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For Ant and Benny, one better travelled than
I and one who is always at home.









‘Each of us is, more or less, an egg. Each of us is a unique, irreplaceable soul enclosed in a fragile shell. This is true of me, as it is true of each of you. And each of us, to a greater or lesser degree, is confronting a high, solid wall.’


Haruki Murakami, ‘The Novelist in Wartime’, speech on accepting the Jerusalem Prize, 2009.


‘The other side was so close, and yet you knew nothing about it, how things looked on the other side of the water . . . It was closed off in every way imaginable . . . That’s what’s so odd, the fact that we went swimming in the same water.’


Recollection by an anonymous resident of Gotland, shared with At the Water’s Edge, an exhibition of life in the Baltic during the Cold War organized by the Estonian Institute of Historical Memory in 2018.
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Author’s Note


Across Europe, the morning of 24 February 2022 was one of those moments when the course of history suddenly seemed to change. Hundreds of millions of people woke to the news that Russia’s president, Vladimir Putin, had instigated a full-scale war against his country’s neighbour Ukraine. Millions inside Ukraine were wrenched from their sleep by the literal impact of the first missiles; they have not slept easily since. Countless more beyond the country’s borders felt the geopolitical shockwaves those detonations caused. As I write, we all continue to wonder what Putin’s war will mean for the future peace of the world.


The book you are about to read is an account of my journey along the entire route of the old Iron Curtain. As I travelled, back in 2019, I found people frequently wanting to talk about the conflicts Russia had already caused in eastern Ukraine and about its illegal annexation of Crimea. Contrary to some recent reports, many experts and ordinary people knew then, before the massive escalation in hostilities, that Putin was a leader dangerously obsessed with power, with few if any limits on his behaviour, that he was a man fundamentally out of control. The debate about whether his particular acts of violence in 2022 were foreseeable will rage for decades. But what is already clear is that these events have special resonance for anyone who ever lived near the Iron Curtain.


On my recent travels, I thought often about my own first trip to the former USSR, to the Ukrainian cities of Kyiv, Zhytomyr and Uzhhorod back in 1995. I was still a schoolboy and it was an intense, magical experience. But the Ukraine I was visiting, like much of Eastern Europe, was a place of chaos and distress. Ukrainians have come so far in the intervening decades. And now those in the Kremlin with an addiction to the past are trying to destroy their gains, as well as Russians’ own progress, as they pursue a nostalgic misreading of what Russia really deserves. It is an abhorrent state of affairs.


The pages that follow are not a blueprint for how to respond to naked aggression of this sort or to the very real prospect of a new Iron Curtain, a new border of borders, being driven through the continent. But they do show in new detail how Europeans survived and eventually triumphed over the last great divide to sever them. I have been fortunate enough to become the custodian of many precious stories: stories of hatred, fear and distrust, but also of courage, connection and activism. It is a privilege to share them with you.


The Cold War had more than its fair share of moments of truth. Some of you will remember them at first hand, and will recall how sometimes humanity failed to rise to the challenge: in Hungary in 1956, in Prague in 1968, and elsewhere. Fortunately, we can also recall times when people did find a way through, most notably in 1989, that year of dismantled concrete and torn-down fences. I have no doubt we are living through another moment of truth, a moment when we all must find ways to rise to the challenge, for Ukraine’s sake and also for our own.


Timothy Phillips 
London, July 2022










Preface


Mullafarry, Republic Of Ireland


If you live long enough, the borders change. Borders seem so immutable, so fixed. They really want us to believe that they are. But history tells a radically different story, especially the history of the last hundred years.


Broken, breached, overrun, and then reimposed, only to be erased once more, borders are as solid as cast iron but as brittle as rust. They govern our lives. Often they ruin lives. In many ways they are the ultimate proof of a state’s power, but they are also the work of transient men and women, and as such are transient themselves.


I first realized something of the meaning of borders when I was six years old. I grew up in Northern Ireland in the Troubles, and for my parents, as for just about every other adult, the rhythm of daily life was punctuated by news of bomb attacks, incendiary devices, kidnappings, kneecappings and murders, all motivated in one way or another by a border. There were plenty of children whose lives were blighted by these events, but I was fortunate to have no direct experience of them, or of the border, until one day when I ended up in a car heading south with my little brother, my parents and my maternal grandparents.


We often went for drives as a family, but I remember it was clear from the start that this particular excursion was different. There were constant mumblings among the adults about how long the journey would take and which route it would be best to use. I also recall some out-of-character nervous hilarity about the things that might go wrong. In those years, the mid-1980s, Protestants like us tended not to cross the border much, and so, as I now understand, the very fact of the trip was causing heightened anxiety. My grandfather had purchased a new roadmap for the occasion and I demanded to be map reader. I had never really looked at a map of the whole island of Ireland before and I had not, at least not in memory, visited the Republic. Both on paper and in reality, this was to be my first encounter with a border.


