Yakutsk to travel south in search of new tribes who could pay tribute to the tsar, he returned with an enormous amount of walrus ivory.


Over time, however, the memory of Dezhnev’s expedition was lost, only to be rediscovered piece by piece in the Yakutsk archives by German historian Gerhard Friedrick Müller nearly ninety years later. It was not until 1898, two hundred and fifty years after Dezhnev’s expedition, that the Russian Geographical Society decided that the name of the easternmost point of the Eurasian continent should be changed from East Cape to Cape Dezhnev. Strictly speaking it should have been named after the Yupik people who already lived there when Dezhnev and his men turned up, but that is the way of the world: the atlas is full of the surnames of courageous European men who set sail in small, unsafe vessels to discover what had already been discovered long ago.


*


The final leg of my long journey around Russia had started in Anadyr some days earlier in July 2017. Not in Dezhnev’s Anadyrsk, but in the town that was established at the mouth of the river in 1889, six hundred kilometres from the simple settlement where Dezhnev and his men had spent more than a decade killing thousands upon thousands of walruses, and had built up a tower of ivory.


The quayside was dirty and bare. A group of fishermen were wading in the shallows further along the shore, and in the distance I could see clusters of colourful apartment blocks. The water was full of curious seals, and every now and then the glistening, arched back of a beluga whale broke the surface.


For the next four weeks, I would sail through the Northeast Passage from east to west in an old Soviet research vessel called Akademik Shokalsky, named after the Russian oceanographer Yuly Shokalsky, together with forty-seven other passengers. The voyage would cover 5,650 nautical miles along the northern coast of Russia, all the way to Murmansk.


The trip had been fully booked for more than a year, and I had been lucky to secure one of the very last places. I had spent considerable time wondering who my fellow passengers would be. Who was willing to shell out twenty thousand dollars to spend four weeks on a relatively small boat on which you had to share cabins, with showers and toilets out in the corridor, the only entertainment going ashore on remote, windswept islands?


A bevy of wrinkly, stooped men and women shuffled up the gangway, dressed in bright Gortex rain jackets, equipped with expensive binoculars and even more expensive cameras. I was not taken aback to discover that most of the passengers were pensioners, but the average age did surprise me. Many of them were so old that their ancient frames shook and they needed help to get down the steep stairs on board. Some were there with their spouses, but a good number were already widowed and travelling alone.


The conversation at dinner was all about travel. It was the perfect place for anyone wanting travel tips. There was not an island or obscure, autonomous territory that at least one of the pensioners had not visited. Somaliland? Of course, been there several times. Bhutan? Interesting place, the less-visited eastern part, in particular. Yemen? Fascinating culture, such a shame about the war. It soon became clear that I was the only one who had not been on an expedition to Antarctica. Most had been there a few times; some had even been on the same trips and knew each other already.


The aged globetrotters continued to chat at the breakfast table the following day. During lunch, the initial pleasantries gave way to personal and detailed questions about border crossings, visa regulations and alternative travel routes. Then it was time for the first activity of the trip: an excursion to the bird cliffs in a Zodiac, a rigid inflatable boat.


“This is exciting!” I said enthusiastically to Elie, the eighty-five-year-old, determined Dutchwoman with whom I was sharing a cabin. She had packed her own clothes hangers, multi-socket adapters and clothes with logos from her many previous trips to the Arctic.


“Exciting?” She gave me a baffled look. “Why?”


“I’ve never been in a Zodiac before,” I said.


Elie was wide-eyed with surprise: “I’ve been on hundreds of Zodiac excursions. Hundreds!”


The sea was rough and the Zodiacs by the side of the ship rocked up and down. If you wanted to avoid falling in the water, you had to jump on board just before the rubber boat disappeared behind the crests of the waves again. One pensioner after another mustered their strength and fell onto the bottom of the rubber boat with a defiant smile and a look of concentration.


“I realise that time is running out,” said Alyson, a tall American in her seventies, with a hoarse, contagious laugh. “In the past year alone, I’ve lost five friends.”


Thousands of black-legged kittiwakes and guillemots swirled above our heads as we approached the high, vertical bird cliffs. The bird calls were accompanied by the furious clicking of cameras with metre-long lenses; the veteran explorers hung over the sides of the boats in daring, acrobatic positions to capture the birds from the best angle. No-one, apart from me, and I come from a long line of fishermen and sea folk, appeared to be the slightest bit bothered by the choppy waves. I could feel the bile pushing up in my throat, there were spots in front of my eyes, and the tears welled up. In the end, I let go of my pride and crawled to the back of the small boat by the outboard motor, where there was slightly less movement.


Twenty-seven days left. The final leg.


*


One night, three and a half years earlier, I had dreamt that I was wandering around on a vast map. My footsteps followed a wavy red line: the border of Russia. I wandered from country to country, with the mighty Russia always to the north or east. When I woke up, I knew straightaway that this would be my next book, a journey along the Russian border from North Korea to northern Norway.


I immediately started planning my route. I would start in Pyongyang and slowly travel west, homewards, towards Europe and Norway. The democratic and pluralistic Norway and the totalitarian, closed North Korea do not have much in common, except that both countries border on Russia. As do China, Mongolia, Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Poland, Latvia, Estonia and Finland. Only China has as many neighbours as Russia – fourteen in all.


Now on board the Akademik Shokalsky, surrounded by the Arctic Ocean, the greater part of my adventure was over. For eight months, I had travelled along the southern and western borders of Russia, from Pyongyang to Grense Jakobselv, with one question in mind: what does it mean to have the world’s largest country as your neighbour?


Along the way I had discovered that there is no single answer to the question; there are at least fourteen, as many answers as there are neighbouring countries. Though in truth there must be millions of answers, one for each person who lives along the border, each with their own unique history.


Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia was on its knees in terms of its economy, military power and politics. The drunkard Boris Yeltsin was at the helm, and had the thankless task of tidying up after many years of economic mismanagement. In the chaotic Nineties, hundreds of investors made enormous profits buying up cheap government bonds, while the majority of the population struggled to make ends meet. Inflation was out of control, and criminal gangs and anarchy prevailed. The U.S.A. celebrated victory over communism, while in Russia people mourned all that was lost: welfare benefits and the dream of utopia.


And, not least, the loss of an empire. In the course of a few months, the population shrank from 300 million to 140 million. A fifth of the territory was gone, divided into fourteen independent nations. Among these were Kazakhstan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia, countries which had all been part of the Russian Empire and then the Soviet Union, and now were Russia’s new neighbours. The Eastern European satellite states were no longer under Moscow’s control either. Over the centuries, Russians had got used to numerous peoples and nations dancing to Russia’s tune, but now the tune had changed, and all that was left was a final exhausted wheeze.


In his annual speech to parliament in 2005, President Vladimir Putin described the collapse of the Soviet Union as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century”. He was naturally referring to the territorial dissolution, but also to the 25 million Russians and people with Russian as their mother tongue who suddenly found themselves outwith Russian territory. Many of them now live in the neighbouring countries, on the other side of Russia’s extensive border.


But Russia is still enormous, and slowly expanding. Over the past decade, with Putin in power, Russia has once again taken a dominant position on the world stage. The economy is on track and the military has been significantly upgraded. Its neighbours can no longer sleep easy at night. In some places, they do not sleep at all, but spend the nights in cold, dark cellars, sheltering from the shells that light up the sky like distress flares.


Being Russia’s neighbour has never been easy. Norway is the only one of its fourteen neighbours that has not been invaded or at war with Russia in the past five hundred years. While other great European powers such as France and Great Britain had overseas colonies, Russia just continued to expand its boundaries. One nation after another, one ethnic group after another, was swallowed up by the empire and became subjects of the tsar, and still there was room for more. To this day, there are nearly two hundred different ethnic groups within the boundaries of the Russian Federation, from the Tuvans, nomadic reindeer herders in Siberia, to the Pontic Greeks on the fertile shores of the Black Sea. Unlike France and Great Britain, Russia has few natural boundaries; the landscape is largely flat, open and limitless, so the empire could spread in all directions. Already in the seventeenth century, in the Cossack Dezhnev’s day, the country stretched from Moscow to the west of the Ural mountains all the way to the Pacific Ocean in the east.


Huge tracts of Russia are covered by tundra, taiga and forest: hard to defend, easy to invade. Russia’s size and enormous distances have been its best defence over the centuries. Even though the terrain west of Moscow is flat, without any major mountain ranges or other physical barriers, no-one has yet managed to conquer Russia from the west. Before the armies have even reached Moscow, supplies and soldiers have been exhausted. The main routes east have proved too long and the freezing temperatures too extreme. But that does not mean there have been no valiant attempts: Poland, Sweden and France all tried, as did Germany, twice, in 1914 and 1941, with catastrophic results.


Russia’s bold expansion started in the sixteenth century with the defeat of the Muslim Kazan Khanate to the east of Moscow and subsequent colonisation of Siberia and the Far East, which was initially driven by trappers. When the twenty-two-year-old Mikhail Fyodorovich became Michael I, the first Romanov to be crowned tsar in 1613, the country was already so big that no-one had a complete overview of how many people lived there, or how many different ethnicities the tsar ruled over, or even where the outer boundaries were.


A hundred years and six tsars later, there was still uncertainty as to where Russia ended. Were America and Asia connected? Peter the Great, otherwise known as Peter I, was perhaps the most energetic and westward-looking of the tsars, and a great reformer. He was also passionate about ports and maritime navigation. One of the last things he did was to send an expedition to Russia’s outposts to map the coastline. The Danish mariner Vitus Bering, who like a great many other Danish and Norwegian sailors served in the Russian navy, was appointed captain of the expedition.


Bering set out for the Pacific coast in 1725, the same year that Peter the Great died. The expedition east, which would cover close to ten thousand kilometres, was strenuous, to say the least. Long stretches of the journey passed through terrain where no-one had ventured before, and they often had to build bridges and boats in order to cross the wide, raging torrents they encountered. A good deal of the journey was over marshland, where many of the horses and some of the people died from infections, owing to innumerable insect bites. Those who survived the swarms of mosquitoes were rewarded with the perishing cold of winter. It took two years for the expedition to reach Okhotsk on the Pacific Ocean. From here, they sailed to the Kamchatka Peninsula, which had been conquered a few decades before, but was still an unexplored wilderness, inhabited by hostile tribes. It took the entire winter for Bering and his men to reach Kamchatka, first by boat and then by sled. They arrived at the small Cossack settlement on the southern end of the peninsula in March 1728, three years after they had left St Petersburg. It was then that the real expedition could begin. But first they had to build a ship. Finally, when summer came, Bering and his crew were ready to sail north into uncharted waters.


On August 16, after a month at sea, Bering sailed through the strait that now bears his name. There was thick fog and visibility was appalling. Bering could see one of the Diomede Islands, but the other lay hidden, as did the continent on the other side. The intention was to carry on east towards the New World, but the weather was so bad and the self-made boat so unsuited to high seas that they turned back, on Bering’s orders.


In 1730, five years after he had left the Russian capital, Bering returned to St Petersburg. Straightaway, he started to prepare for the even longer and more ambitious Great Northern Expedition, the largest and most expensive exploration enterprise ever, with the exception perhaps of the moon landings. The purpose was to map the Arctic and East Siberian coastline, to explore America and Japan (with which Russia had had no previous contact), and to undertake ethnographic, zoological, botanical, astronomical and geographical studies in Siberia. Historians have calculated that a total of ten thousand people were involved in the expedition in one way or another, and it is estimated to have cost 34 billion euros at today’s prices, a seventh of the total annual Russian government budget at the time. The expedition was divided into three main groups, with multiple sub-groups, which together mapped the greater part of Russia’s northern coastline.


Bering himself, who had overall responsibility for the expedition, went east again. For a number of logistical reasons, it took him five years to get from St Petersburg to Okhotsk. And it was only at the start of June 1741, eight years after they had left St Petersburg, that Bering and his seventy-strong crew were ready to set sail from the Kamchatka Peninsula. Their aim was to find a sea route to the east, to America.


In mid-July, they caught sight of land to the east: high, snow-capped mountains and a pointed volcano, presumably Mount St Elias, which lies on the border between what is now Alaska and Canada. Their mission was complete. The following day, Bering gave orders to return to the Russian mainland. Georg Steller, a German doctor and scientist who was part of the expedition, begged for more time, but to no avail. He had had no more than a day ashore in the New World. But in that one day he managed to describe a considerable number of new plant and bird species in detail, and this work in itself would have immortalised him. Of course, one day was far from enough to explore the unfamiliar surroundings where no European had set foot before. In his diary, Steller remarked: “Ten years the preparation for this great undertaking lasted, and ten hours were devoted to the work itself.”1


Supplies on board were running low and several crew members were already showing symptoms of scurvy, including Bering himself, which may go some way to explaining why he had no interest in exploring the new continent.


Scurvy was the curse of all sailors. We now know that the illness is caused by a lack of vitamin C, one of the vitamins the body cannot produce, which therefore has to be supplemented by diet. Early symptoms of scurvy include tiredness, apathy, breathlessness and aching limbs, as well as changes in personality. This is followed by bleeding gums and loss of teeth. Internal bleeding is also usual, and the cause of death is either internal bleeding or starvation. If, however, the patient manages to eat or drink something that is rich in vitamin C, the symptoms will recede after a week or two, and the patient normally recovers. One of the earliest descriptions of the disease was given by Hippocrates; later, it afflicted the crusaders. It was a serious problem on all long expeditions, when scurvy would often kill half the crew. In the eighteenth century, more men in the British navy died from scurvy than in battle.*


The first of Bering’s men died from the dreaded disease at the end of August, not far from the Alaskan coast. On the return voyage, the ship was caught in several prolonged storms, and eventually only a handful of the crew were able to stand upright and work. September turned into October and one storm followed another; in the end, sailors were dying every day, and the water supply was almost dry. It was not until early November, two months after they had left Alaska, that they caught sight of land. “It is impossible to describe how great and extraordinary was the joy of everybody at this sight,” Steller wrote in his diary. “The half-dead crawled up to see it and all thanked God heartily for this great mercy.”2


The joy, however, was short-lived. As they got closer, it became apparent that they had not reached the Russian mainland, but rather an uninhabited, treeless island, with steep unwelcoming cliffs and mountains. The ship ran aground as they were trying to land, so they were forced to spend the winter there. Many of the crew were by now so weakened by scurvy that they could no longer eat; their gums were reduced to open, bleeding sores with shreds of flesh hanging down over the few teeth they had left. Of the seventy-five sailors who had left Kamchatka in the early summer, twenty-eight were now dead or dying. The remaining men spent the winter building a new boat from the wreckage, and in spring 1742 they finally made it back to Kamchatka.


But it was too late for Bering. His condition was critical; he could no longer stand up, so lay, apathetic, on the ground and let the sand blow over him. Georg Steller tried to brush the sand off, but Bering stopped him. “Let me be,” he murmured. “The deeper in the ground I lie, the warmer I am; only the part of me that is above ground suffers from the cold.”3


Two hours before dawn on December 8, 1741, Vitus Bering died. He was sixty.* The island on which he died is now also named after him. Bering is remembered as Russia’s Columbus, the man who discovered America from the west. His name was immortalised in 1776 when Captain James Cook named the strait between Russia and America the Bering Strait.


Steller’s name has also gone down in history. The barren island where they ran aground had a rich animal life, perhaps because humans had never been there before. Steller was kept busy. Some of the species that he discovered and described now bear his name, including Steller’s sea lion and Steller’s sea eagle, and, perhaps the most famous of them all, Steller’s sea cow. The sea cows on Bering Island were one of the few surviving species of mammal from the last ice age; they could grow up to nine metres long and weigh nearly ten metric tons.


The discovery of the sea passage to Alaska led to the creation of the state-supported Russian-American Company. The company was established in 1799, more than fifty years after the Bering expedition, its mission to colonise Alaska, trade with the locals and, most importantly, get fur. The natives, who were forced to work with the Russians, died by the score from illnesses introduced by the incomers, just as millions of native Americans further south had died from influenza, measles and whooping cough a couple of decades before. The company’s southernmost outpost was in fact in Fort Ross, California.


Alaska was an anomaly in Russian history: it was the only mainland territory that was not attached to the rest of the empire. There were never very many Russians in Alaska – only eight hundred or so ever settled in the colony. The stock of precious fur-bearing animals declined through the nineteenth century, at the same time that the Americans were winning more and more of North America. In 1867, when the Russian-American Company was doing relatively well and considering the possibility of expanding into timber, minerals and gold, Tsar Alexander II sold Alaska to America for 7.2 million dollars. The person driving the deal on the American side was the then Secretary of State, William H. Seward. The sale was a bargain, and without a doubt could be described as the best real estate deal in history, yet the American press called Alaska “Seward’s folly” or “Seward’s icebox”. Only when gold was discovered in Klondike in 1896 and a few years later in Nome did his critics fall silent. The Russians, on the other hand, never quite got over the fact that Alexander II had sold Russia’s only overseas territory for so little. To this day, some marginal right-wing extremists in Russia still cherish the dream of reclaiming Alaska, one hundred and fifty years after the Americans bought it for the equivalent of four dollars per square kilometre.


Georg Steller’s detailed descriptions of the fauna on Bering Island paradoxically led to the extinction of many species. It did not take long for fortune hunters to come and help themselves to the natural riches. Already by the mid-1750s the sea otter – Steller had estimated there were close to a million on the island – and the northern fur seal, of which there were approximately two million, were almost extinct. The last sea cow is said to have been killed in 1769, only twenty-seven years after Steller had been on the island.


Steller himself died on the way back to St Petersburg, at the age of thirty-seven, disillusioned and bitter, without knowing that the book manuscript he had sent ahead to St Petersburg a few years earlier would make him famous. He was buried in Tyumen, to the north of Kazakhstan. As Steller was a Protestant, the local monks refused to bury him in the orthodox cemetery, so a shallow grave was made for him in a remote spot by the river Tura. The grave and body were desecrated by grave robbers, mutilated by dogs, then washed away by a flood and wiped from the face of the earth, like Steller’s sea cow.


*


Thick mist rolled in over the Bering Strait. Cape Dezhnev disappeared behind an impenetrable, grey wall and suddenly visibility was no more than a few metres, as it must have been when Bering himself sailed through the strait nearly three hundred years earlier. Then, just as quickly as it had come, the mist disappeared again and we had no problems rounding the cape. The ocean was steely blue, with barely a ripple. And no ice in sight.


The conversation at the dinner table continued to be about extreme destinations, followed by extensive studies of the atlas – the most popular book in the ship’s library – in the bar afterwards. Peter, a retired British commercial lawyer, had taken it to the extreme. He had been travelling constantly since he retired and had rented out his home in Sydney, as he was never there.


“I’m homeless, but not penniless,” he said.


Peter could spend hours at a time studying the atlas and making detailed travel plans. The following year, 2018, was already full. He was going to go to Nebraska and Kansas in the U.S.A., the only two states he had not yet visited, as well as Mexico, the U.K., Germany, Belgium, Turkey, a couple of places in India and a number of Ebola-infected countries in West Africa. He was also going to cross Russia on the Trans-Siberian railway and hoped to squeeze in a quick visit to Birobidzhan, a Jewish autonomous oblast by the Chinese border. On the table in front of him he had a notebook full of travel plans that was organised by month. He was constantly making small adjustments, dropping a town or country, moving one trip up and delaying another. He was a member of The Travelers’ Century Club, and was ranked number eighty-two on mosttraveledpeople.com. The website lists 875 different territories, of which Peter had visited 530.


“By the end of next year, that number will be five hundred and seventy,” he told me. “And my ranking may increase to seventy-five. But you have to remember that the others on the list also travel a lot.”


He pulled out a map of the various territories in Russia.