We set off from home near Belfast in a really crowded car and drove for about an hour through the North. I remember a growing sense of anticipation as we approached the borderline. I can hear my mum telling me and my brother to sit quietly as we entered a slow-moving queue of vehicles that ran up to a checkpoint. My granny supported her, saying that our daddy needed to be able to concentrate now. Some kind of chicane was operating. At the checkpoint itself the driver of each vehicle was required to wind down their window and answer the questions of a member of the British security forces. ‘Where are you going today, sir?’ ‘Is it your own vehicle, sir?’ ‘Would you have some identification on you, sir?’ I would realize in later years that the patter was pretty unchanging, and usually delivered with the same thin veneer of politeness. Even on this first day I sensed how the adults in the car bristled as my dad gave his staccato replies. As so often at a border, the power of a state had revealed itself and all of us had been made to bend a knee.


Soon we were on our way again, on a tentative new odyssey in an unfamiliar land. I remember my instant fascination with never-before-seen road signs, the different feel and sound of new road surfaces and the unusual makes of car we saw, as well as new adverts with new fonts and even a new language. I remember how the adults began and then continued for the rest of the day to make comparisons. Was this or that thing better or worse than in Northern Ireland? (Mainly worse, it seemed.) Was this or that thing better or worse than the last time they had been down here, many years before? (Mainly unchanged.) And there were other conversations too, about politics and terrorism and the sympathies and notorious hardline views of the people in this border area.


My brother and I took note of each strange place name, only some of which our elders could tell us how to pronounce. The Gaelic words for the South, the North, Galway, Dublin and Derry all appeared frequently on signs, written up in an odd italic script, and we clumsily tried to say them aloud. I was struck by how each settlement we passed moved us further from the border I could see marked on my map. I had the feeling of going deeper and deeper into foreign territory.


Granny told us we would know we were nearing our destination when we reached a place called Ballysadare, so we watched hawkishly for the distance markers featuring this name. We invented – if that is not too strong a word for it – a song which we sang endlessly in the back of the car. Are we near to Ballysadare? I want to go to Ballysadare. When will we get to Ballysadare? Granny had picked the place because it featured prominently on the new map. So all of us, adults and children alike, laughed a lot when we finally arrived at the settlement and it flashed past in seconds, the tiniest of villages. This gave our song a concluding line – Blink and you’ll miss it, Ballysadare!


What was this trip for? To my young mind that was the most perplexing thing of all. We were heading to a place where apparently my granny’s family had lived and died many decades before. I simply did not understand how this could be. Why had they ended up in this foreign country? What had driven them here? How had they got on with the locals? How had they provided for themselves in this land where everything – roads, fields, mountains, houses; even little things like postboxes – was alien?


The adults explained that the border had not always existed and that Ireland had actually been one country in the past. Granny’s great-grandfather – my great-great-great-grandfather, Ben Ireland (and yes, that was his surname) – had started out in life as a gamekeeper on an estate in County Antrim, inside what was now Northern Ireland. At some point in the 1890s or early 1900s, he had moved his family to County Mayo where he had found better-paying work on another estate. For Ben the move did not entail crossing a border – indeed, nobody at that time could have imagined a border existing. Ben’s new employer, a Mr Orme, was a good one, and although some of Ben’s children later moved (including granny’s grandfather, who came back north), Ben himself and his wife and unmarried children remained in Mayo for the rest of their lives. They lived long enough to witness a new country’s difficult, violent birth; long enough to see Ireland divided and their part of the United Kingdom turn into the Irish Free State and later the Irish Republic.


On our day out the ultimate destination was the Presbyterian churchyard at Mullafarry where all these Irelands had been buried. It was a deserted place when we saw it, the church itself still functioning but only barely. The gravestone was easily located and bore the names of the people we had talked about in the car. My mum and grandfather took photographs while the rest of us walked around. Somehow we managed to get into the church – perhaps doors were just left unlocked in that part of the world back then or perhaps someone went to a neighbouring house for a key. There is a photograph of me standing in the pulpit, head barely visible behind the lectern, pretending to preach.


Afterwards, the journey acquired a kind of fairytale quality for me. Whenever it came to mind, I would see our drive to Mayo from above, as if out of a helicopter or in a film: the old brown Mazda making its way down ever-narrower country roads. And simultaneously I would see Ben Ireland and his family, good people in old-time clothing, moving round the same countryside, living in their farmhouses, helping each other in the fields, walking to church on Sundays, gathered by firesides to play music.