“Do you know if it’s possible to get to South Ossetia from North Ossetia? And would three weeks be enough to visit all the republics in the European part of Russia, south of Moscow, or should I perhaps make two trips? The territories are so close in the European part that you can score lots of points; the problem is, I can only get a visa for thirty days, which makes it a bit more complicated. So I have to make a detailed travel route. And do you think September is a good month to travel in the Caucasus?”


“September is perfect, it should still be nice and warm,” I said.


“No, wait, September isn’t possible, that’s when I’m sailing the Northwest Passage!” He scratched his head. “I think October is still free. What do you think about October?”


“October is a good month as well, but not quite so good if you are intending to sunbathe.”


“I never sunbathe,” Peter said, and jotted down Caucasus? under October in his notebook. “I have been looking forward to this trip,” he added with a sigh. “It’s nice to relax in one place for a while. Though, relax is perhaps not the right word. At least I don’t need to carry my suitcase anywhere!”


The ship had its own rhythm. The route passed through nine time zones, so the clock was put back an hour at appropriate intervals. There was no Internet or mobile coverage on board; for four weeks, we had no contact with the outside world and floated around in our own little universe, a universe that soon settled down into routine and ritual. There were two dining rooms on board, and after no more than a few days, people went to the same places at the same table with the same people in the same room. Breakfast was at half past seven, lunch at half past twelve, and dinner at seven. On the port side, we could see the Russian coast, a low, dark strip of land that was partially hidden by grey fog, and on the starboard side we had the open sea. Every now and then we caught a glimpse of white sheet ice or bare, rocky islands.


If we had taken the fastest route to Murmansk, without any detours or stops, the voyage would have taken between one and two weeks – the record is six and a half days. But we went ashore as often as we could, onto windswept islands that were inhabited only by seabirds, lemmings and huffing, puffing walruses. The word “Arctic” is derived from the Greek ἀρκτικός, arktikos, which means “near the bear” and refers to the constellation Ursa Major, the Great Bear, which is clearly visible in the northern hemisphere. It could, of course, also refer to the very real bears of the animal kingdom – we saw polar bears, or signs of polar bears, on every island where we went ashore. For this reason, we always stayed together in a group. This was the home of the polar bear, and we were guests. Once we saw more than two hundred polar bears in a single day, which is one per cent of the total population. From on board the ship they looked like sheep in the distance.


Even when you think you have no expectations, as the place is utterly unknown, the journey so different from any other, you still have subliminal expectations about what you might see and experience, not least about what you will not see and experience.


I had not expected so much rubbish. I have never seen so many rusty oil drums as I did in the Arctic, thousands upon thousands of old drums, stacked up on top of each other, or just lying around on the tundra; a very concrete reminder of the Soviet Union’s ambitious investment in the north. At its peak, there were more than a hundred weather stations along the northern coast, which were staffed, as a rule, by three or four people who lived there in isolation, in all kinds of weather, through the long, white nights of summer and the long, black nights of winter, often for years at a time. The first polar stations were built soon after the creation of the Soviet Union, before any ships had managed to cross the Northeast Passage without getting stuck in the ice for at least one winter.


Until 1920, only three expeditions had successfully negotiated the Northeast Passage. The Finnish-Swedish explorer, Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld, was the first to complete the voyage from the coast of Norway to the Bering Strait in 1878–9. The feat was not repeated until forty-five years later, in 1914, by the Russian naval officer and hydrographer Boris Vilkitsky – only this time the journey was made from east to west. It was in fact Vilkitsky who discovered Severnaya Zemlya, which lies roughly in the middle of the Northeast Passage, north of the Taymyr Peninsula and Cape Chelyuskin. Vilkitsky named it Emperor Nicholas II Land. In 1926, the archipelago was given the more neutral name Severnaya Zemlya, meaning “northern land”, and when the area was mapped in the 1930s, the islands themselves were given edifying names such as October Revolution, Bolshevik and Komsomolets, which today sound as outdated as Emperor Nicholas II Land must have sounded in 1926.


The last of the three explorers, Roald Amundsen, set sail in 1918, and thus became the first person to sail both the Northeast Passage and the Northwest Passage. Nordenskiöld, Vilkitsky and Amundsen all got stuck in the ice and were forced to winter in the frozen wasteland. Nordenskiöld’s ship, Vega, froze into the pack ice only a hundred nautical miles from the Bering Strait and was stuck for ten months, whereas Vilkitsky’s two ships got stuck in the ice about three hundred kilometres east of Cape Chelyuskin. And Amundsen did not reach Alaska until 1920, two years after he left Norway, as his ship got caught in the ice twice.


The Northeast Passage, or Northern Sea Route as the Russians call it, is reckoned to be one of the most difficult, and not without reason. It covers a distance of more than three thousand nautical miles, from Murmansk to the Bering Strait, across five seas: the Barents Sea, the Kara Sea, the Laptev Sea, the East Siberian Sea and the Chukchi Sea, which are all part of the Arctic Ocean. In winter, the greater part of the route is covered in thick sea ice, as the waters are often very shallow, barely more than five or six metres deep in some places. The breakthrough came in 1932, after many attempts and almost as many catastrophes and dramatic rescue operations. The Russian scientist Otto Schmidt successfully completed the journey from Murmansk to the Pacific Ocean in only ten weeks, without being forced to winter en route. As a result of Schmidt’s success, the Soviet Union invested heavily in the Arctic region, and Schmidt was appointed director of the newly established Directorate for the Northern Sea Route. Weather stations, navigation bases and military posts popped up along the entire coastline and people started to cherish the dream of developing the Northern Sea Route for commercial transport – a dream that was then set out in ambitious five-year plans which were never realised.


The only evidence that remains of these past dreams and ambitions are the buildings: deserted, dilapidated, with books by Stalin and Lenin on the bookshelves, shoes, chairs, beds and insulation strewn around, and the occasional typewriter for writing reports. Most of the weather stations were abandoned following the collapse of the Soviet Union and have been replaced by satellites, but a handful of people continue to live and work in some of them.


After a week at sea, we landed at Great Lyakhovsky Island, one of the New Siberian Islands. There were some abandoned houses from the 1930s, which nobody had bothered to demolish, as well as two new buildings where the meteorologists now live and work. The inhabitants were standing waiting for us on the beach when we arrived. Three tall, thin men and a young woman with a pallid complexion and round glasses. Her name was Anya. She was twenty-two, and had been on the island for five months.


“The worst thing is the boredom,” she said. “There’s nothing to do here. We don’t have the Internet, or newspapers, just a television, and nothing ever happens.”


Four thick-coated guard dogs hid behind Anya’s legs and watched us with darting eyes. They had never seen so many people together at once.


“What do you do when you have finished work for the day?” I asked.


Anya shrugged.


“We watch television. In summer, we go fishing. Sometimes we go for a walk.” She laughed. “But there aren’t many places to go.”


The island was not large, and there was detritus everywhere: old equipment, cars, boats, the wooden frames of outside toilets, boathouses, observation stations. And in between all the old rusty oil drums lay new blue barrels. The circle was not closed, but had expanded into the new century.


“Isn’t it lonely here?” I said, and immediately realised how ridiculous the question was.


“The fewer people there are in the station, the higher the wages,” Anya said, and shrugged again. “As a recent graduate, I would find it almost impossible to get a suitable job in Novosibirsk.”


Anya was a newly qualified meteorological assistant. She had originally studied business and marketing, but her husband, Yury, was the warden on the island and had already been there for two and half years. In the end, the waiting became too much, and Anya dropped out of her course, applied for an intensive three-month course in meteorology, then followed him.


“It is hardest in winter,” Yury said. He was twenty-eight, but looked at least ten years older. “It is dark all the time and we never see the sun.”


“And I’m sure it’s very cold.”


“Minus thirty-five, or thereabouts,” he said. “But that’s fine. Novosibirsk is very cold as well.”


“How long will you be here?” I said.


“In theory, we can go home once a year in October, on the icebreaker, but the company has no-one to cover for us, so we will be here for another two years, I guess,” Anya said.


On the opposite side of the island, which took a few hours to sail around, was another weather station, which had opened in the 1920s and then been abandoned after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The ruins of big and small buildings remained, as well as a rusty tracked vehicle and, as always, rusty oil drums. There was a used condom by the outside toilet, and in one of the houses we found the remains of white bread, an open jar of chocolate spread covered in mould, an open packet of macaroni and a collection of D.V.D.s. The bread could not have been more than a few weeks old.


“Mammoth tusk collectors,” Yevgeny, one of our Russian guides, told us.


“Mammoth tusk collectors?” I repeated.


“Yes, mammoth tusks are big business! When the weather warmed up after the last ice age, lots of mammoths fled to the New Siberian Islands, so there are mammoth tusks all over the place. Now that the permafrost is melting, erosion is speeding up and more and more tusks are being found. Some collectors hire helicopters and boats to get here. There is a lot of money to be made – we are talking millions. This is probably one of the areas in the Arctic where there is most human activity. Customs officers and soldiers are involved, obviously, as there is so much money to be had. The Chinese are insatiable!” Yevgeny laughed. “They grind them to powder, which they use as an aphrodisiac.”


*


“Water” would have been a more suitable name for our planet. “Earth” is as misleading a name as Greenland. Sometimes the ocean was turquoise, almost emerald green, and at other times it was a muddy brown. Some days it was metallic blue, almost black, framed by golden-white skies. Other days the difference between water and air was erased and the sea and sky blended into one. The days spilled into a purple dusk before the sun rose again, having dipped briefly below the horizon. An elderly French couple were on the bridge from early morning until evening, forever watching seabirds, taking only short breaks for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Every observation was logged in a squared notebook, and reported at the Bird Club meetings which took place every evening in the bar. Other than the seagulls that trailed the boat, there were not many species to report; most had already migrated south.


Over the course of the morning, a storm blew up. The boat rocked from side to side and it was hard to keep your balance. The pensioners stumbled from wall to wall. Nausea squeezed my ribs like a tight yellow belt, and only when I lay absolutely still did the seasickness subside; my balance was as ephemeral as morning mist. At lunch, I stumbled into the dining room and my usual table; people were conspicuous by their absence. Every second chair was empty. A queue of ashen faces waited outside the ship doctor’s office.


“This is nothing compared to the Antarctic,” said the jovial Australian who was standing beside me.


“This is a walk in the park compared with the Antarctic,” his wife said.


“Do you remember that evening, darling, when it took us half an hour to get up the stairs and back to our cabin?”


“The boat was moving so much that all we could do was cling to the banister!” his wife laughed. “They gave up serving food for several days, just put out sandwiches for those who could stomach it, and we had to strap ourselves into our berths so we wouldn’t fall out.”


“Sounds like a wonderful trip,” I muttered.


“Oh, it was unforgettable!” the man said. “A once-in-a-lifetime experience. You must go to the Antarctic if you get the chance, but don’t take one of the short trips. Take a long one, so you see it all.”


“The long ones are best,” his wife agreed.


It was not until late in the evening that the wind dropped. But then we hit ice, lots of it. The captain had to concentrate as he navigated the pack ice, which boomed and slowly cracked open to let us through. A polar bear sow and her two cubs lay wrapped around each other on a melting iceberg and observed us with black, watchful eyes. We were already just over halfway to Murmansk, and the most difficult stretch lay ahead: Vilkitsky Strait, the northernmost strait along the Northeast Passage. The strait is fifty-five kilometres wide, and relatively shallow with strong currents. The surface of the water is generally covered with pack ice throughout the year. All night long, the ship pressed through the thick ice; it bumped and humped and crunched as we crept towards Cape Chelyuskin, the northernmost point on the Eurasian continent.


The cape is feared by sailors because of the difficult weather conditions. When the ice is not lying thick, there are terrible storms, and if, against all odds, the wind is not blowing, the desolate landscape is covered by dense fog. It was not until one hundred and fifty years after Semyon Chelyuskin had discovered and mapped the cape on land that Nordenskiöld successfully navigated the northernmost point of Russia. Many had predicted that Cape Chelyuskin would be the death of him, and for that reason the Swedish naval minister, Carl Gustaf von Otter, was against the expedition, as he believed it was too risky. But Nordenskiöld set sail in 1878 all the same. Vega rounded the dreaded cape without any drama, but Nordenskiöld was not impressed by what he saw: “. . . which was the most monotonous and the most desolate I have seen in the High North.”4


The border guards would not let us ashore on the cape, so we had to be satisfied with a trip along the cliffs in a Zodiac. When we got close to land, it was easy to see why the Russians did not want us there. Cape Chelyuskin is an environmental catastrophe, a parody of Russian decline and poor maintenance. Not hundreds, but thousands of rusty oil drums lay in haphazard piles. Small streams of old fuel ran into the ocean from some of the drums. There were scrapped cars, pieces of airplanes and helicopters, unidentifiable metal objects and empty apartment blocks with gaping, broken windows and cracked facades full of holes. The settlement was simply an enormous Soviet rubbish tip. There was not a flower to be seen, not even a blade of grass, just shades of grey, muddy brown and rusty red. The only sign of life were the three soldiers who suddenly set about repairing a radar on one of the roofs and pretended not to be keeping an eye on what we were doing in the boats.


Rugged, black cliffs formed a shield around Eurasia’s northernmost point. Right out on the edge of the cliffs was a small graveyard. Down by the water, a cairn had been built to commemorate Roald Amundsen, and somewhere else there was a memorial for Nordenskiöld. Beside the graveyard was a single Russian border marker in red and green, just as dirty and tired as the rest of the base.


*


One day at sea was much like the next, and yet they were unlike any other days. For the first few I wandered endlessly up and down the corridors, up and down the stairs, round and round the decks, but slowly the restlessness subsided and was replaced by a kind of peace, or perhaps it was resignation. The ship was moving, I stood still. The pensioners slept. Not all the time, of course, but they seemed to get more and more tired with each degree of longitude we moved west. They slept after breakfast, after lunch and after dinner, and often took a short nap during the evening lectures on polar history.


However, Anatoly, one of the Russian passengers, did not waste his time on board with sleep. For hours on end he energetically marched round and round the lower deck; some days he might walk for six or seven hours at a stretch. He was somewhere in his fifties, with a little pot belly, and intensely present in all that he did. Whenever we went ashore, he always had his iPad with him. “Dear friends, I am now standing on a piece of history. It was here that Nansen met Jackson, and numerous other expeditions have met,” he proclaimed to the camera as soon as we stepped onto dry ground at Cape Flora on Franz Josef Land, one of the busiest meeting places in the Arctic in the era of the great explorers.


In the evenings, the Russian passengers sometimes broke into spontaneous singing orgies that went on for ever, one song after another, and all of them, absolutely all of them, knew all the songs and sang with great gusto. The British and Australian pensioners regarded the Russian mixed choir with reserved, anxious smiles from the other end of the bar as they sipped their milky tea before discreetly retiring to their cabins to sleep some more. The Russians, meanwhile, enjoyed their wine, not to mention vodka, and it never took long before Yevgeny, the Russian guide, got out his guitar and played melancholy tunes. As the contents of the vodka bottle dwindled, it became ever easier to persuade him to play just one more. Even Anatoly was quiet when Yevgeny sang his sad songs about the loneliness of life on the tundra. Konrad, the German ship’s doctor, intensified the mood by singing East German love songs in a minor key.


When we got to Champ Island, which is also part of Franz Josef Land, we had to rejig the day’s itinerary. One of the Rosatomflot atomic icebreakers, full of tourists who had just been to the North Pole, was anchored out in the bay, and we had to wait patiently until all the polar explorers were on board again before we could go ashore and admire the enormous, perfectly symmetrical stone spheres. These days, if you have the money, you can go on a cruise to the North Pole, eat caviar, drink champagne and take selfies in the frozen wilderness before getting back on the icebreaker and treating yourself to a drink at the bar to celebrate your accomplishment.


The situation was very different a hundred years ago. Polar history is still a relatively new subject: Franz Josef Land, which comprises nearly two hundred large and small islands, was not officially discovered until 1873 by an Austro-Hungarian polar expedition led by Julius von Payer and Karl Weyprecht. As with many other expeditions and explorers, Payer and Weyprecht had aimed for the North Pole, which at the time many people believed was a large, magnetic stone surrounded by open sea. Their vessel, the polar ship Admiral Tegetthof, got frozen in the ice and drifted north to the archipelago, which they named after the Austrian emperor. Unlike Emperor Nicholas II Land, the islands have kept their name, even though the Austro-Hungarian Empire and royal family entered the history books long ago.


Franz Josef Land quickly became the preferred starting point for international expeditions with ambitions of reaching the North Pole. Many felt the call, but none were chosen. There were nearly as many rescue operations as there were expeditions. The islands are scattered with lonely graves. Everywhere we went, we saw signs of heroic courage and tragedy.


At the foot of a rocky outcrop at Cape Heller on Wilczek Land, we discovered the modest grave of the Norwegian Bernt Bentsen, who died there in 1899 at the age of thirty-eight. He had been part of the Fram expedition, Nansen’s legendary attempt in 1893–6 to reach the pole, and after only a year back at home in Norway, Bentsen was hired for another expedition, led by the American journalist Walter Wellmann. Not far from the grave stood the remains of the stone-and-turf hut where Bentsen wintered with a fellow Norwegian, Paul Bjørvig, in 1898–9. They had been asked to guard the supply depot that would be used for the expedition to the North Pole the following summer, while the rest of the expedition spent the winter at the main base, further south.


“On Saturday, October 22, Baldwin, Emil and Olaf travelled to Cape Tegetthof,” Paul Bjørvig wrote in his diary.5 “Bentsen and I remain in the hut. God knows if we will ever see them again. God willing. [. . .] There is no means of heating the hovel whatsoever. We only make food twice a day in order to save fuel. In the evenings, we read a magazine. We only have the one, so have to be frugal with this too. While one reads, the other has to tend the moss lamp. Eight days have passed since we were left here on our own, and thus far all is well, though our sleeping bags have been sodden since we left Cape Tegetthof. They are now frozen. The reason for this is that Baldwin has treated us like dogs. Where we slept, we were exposed to the snow and wind, while he himself always took the best and driest places. He would lie there eating chocolate and other delicacies, while we ate walrus meat.”


Before long, Bentsen fell ill. It started with a sore throat, but the symptoms quickly worsened: “Monday, November 12. Storm from the east, minus twenty-eight. Bentsen is extremely unwell. It would seem he can no longer get out of his sleeping bag. He is unable to get up from the bunk. It is his stomach that is weak. His faeces are mostly blood.”


As the weeks went by, Bentsen got steadily worse. Bjørvig had to keep the polar bears at bay and look after the dogs, making sure that they had food and drink. In the polar nights, it was “as dark inside as it is out”, but every now and then the sky was illuminated by the magnificent Northern Lights. Bjørvig had more than enough to deal with, however, and had neither the time nor the energy to admire the colour play.


“My friend has started to hallucinate,” he wrote in December. “All he wants is for us to go back to Tromsø, we can get there quickly, he says. He sees people and talks with them, and is astonished that I cannot see them or talk with them too. [. . .] I now have all manner of tasks to do. I look after the dogs, clear the snow and nurse the patient, not least, though without any kind of medicine whatsoever. Thus I need not fear that I will use the wrong kind.”


Bentsen was still alive on Christmas Eve; Bjørvig thought that he might even be getting better. Their Christmas celebrations were nothing to write home about: “It must be the dullest and saddest Christmas Eve experienced by anyone. We are two lost souls, lying here at the end of the world, in the most inclement place on the planet, in the far north in a tiny snow hut.”


On the night of January 1, the two Norwegians entertained each other with songs. Bentsen even joined in with two verses of “Fairest Lord Jesus”.


“A better song could not be sung under such circumstances,” Bjørvig wrote. The two then fell asleep. When Bjørvig woke up at dawn, all was quiet in the wretched turf hut. “I thought he was still asleep so did not want to wake him. I struck a match and then saw that he was dead. I had long known that this was where it would end and had in many ways accepted it. But the reality felt so different. [. . .] I got up and melted some ice, then washed his face and hands and left him in the sleeping bag where he had died. When we were left on our own in the autumn, we had agreed that if either one of us was to die, the other would keep the body in the shelter until the expedition came north, to keep it safe from the bears and dogs.”


Bjørvig kept his promise. “It was a little sad to lie beside the deceased,” he wrote in a pragmatic entry. “It was cold to lie in the sleeping bag with him when he was alive, but it feels even worse now that he is dead. I must take things as they come.”


It was not until two months later, on February 27, that Wellmann and the rest of the expedition came to relieve the Norwegian.


“How are you?” Wellmann asked. “And where is Bentsen?”


“I am well, but my friend is dead,” Bjørvig said.


“Where have you buried your friend?”


“I have not buried him, he is lying in there,” Bjørvig said, and pointed at the shared sleeping bag at Wellmann’s feet. Bjørvig recalled that Wellmann was silent for a long time. Later, once a grave had been dug for Bentsen, Wellmann, Bjørvig and the rest of the small expedition attempted to travel north, but they had to give up after only a few weeks, and returned to the base at Cape Tegetthof.


Bjørvig took part in many more polar expeditions on Spitsbergen and in Antarctica. He spent the winter of 1908–9 as a watchman on the north-western coast of Spitsbergen with the experienced Arctic skipper Knut Johnsen, once again working for Wellmann. One May day, Johnsen fell through the ice and was gone. This time Bjørvig was on his own for a month before help came. Wellman later tried to persuade Bjørvig to go back to Svalbard, but Bjørvig had had his fill: “The Arctic has given me enough sorrow,” he wrote in his diary. “But if one has no sorrows, one has no joy.”


He died in 1932 at the age of seventy-five.


The meteorologist Evelyn Briggs Baldwin, who, according to Bjørvig, had guzzled chocolate while he and Bentsen had had to eat walrus meat, returned to the Arctic in 1901. On that occasion he was sponsored by the American baking powder millionaire William Ziegler, who paid for three polar expeditions, each more expensive than the last, but all equally unsuccessful. Baldwin’s expedition was forced to winter on Alger Island, one of the southernmost islands in Franz Josef Land. The remains of the timber hut where they kept their supplies are still there, and in astonishingly good condition.


*


“We are doing everything we can to save valuable historical artefacts and record everything before it disappears,” said Yevgeny Yevmonov, the young historian leading the work to document the polar history of Alger Island. “Twenty years ago, the hut was forty-five metres from the water. But now, as you can see, it is only two metres away, and the water is rising faster and faster. The permafrost is melting, and the coastline is being swallowed up by the ocean. We are working as fast as we can. Back then, in 1901, things looked very different here. Baldwin’s ship was anchored about where yours is now, but in the midst of thick ice.”


Akademik Shokalsky was anchored a few hundred metres from the shore, surrounded by still, deep green water. There was not a crystal of ice to be seen.


Polar history is literally crumbling and being eroded. The Arctic is one of the regions where man-made climate change is most dramatic and visible: the north is warming at double the global average, and it is accelerating. Since measurements began in 1979, the ice in the Arctic has shrunk by 91,000 square kilometres per year, and the sea ice that is still there is getting thinner and younger. It is a vicious circle, as thick white ice reflects the sun’s rays back into the atmosphere, whereas thinner ice and the ocean absorb them. In 1980, four per cent of the sun’s heat penetrated through the ice into the water. In 2010, that figure was eleven per cent. Climate experts believe that the Arctic has not been as warm as it is now for 44,000 years, if not more.


The voyage through the Northeast Passage on Akademik Shokalsky would have been unthinkable without an icebreaker only a few years ago. And future passengers may perhaps not even encounter sea ice at all. The landscape we travelled through is disappearing. The Arctic, as we know it, will soon be gone. Forecasts indicate that the Northeast Passage will be ice-free in summer within twenty years, if not sooner, and the average temperature is expected to have risen by as much as five or six degrees Celsius by 2080. The warming of the Arctic region will have enormous consequences for life on land and in the water, and will also affect wind cycles and ocean currents. Furthermore, warm water is less able to absorb CO2 than cold water, which will result in a dramatic increase in the CO2 in the atmosphere, which in turn will speed up global warming. An even more frightening scenario, if that is possible, is the melting of the permafrost in the Arctic and Siberia. This will lead not only to more erosion, but also to the release of greenhouse gases that have been stored in the permafrost for thousands of years. In 2016, a twelve-year-old boy and 2,300 reindeer died following an anthrax outbreak on the Yamal Peninsula in Siberia. The bacteria were stored in the permafrost and came back to life as the frost melted. No-one knows what other viruses and bacteria may lie hidden in the melting permafrost.


Only the Russian government and those in the shipping and oil industries have reason to celebrate such alarming prospects. The Arctic holds perhaps as much as a fifth of the world’s oil and gas reserves, which will become more accessible as the ice melts. The route along Russia’s northern coast from China and Japan to Northern Europe is about a third of that via the Suez Canal. The Chinese have already invested in icebreakers, which they may soon no longer need. And the nineteenth-century polar explorers’ idea that the North Pole was an enormous area of open water may shortly be reality.


The dramatic consequences of climate change open up a potential gold mine for the Russian authorities. Not only will it be easier to access the reserves that lie hidden in the seabed, they will also have jurisdiction over the fastest route between Asia and Northern Europe. Even if future traffic along the Northeast Passage is only a fraction of the traffic through the Suez Canal, it will still make the northern regions so important that the traditional view of geography will be turned on its head. Russia’s hopelessly remote ports, which until now have lain inactive through much of winter, could soon be busy and lucrative.


As a result of global warming, a new northern era is freeing itself from the ice.


*


No sooner had we stepped ashore at our final stop, Tikhaya Bay on Hooker Island, than there landed a helicopter full of Russian border guards. It must rank high on the list of the world’s most expensive passport control.


Following the stagnation and decline of the 1990s, Russia is once again investing in the Arctic. Military bases that were shut down have been given a facelift, and border stations, nature reserves and weather stations are now staffed again. Russia recently submitted a claim to the U.N. for 1.2 million square kilometres of the Arctic seabed, including the underwater Lomonosov Ridge, which lies between Russia and Canada, and stretches to the North Pole. Denmark and Canada have also laid claim to the same area, so now it is up to the U.N. to decide who is the rightful owner of the contested seabed.


Unlike in the Caucasus and Ukraine, Russia has largely followed international rules in the Arctic, and, given the size of its territory, will no doubt gain from this strategy in the long run. Compared with that of Russia’s other border areas, the history of the Arctic is relatively peaceful. In the frozen north, conflicts are resolved by law rather than by weapons, even though it might take time. In 2010, Norway and Russia finally agreed on a boundary line in the so-called Grey Zone in the Barents Sea. Negotiations had been going on for forty years and ended with both countries getting equal portions of the disputed maritime area.


Three days at sea were all that was left between us and Murmansk. The Barents Sea had a kick to it, and, again, many were missing from the dinner table. Peter was quieter than usual, not because of seasickness, but because ice made it impossible to visit Novaya Zemlya, the archipelago where the Soviet authorities had a nuclear test site during the Cold War.


“Do you think there’s an airport there?” he eventually asked me.


“I have no idea,” I said. “You could ask the Russian park rangers.”


The whole of Franz Josef Land is a protected nature reserve, and all tourists are accompanied by Russian rangers. Two of them had hitched a lift with us back to Murmansk. The season was over and they were going home.


Peter nodded enthusiastically and almost dragged me over to the wardens’ table, so that I could translate.


“The airport is used only by the military,” Nikolay, the older of the two, informed us. “But they are planning to build a hotel at the northern end, so in a few years’ time I’m sure it will be possible to get there in some way or another. There’s no point in building a hotel if there are no guests.”


Peter lit up and put a reminder in his densely written notebook: Novaya Zemlya 2020?


Our four weeks in the Arctic were coming to an end. Four weeks without mobile coverage, without Internet, without any outside contact. No emails to answer, no Trump tweets to get exercised about, no Norwegian election campaign, no Facebook updates or pointless discussions to follow; the ship and its small universe were all that existed. Travelling must have been like that in the past; when you were away, you were away, and home was nothing more than a memory, a parallel world, out of reach – unlike now, when it is always in your pocket.


My long journey along Russia’s border had started two years earlier in a similar news vacuum in North Korea, also on a group trip. Now, more than sixty thousand kilometres later, I was at the end of my journey. Since I left school, I have been drawn to Russia, to its culture, literature, history and language, and, not least, to the people, the so-called Russian dusha, the Russian soul, and I have spent many years of my life trying to understand the vast country and the people who live there. This time I had taken a different approach: is it possible to understand a country and its people from the outside, from the perspective of its neighbours, or, as now, from on board a ship?


A border is both very real and highly abstract. In the course of the four weeks at sea, we had crossed Russia’s maritime border many times; we had moved in and out of Russian territorial and international waters, back and forth across dotted lines that were visible only on the captain’s sea charts and G.P.S. The Russian border guards had to be alerted at least four hours in advance of whenever we crossed the invisible line. The border did not actually exist, and yet it was an absolute and awkward reality.


The same is not true of borders on land. They are often very real, watched by cameras, protected by fences, a no-man’s-land with buffer zones where it is forbidden to loiter. The father of Norwegian social anthropology, Fredrik Barth, developed a famous theory based on the idea that you can only see yourself, your people and your culture in relation to “the other”. It is at the border and in relation to the unknown that identity and cultural differences arise.


Russians often claim that they are neither European nor Asian, nor anything in between; they are Russians. The argument is often presented as self-evident, with something akin to smugness, as though Russia were a world in its own right. But, naturally, Russia does not exist in a vacuum. The gigantic country is surrounded by neighbours on every side, except for here in the north; some are big and powerful, like China, others small and wilful like North Korea and Georgia. Has Russia, past and present, been shaped by these neighbours?


If the answer is yes, then the same must be true of the neighbouring countries: just as large parts of Russia have been created by its borders, the neighbouring countries have also been shaped and worn by their geographical proximity to the great country in the north and east.


On a globe, countries are neatly defined, often in different colours, like pieces in a puzzle. In reality, the land mass is continuous: there are no borders in nature, just transitions. It is people who have divided the world up into different colours, separated by lines on the map. Some of these stretches are so new that border agreements have not yet been completed – for example, the border between Estonia and Russia has still not been ratified. Other borders have been, but are dissolving, as is the case in Eastern Ukraine, where no-one knows any longer where Russia ends and independent Ukraine starts.


The history of Russia’s border is the history of modern Russia, with all its new neighbours, but it is also the history of how Russia came into being and, of course, what Russia is. It remains to be seen whether it is also the history of Russia’s future. When I started to dream about following the Russian border three and half years ago, Putin was still in favour, the 2008 war with Georgia had been forgiven, if not forgotten, and the Winter Olympics in Sochi were about to begin. A few weeks later, Russia annexed the Crimean Peninsula and soon after war broke out with Eastern Ukraine. The Russian border had moved again.


The border to the north may also move, depending on what the U.N. decides. In contrast to the gun-toting separatists in Ukraine, their only concern is that the legal conditions be correctly interpreted. For the moment, continental shelves and underwater conditions trump political agitation and mindless nationalism.


The pensioners on board the Akademik Shokalskiy slept more than usual in those final days. And the Russian choir reached new heights in the evening. One afternoon, we got company. We were suddenly surrounded by hundreds of harp seals and minke whales. I snapped hundreds of pictures with frozen fingers, and none of them were any good. In the end, I put my camera away and simply enjoyed watching the playful seals and waving flukes of the whales.


Sea and sky, that was all there was. The Arctic summer light shifted from white to grey to golden. In the evening, the sky was streaked with pinkish-purple wisps. Each day was like the last, even though we were never in the same place. It felt as though we were standing still; we kept to the same cabins, the same tables, the same chairs, and so the days rolled into one another. Time stopped and yet passed too quickly, and suddenly we were at the end.


On the final evening, Anatoly sat hunched over his iPhone calculator with a concentrated expression on his face.


“Four hundred and fifty thousand steps,” he said, triumphantly. “Has anyone done more?”


The colour drained from his cheeks moments later when he discovered that he had forgotten to turn on the sound when recording videos, and that he therefore had hours of silent footage from the voyage through the Northeast Passage.


Peter was, as always, thinking about his future travel. He was already far advanced in his plans for 2019 when Murmansk appeared in the distance. Monstrous, dirty-grey apartment blocks towered up on the horizon. After four weeks when abandoned weather stations had been the only sign of human civilisation, the buildings were almost overwhelming.


My mobile phone started to vibrate angrily.


We had arrived.









Asia




“Although we now live in separate countries and speak different languages, you couldn’t mistake us for anyone else. We’re easy to spot! People who have come out of socialism, are both like and unlike the rest of humanity – we have our own lexicon, our own conceptions of good and evil, our heroes and martyrs.”


Svetlana Alexievich












Map of Russia’s Border with Asia
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Map of North and South Korea
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The Art of Bowing without Bowing Down


From the viewing platform, we could look into both China and Russia without any hindrance. On the Russian side, there was nothing. No fence, no watchtower, no houses or fields, just a rusty railway bridge and a hazy, flat landscape. The Tyumen River, which marks the border between North Korea and Russia, is neither particularly deep nor particularly wide. It looked as though it might even be possible to wade to the other side.


The North Korean border with Russia is the shortest of them all, barely nineteen kilometres, and yet there are few countries on which Russia has had greater impact, albeit indirectly, than North Korea. Kim Jong-un would not have been a dictator today had it not been for Stalin. Korea was under Japanese rule from 1910 until the Second World War. In 1945, the peninsula was divided by the U.S.A. and the Soviet Union. Stalin needed a loyal, local leader in the new satellite state, and his choice was Kim Il-sung, who had spent the war years in a Soviet military camp. However, Kim Il-sung proved to be anything but an obedient puppet for Moscow. Instead of following Soviet policies, he and his successors have gone their own way. The Kim family has developed into a dynasty of brutal autocrats, with a personality cult unlike any other in modern times. The Kims have become god kings in the bizarre, insulated bubble that is this backward country.


The bus driver set off for the Chinese border; a two-week group tour of the world’s worst dictatorship was coming to an end. I had been allowed in under the guise of being a tourist; I had said I worked as a secretary in the family meat business. Getting a press visa for North Korea is a long and time-consuming process, and journalists are, as a rule, only allowed to visit Pyongyang. I wanted to see as much as possible.


Thanks to the packed and well-choreographed itinerary of the Korean Tourist Company, a North Korean government agency, I had certainly seen a lot. I had been up and down to the north and south, had visited revolutionary museums, inspected enormous statues, watched school performances by the score and had travelled to places and towns that had only recently been opened to tourism. Even though everything we were shown had been carefully curated, and the guides had never been more than a few metres away, this staging had itself been revealing at times. And sometimes it came apart at the seams. The further away we got from Pyongyang, the more visible the cracks became.


But now the only thing we had left to do was to reclaim our passports from Miss Ri, who had gathered them up two weeks earlier, and leave the bubble.


*


“First of all, let me wish you a warm welcome to Korea!” said the young woman who had taken up position at the front of the bus. “My name is Miss Ri, and I will be your guide in Pyongyang. Mr Kim,” here she nodded at a serious, middle-aged man, “my colleague, will be working with me. If you have any questions, please ask Mr Kim or myself.”


Miss Ri then proceeded to list all the things we could not do, smiling all the while: “You must not take photographs of people without asking permission, and you must never, under any circumstances, photograph soldiers. If you want to take pictures of statues of Kim Il-sung or Kim Jong-il, be sure to take the whole statue, not just parts of it. If we say that you cannot take pictures of something, then you cannot take pictures, is that understood? To be on the safe side, it is always best to ask us first. Mr Kim and I will always be nearby. Please have your passports to hand, as I will come down the bus now to collect them.”


She laughed when she saw the faces of some of the tourists, even though she must have seen the same reaction a hundred times before. “Please do not worry, they will be returned to you when you leave. But as long as you are in Korea, it is best that I look after them. You may lose them and then we would have all sorts of problems.”


A couple of tourists made a feeble attempt to protest, but Miss Ri ignored them and snapped up their passports with a smile. The roads we drove along from the airport into Pyongyang were dark and deserted. At regular intervals, we passed gigantic portraits of Kim Il-sung and his son, Kim Jong-il, North Korea’s first leaders. The two despots quite literally lit up the night. Otherwise, everything was dark, but not as devoid of people as I had at first thought. People walked and cycled in the dark, armed with torches that cast weak beams of light onto the pavements. There were people everywhere, if one just looked.


“You must not go out alone,” Miss Ri warned us. “Koreans are not used to foreigners and they do not speak English; if you venture out on your own, you may end up in trouble. If you would like to get some air when the day’s programme is finished, you can go for a walk in the parking lot outside the hotel. But there is no need to worry, you will not be bored, as there is plenty to do in the hotel!”


I guessed from the wide boulevards and tall buildings with no lights in the windows that we were already in the city centre. To the right lay a large, open square. There were rows and rows of seated children on the ground; there must have been thousands of them. All were wearing white shirts and navy blue trousers or skirts, and they were all sitting there quietly in the dark.


“They are practising for Party Foundation Day on October 10,” Miss Ri told us.


“Can we take a photograph?” asked one of the group.


Miss Ri nodded. There was a frenzy of clicking on mobile phones and cameras.


“Oh, and please remember to change your clocks,” Miss Ri said. “In August, only a few weeks ago, we got our own time back, so we are no longer in the same time zone as the Japanese imperialists. The time is now 20.55, Korean time, half an hour ahead of China.”


The hotel where we were going to stay lay very handily on a peninsula in the middle of the Taedong River, which splits Pyongyang in two. If anyone did dare to break the rules and go out into town alone, they would first have to sneak unnoticed over the wide, empty bridge that led into the centre.


“The four-star hotel has forty-seven floors and a total of a thousand rooms. There is a restaurant on the top floor that turns round and round!” Miss Ri told us with great enthusiasm as we swung into the car park, which was packed with tourist buses. We were then led into the hotel lobby and eventually into an enormous dining room, where we were served fish, luke-warm rice and North Korean beer. I had a couple of mouthfuls before I staggered over to the lift, ready to drop after nearly forty-eight hours of travel.


The hotel room was decorated in various shades of brown and there was a strong smell of mould and damp. Only one of the lights worked, a wobbly steel lamp with a crooked shade. A small legion of mosquitoes and moths swarmed below the ceiling. I stood and looked down at the city for a short while. Apart from the odd monument here and there that was illuminated, the city of more than a million lay in the dark. It felt as though I was in a war zone in blackout. Out of habit, I checked my mobile phone, but there was no coverage, naturally. In theory it was possible to buy a local SIM card, but it cost 120 dollars, included only twenty text messages and was blocked for calls to North Korean numbers. For an extra ninety dollars, fifty megabytes were added for surfing on the Internet.


I set my mobile to airplane mode, and put it away.


*


The next day, I was woken at six o’clock sharp by Miss Ri’s wakeup call. The day’s itinerary was breathtaking, a conscious strategy on the part of the tourism department: if tourists do not have freedom of movement, they have to be kept busy from early morning to late evening. Not a free moment. No empty spaces. No breaks along the way. Total exhaustion.


“I apologise for the poor state of the roads,” Miss Ri said from her place at the front of the bus. “Would you like me to sing a traditional Korean song for you?”


She had a beautiful voice, pitch perfect and clear, but the P.A. system on the bus did not do it justice.


Once we were out of the city centre, we had the wide, bumpy, concrete road to ourselves. We passed rice paddies, fields of maize, and, every so often, a small cluster of houses. The few people we saw were either on bicycles or on foot, or squatting by the side of the road, armed with scissors and trowels. There was a narrow bed of pink, purple and white flowers by the verge, on both sides of the road.


Two hours and 170 kilometres later we came to some lush, rolling hills.


“It is no coincidence that the museums are here,” Miss Ri said. “Kim Jong-il chose this place specifically because of the beautiful surroundings.”


A visit to the International Friendship Exhibition is part of the standard package; no tourist can avoid it. More than two hundred thousand gifts from well-wishers at home and abroad, spread over more than one hundred and fifty rooms. Originally there was only one museum building, but as the number of gifts increased, the authorities realised that they would have to build another, a mirror image of the first, to house them all.


Two massive bronze doors opened into a dark, marble hall. A beautiful young woman in a traditional long silk dress led us down a long corridor. On the walls were framed pictures of all the flowers and animals that Kim Il-sung had been given as gifts over the years. Partly out of politeness, and partly out of curiosity, we stopped to admire each picture, much to the irritation of the young lady, who eventually gave us a long speech in Korean.


This was translated by Miss Ri as: “Hurry, hurry!”


We were whisked from one room to the next, each bigger and grander than the one before. The gifts, which varied from watches and cameras to barbecue sets, Karl Marx coffee cups and dusty books, were all presented in glass cases, sorted by country, with the sender’s name carefully noted. Every time we entered a new hall, Miss Ri shouted out the countries that she thought might be relevant to the group: “Switzerland!” “Belgium!” “Sweden!” “Italy!” “Great Britain!” It felt a bit like the Eurovision Song Contest. Norway was also represented: the communist party in Østfold had been particularly generous. The glass cases were largely filled with gifts from marginal communist party branches and friendship associations, rarely from governments or heads of state. I assumed that the exhibits were primarily intended for a home audience, an assumption that was bolstered by the many groups of North Koreans that marched past us at regular intervals.


When we walked over to the new wing, the museum guide took the opportunity to put some questions to Heinrich, the only German in the group. I was right behind them, so overheard what was said.


“What do you think of our museum?” Miss Ri translated.


“Very big and very impressive,” was his diplomatic answer. The guide nodded, obviously pleased.


“Do you have similar museums in Germany?” she asked.


“No, we don’t,” Heinrich said.


The young woman smiled.


“Do you have historical museums in Germany?” she said.


“Yes, we do,” Heinrich replied.


“Oh.” The museum guide sounded disappointed. “I didn’t think you had historical museums in Germany,” she said quietly.


One of the main attractions in the new wing was the airplane that the Communist Party of the Soviet Union gave to Kim Il-sung in 1958. The impressive gift exemplified the warm but unequal relationship between the Soviet Union and North Korea. No country gave North Korea more economic and technical support than the Soviet Union during the Cold War. Over a forty-year period, Soviet experts built about seventy large factories in the country, and in 1990 Soviet-built power stations accounted for seventy per cent of North Korea’s electricity. Even though it behaved like an independent country, North Korea was in fact a Soviet satellite state.


One by one, we climbed up the narrow steps and peered in at the green sofas in the cabin. But the absolute highpoint was saved until last.


Miss Ri ordered us to form two queues, and we did as we were told. The silent, ever-watchful Mr Kim inspected each one of us carefully. What he saw did not please him.


“You cannot have your arms crossed,” Miss Ri said. “It is disrespectful.”


Mr Kim pointed at one of the Belgian tourists.


“You cannot have your sweater tied around your waist,” Miss Ri said. “It is disrespectful. Put your sweater on. And you cannot keep your sunglasses on your head. Please put them in your pocket. Is anyone chewing gum?”


A Spaniard sheepishly put up his hand. Miss Ri pulled a paper napkin from her bag and did away with the disrespectful substance. Only when we were deemed to be radiating the necessary respect were we allowed into a dimly lit room. At the far end, a life-size wax figure of a smiling Kim Il-sung stood in a meadow of artificial flowers. Solemn music played in the background. We were asked to stand in a line and to bow deeply. I could not bring myself to bow to a dictator, so remained straight-backed, as did the French members of the group. Mr Kim sent us a disapproving look, but said nothing. Then we moved on to the next room, where we were met by a smiling Kim Jong-il, who was also full size. He was standing on North Korea’s holy Paektu Mountain; the famous blue lake glittered in the background. Finally we were ushered into the room of Kim Jong-suk, Kim Il-sung’s wife and Kim Jong-il’s mother, North Korea’s answer to the Virgin Mary.


The wax figures in the Friendship Exhibition were the support act. The following day was North Korea’s national day, and we were going to visit the holiest of holies.


*


The travelator proceeded slowly down the grey marble corridor in Kumsusan, the Palace of the Sun, in Pyongyang. Walking was not permitted; it was meant to take time. The walls were decorated with photographs from the ever-smiling Kim Il-sung’s eventful life. A long line of North Koreans, standing four abreast, rolled towards us on the other side of the corridor, the men in stiff uniforms, the women in long, colourful silk dresses. None of them appeared to even notice the hotchpotch group of European and American tourists who had at least tried to dress up. As the Koreans passed, I saw that they were looking at us discreetly, even if their heads did not move.


When we had been transported a long way and then some, we came to an escalator. Slowly we rose up into an enormous hall. Two huge wax statues of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il dominated the space. We were again instructed to form a neat line and to bow in front of the statues. We then had to file through a dust-blowing machine to remove any dust, dead skin and loose hairs before stepping, pure and clean, into a hall that was bathed in red light. Sombre horn music poured out from the loudspeakers. The Eternal President lay in state in a glass sarcophagus in the middle of the room. His body was covered by a red cloth and only his suit-covered shoulders and head were visible. His features were stiff and plastic-looking. Even in the intense, deep red light, the Eternal President’s skin looked yellow and wan.


There was a long queue to see the body, and we were taken round the sarcophagus at a brisk pace. We were told to bow three times, once on each side, and once by his head, but not, at any cost, by his feet. The Koreans who were behind us bowed so deeply that their heads almost touched their knees. We were then taken into a room where we could admire Kim Il-sung’s 144 medals, a striking number of which were from Arabic or African countries. From here we were fed onto an escalator that took us down to another slow travelator, flanked by photographs of a smirking Kim Jong-il. We eventually came to another dust-blowing machine and another hall bathed in red light. In the middle lay Kim Jong-il, who, unlike his father, looked frighteningly alive; his face had a healthy brown hue, and in many ways the lame dictator who suffered from diabetes looked better in death than in life. The art of embalmment had clearly developed and improved from when Kim Il-sung died in 1994 to when his son was laid to rest in 2011.


The bright sun blinded us when we were released into the daylight again. It was almost thirty degrees in the shade and my clothes stuck to my skin.


“Boys and girls, we have to move on!” Miss Ri called, with an enthusiastic clap. “We can’t be late for the traditional dance.”


Hundreds of dressed-up university students were waiting in Kim Il-sung Square, ready to dance. Group dancing is a North Korean speciality. The men were wearing suits, white shirts and red ties, and the women were dressed in the traditional long silk dresses. These are cone-shaped, almost doll-like, and come in all possible colours: bright yellow, pastel pink, mint green, sky blue. In other words, the square was a colourful sight.


“Find a space on the steps and please join in the dance if you feel like it,” the smiling Miss Ri said.


The steps were already packed with tourists from other groups. The students danced energetically for an hour in various circle formations. When I later looked through the hundreds of photographs I had taken of the show, I discovered that none of the dancers were smiling. They all stared straight ahead as the sweat formed on their brows in the heat.


*


Pyongyang means “flat country” or “peaceful country”, and the first meaning could not be more appropriate: the North Korean capital is located on a flat steppe, which is divided by the Taedong River. Most of the apartment blocks are from the 1960s, when the country was rebuilt at top speed following the war with South Korea in the 1950s. Millions of people needed somewhere to live. The result was cheap but functional housing blocks, twenty to thirty storeys high. Most of the blocks have lifts, but many are permanently out of order. Even when they do work, few people risk using them as power cuts are a regular occurrence. The demand for flats in the lower storeys is therefore huge and a large proportion of Pyongyang’s elderly are in effect imprisoned in their flats. There is often no water in the top flats, which is why many of them stand empty.


The futuristic Ryugyong Hotel, North Korea’s tallest building, towers over the centre of the city. It looks like a pyramid crossed with a rocket. Building started in 1987, and the hotel was supposed to have 105 storeys and 3,000 rooms. It was estimated that construction would take two years. In 1992, the North Korean economy collapsed in the wake of the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and construction work came to a halt. As the framework was complete, it stood like an empty shell in the centre of the city for sixteen years. Work did not start again until 2008, and in 2011 the exterior, which is largely blue glass, was completed. The intention was that the hotel would be opened in 2012, on the centenary of Kim Il-sung’s birth, but that did not happen. There was then a rumour that the luxury hotel chain Kempinski was going to take over the building, but neither the partial opening nor the Kempinski plans materialised. At 330 metres, the Ryugyong is currently the world’s tallest, unoccupied hotel.


A grey polluted sky hung low over Pyongyang the week that I was there; it was like a morning mist that never lifted. Even though many of the concrete apartment blocks were painted in cheerful colours, the mist and greyness drained them of any joy. In several places, building was under way on new projects, but for the most part people appeared to spend a lot of time standing around. Every day we saw large gatherings of people from the bus windows; nearly every square in the city seemed to be full of people in white shirts who were either standing in carefully thought-out formations, often with flags or pompoms in their hands, or sitting idly on the ground waiting for things to get started. Pupils, students, workers. Whenever I asked Miss Ri what they were doing, I always got the same answer: “They are practising for the celebrations to mark the anniversary of the party’s foundation on October 10.”


Then there were all the men in brown uniforms. They were everywhere. They cycled, marched, controlled parades, and sat in the back seats of polished Mercedes. Who were they? Party members? High-ranking military personnel? It seemed that fashion had stopped sometime in the Fifties. The men who were not dressed in brown uniforms generally wore dark trousers and light cotton shirts, and the women had on knee-length skirts, light-coloured blouses, perhaps a matching cardigan or blazer, and heeled court shoes. They all had a red badge on their chest, with a portrait of Kim Il-sung or Kim Jong-il on it, or both.


Pyongyang is the country’s showcase, and access to the city is strictly regulated. Even though egalitarianism is at the heart of communism, the North Korean authorities have never been particularly concerned about equality. On the contrary. At the end of the 1950s, Kim Il-sung devised songbun, an ingenious hierarchy or caste system that places everyone in the country in one of three main categories: “the core” or the loyal class, reserved for those who supported him actively during the fight for liberation, took part in the resistance against the Japanese imperialists or distinguished themselves during the Korean War. The greater part of the population belong to “the wavering” class and have to be watched carefully; lastly, there is “the hostile” class. These three main classes are then divided into more than fifty subcategories. Seven thousand bureaucrats and party members were given the task of investigating every citizen’s family background in order to determine their songbun. This work was completed in 1965, and, since then, the individual’s songbun has been inherited through the father’s line. A person’s songbun determines what kind of house they live in, their food rations, which schools and jobs he or she can access, and their access to medical treatment and even shops. Pyongyang, for example, is largely reserved for people from “the core”, and a few “waverers”, who all provide services for “the core”. If a person flees the country or breaks any of the rigid regulations, this breach will not only affect him and his own songbun, but also that of his family, including future generations.


On our tours of Pyongyang, we came so close to the city’s inhabitants that we could have reached out and touched them. Some young people smiled and waved at us in the buses, but, as a rule, only eyes turned discreetly in our direction. What did they think of their country and leaders? What did they actually know of the world beyond? Never have I found it so hard to get under the surface of a place. We moved around the same city as them, we walked the same streets, breathed the same polluted air, but we might as well have been visiting a zoo. Look, but do not touch. Here, but no further. One of the more absurd highlights of the trip was therefore a visit to the metro. Pyongyang metro opened in 1973 and has two lines and sixteen stations. The tracks are some of the deepest in the world, 110 metres underground, and the stations double up as nuclear bunkers. Until recently, tourists were only allowed to visit two of the stations. We went to six.


The stations were all clean and ornate. Massive chandeliers hung from the ceilings and the walls were decorated with colourful murals of happy workers and gigantic portraits of the ever-smiling Kim Il-sung. Even when there was a power cut, his portrait was illuminated. The day’s newspapers were displayed in glass cases on the platforms and lots of passengers used the waiting time to catch up on Kim Jong-un’s latest achievements.


The green and red carriages, with leather seats along the sides, brought back memories from Berlin, which is perhaps not so strange, as the carriages came from there. The graffiti has been removed and replaced by photographs of the two deceased leaders.


Four guards in stiff uniforms made sure that the passengers and trains moved as they should, and gave the signal when the trains were ready to leave. There was not much room inside the carriages. For the first time on the trip, I found myself close to ordinary people. Some stared, but mostly they kept their eyes on the floor. The others from the group were standing further down the carriage and for a moment I pretended that I was there on my own.


It is possible to visit North Korea alone, on a so-called individual tour, but even those who pay to travel without a group are accompanied by two guides from morning to night, and follow the same daily regime as group tours. This extreme control of tourism means that travelogues from North Korea are often very similar, as everyone experiences more or less the same things and is escorted by guides who have practised the same speeches. I am neither the first nor the last writer to travel to North Korea under false pretences, but most of the other tourists in the group were just that: tourists.


So who are these people who are willing to pay for a holiday in the world’s worst dictatorship? None of the twenty people in the group was the typical package-holiday type, and yet a surprising number of them had chosen to travel in North Korea precisely because the tour was organised. They preferred group travel, ideally to unusual places. Many of them lived and travelled alone, and in the group they could never be lonely. I would guess that about half of them had chosen North Korea as a destination because they were drawn to the aesthetics of the dictatorship; they were quite simply fascinated by the iron discipline, the shameless propaganda and the displays put on for us.


Everything we saw was staged, even the people. On the metro, when I was hemmed in by bodies, I was still a member of the audience, and the Koreans were involuntary extras in a carefully staged show.


When we reached the end station, we took the escalators up to the grey mist. The coal dust stung my nose and throat with every new breath. An unusually large crowd of people had gathered on the other side of the road, both adults and children, all in white shirts. They stood in different formations and shouted slogans as they moved rhythmically. There must have been thousands of them.


“What are they doing?” I asked.


“They are practising for the celebrations to mark the founding of the party on October 10,” Miss Ri said.


Some years before, when I had travelled in Turkmenistan, which is sometimes called the North Korea of Central Asia, I was surprised by how open some of the guides were. Several of them had strong opinions about the regime and nothing but disdain for Turkmenbashi, who had ruled the country like a sun king from the break-up of the Soviet Union until he died in 2006. Miss Ri, on the other hand, never lost her composure. Not once did she let her mask slip. If there was a question she did not want to answer, she giggled, put her hand to her mouth and said: “I don’t know.”


“How much does an ordinary Korean earn per month?” I asked as we walked down the wide street.


Miss Ri giggled and put her hand to her mouth. “I don’t know.”


“Well, what is the average wage then?” I persisted.


Miss Ri laughed. “I don’t know. I really don’t. I guess it varies.”


“Is there a minimum wage?”


“I don’t know.” She giggled. “I have no idea what other people earn.”


I was not going to give up. “How much do guides earn, then, for example?”


Miss Ri tittered. “I don’t actually know.”


“You don’t know how much you earn?”


“I have no idea, Miss Erika! I really don’t! But most people do not earn very much, because we get everything we need from the state. Jobs, flats, even clothes.”


“What about mobile phones, do you get them from the state as well?” I asked. I had noted that lots of Koreans, including Miss Ri and Mr Kim, had fancy Chinese mobiles. North Korea started to allow mobile telephone services in 2008 and already had more than three million contracts.


Miss Ri shook her head. “We have to buy our own mobile phones.”


“How much does a mobile cost?”


“I don’t know, Miss Erika. I really don’t know.”


North Korea is not only the world’s most authoritarian regime, it is also the most corrupt. For the past twenty years, the country has lain at the bottom of Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index and it is decades since North Korea was governed according to purely socialist principles, if that was ever the case.


As already mentioned, the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991 caused a major economic crisis in North Korea. The governing authorities in Russia had more than enough to deal with at home in the 1990s – North Korea was not high on their list of priorities. The generous financial support, camouflaged as loans, suddenly dried up. When Kim Il-sung died in 1994, the regime no longer had the wherewithal to feed the population. Nor were they able to do anything to curtail the catastrophe. According to the North Korean authorities, 220,000 people died from starvation, which is a high figure, but foreign experts believe that the number of deaths was even greater – perhaps as many as three million people starved to death. The famine at the end of the 1990s changed North Korea for ever. People learned that they could not rely on the state to look after them, and started to take measures themselves. A grass roots economy developed alongside the socialist system, led by women, who were not obliged to work for the regime to the same extent as men. Housewives and grandmothers sold whatever they could in order to put food on the table. When the famine started to ease, many women continued to buy and sell on the black market to supplement the family finances – not unlike the extensive black market that developed in the Soviet Union after Stalin’s death.


In 2009, Kim Jong-il made an abortive attempt to break the parallel economy once and for all. On November 30, it was announced that two zeros would be struck from all banknotes: with a stroke of a brush, 10,000 won became 100 won. The exchange limit was initially set at 100,000 won per person, equivalent to 30–40 dollars, but this was then raised to 150,000 won in cash and 300,000 in bank deposits, which is still an absurdly low amount, even by North Korean standards. Many people lost all their savings overnight and the country was thrown into financial crisis. To make the chaos complete, it was decided that pay for employees in state factories and institutions would remain the same, so a worker who previously earned 4,000 won should still be paid 4,000 won, but food prices would be adjusted to the new won. A kilo of rice that had previously cost about 2,000 won would now cost 22 won. In practice, this meant that the country’s millions of state employees got a ten thousand per cent pay rise. The result was galloping inflation, and very soon the new won was worth as little as the old. The regime has not attempted any currency revaluations since, and the illegal market economy is now tacitly accepted. It has become so usual to supplement official earnings with money from illegal market trade that the authorities are suspicious of families where no-one is involved in this kind of business.


The regime has gone to great lengths beyond the country’s borders to supply its pleasure-seeking elite with currency and luxury goods. For decades, North Korean embassies have carried out illegal activities, such as the sale of alcohol in Muslim countries and the smuggling of ivory and drugs. There was a high turnover in spirits and cigarettes at the North Korean embassy in Oslo before it was closed down in 1994. In a Congressional Research Service report in 2008, American researchers estimated that approximately a third of North Korea’s export revenue came from illegal activities of this sort. Following Kim Jong-il’s death in 2011, the import of luxury goods has more than doubled, despite the import restrictions introduced by the U.N. in 2006 following the country’s first nuclear weapons test.


Money and income were obviously on the guides’ list of taboos. When it came to questions about family life, however, Miss Ri’s answers were far more illuminating.


“When do people normally get married?” I asked.


“Women are usually between twenty-six and twenty-eight when they get married, and men are between twenty-eight and thirty,” Miss Ri said. Her answer was in line with Kim Il-sung’s “special instruction” in 1971, when he urged men to delay marriage until they were thirty and women until they were twenty-eight, so that they could serve the motherland first.


“How many children do people normally have?”


“One or two.”


“Are arranged marriages or marriages for love more usual?”


“Marriages were arranged before, but now love marriages are more usual,” Miss Ri said. “Young people decide for themselves.”


“Can you marry who you want, regardless of status?”


“Yes.”


“Is it possible to live together without getting married?”


“No.”


“Is it easy to get a divorce?”


“It’s not usual here,” Miss Ri said. “When you get married, you are expected to get married for life. Family is very important to us Koreans.”


“What happens if a woman has a child without being married?”


Miss Ri giggled.


“I don’t know. I have never heard of that happening.”


“Never?”


She shook her head.


“Is abortion legal?”


“Abortion?” Miss Ri clearly did not understand.


“When you terminate a pregnancy.”


“Yes, of course it is legal,” she said. “You go to hospital to have it done. It is quite usual. How do you spell abortion?”


I spelled it out for her, and she memorised it. Then she smiled at me. “I have learnt a new word now. Thank you!”
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