But these simple idyllic scenes were always undercut in my imagination by the dramatic tension of the border, because it was the border that had struck me most forcefully that day. As with any six-year-old, what I had taken from the trip were really just snippets and fragments but they were no less vivid for that. The border as a place of control and interrogation. The border that had made the adults in my life worried and momentarily vulnerable. The people living on the other side of that line: a kind of parallel universe or a different civilization, perhaps even a dangerous one. The mix of relief and regret on getting back to our own side that evening, back to the familiar. And, although I had learned that this border was not at all old, I had also taken away a strong impression that it would exist permanently into the future.
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Ben Ireland and his wife Ellen, pictured at Glenarm, County Antrim, some years before their move to County Mayo.


This book is not about the Irish border. It is about a different, much bigger system of frontiers that marked and caused division throughout the whole of Europe for most of the second half of the twentieth century. Mullafarry is where I choose to begin because that early encounter with the border near home was the starting point for my understanding of borders everywhere and consequently for this journey along the Iron Curtain.


The day trip to Mayo had a powerful and lasting effect on the child that was me, and I can now see that many of the sensations I experienced back then are typical of children’s responses to frontiers and contested spaces more generally. On my recent travels for this book, I have met people who also recalled being shocked by the sudden humbling of their parents at tense crossing points, who felt bewildered by the cultural differences of countries lying just a few kilometres from their front door, and who were amazed to learn that they had relatives living in those countries.


If you live long enough, the borders change. They changed for the island of Ireland in the late 1990s. The frontier there had looked set to go on causing bloodshed indefinitely but instead softened and for some even started to fade from view. For the lands of the Iron Curtain, that border had once seemed as permanent and rigidly unbreakable as any that ever existed. During the mid-1980s even the most knowledgeable experts did not foresee its obliteration just a short time later, yet that was exactly what happened between 1989 and 1991, sensationally and wonderfully.


During most of the years following, the continent’s story was one of borders getting evermore open, evermore intangible, and ever-less meaningful. But we can now see that we have slipped into a new period right across the continent, when borders are once again becoming more definite, more contested and more dangerous. COVID-19 left most of us temporarily unable to leave our own countries, and even our own towns and homes. But it is abundantly clear that the pandemic cannot be blamed for what is really a much broader return of division. Already for several years before 2020, some politicians and many ordinary people had been rediscovering their love of national boundaries and nationalism, and hankering after the secure feeling that borders can bring. Some have long harboured the view that their countries had the wrong borders; now a few are willing to contemplate naked aggression to fix the error. The rhetoric and not a little of the reality of the Cold War have resurfaced in Europe. First, checkpoints, chicanes and fences went up again, and not just in the landscape but in hearts and minds as well. Then, tragically, troops and heavy artillery were threatening to redraw Europe’s borders by force.


My journey along the route of the Iron Curtain took me from the meeting point of Norway and Russia high in the Arctic Circle to the border of Turkey and Azerbaijan, almost 5,000 kilometres to the south.


Let me pause for just a moment before we set off together because I realize that both my use of the term ‘Iron Curtain’ and the parameters and itinerary of my journey immediately raise questions. Allow me to say a few things straightaway to clarify my approach in the rest of this book and the definitions I have worked with.


The Iron Curtain must be a strong contender for the most successful metaphor ever coined. A phrase first employed to describe the burgeoning East–West division of Europe in the 1940s, it has stuck with us ever since, entering into common parlance all across the world. The Iron Curtain or Eiserner Vorhang, Zheleznyi zanaves or Rideau de fer, was already a settled term by the late 1940s, remaining so until the late 1980s – a perfect descriptor for a fact on the ground about which seemingly little could be done, and indeed one that served as the basic organizing principle for most global politics, military strategy and much of economic and cultural life. The phrase stayed with us into the twenty-first century because we continue to live with the consequences of the Cold War, but also because it is such convenient shorthand for any intensifying standoff between neighbouring states.


My mental image of the Iron Curtain, perhaps like yours, has its origins in Winston Churchill’s famous usage in his March 1946 speech at Fulton, Missouri. Churchill talked of an Iron Curtain having ‘descended across the continent’, locking ‘all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe’ into a ‘Soviet sphere’. He said that curtain extended ‘from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic’.


I remember learning that quotation off by heart for my A-levels and, like many history students, deploying it in every essay and exam I could. I thought Churchill had coined the metaphor, and it was only recently that I discovered he was not the first person to make the comparison between Soviet policy and a theatrical iron curtain – the safety screen that descends to separate audiences from a stage during play intervals. Others including Nazi propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels had got there before him.1 But Churchill’s speech would always be the decisive reference.


I first had the idea of travelling the route of the Iron Curtain in order to see what remained of it back in the late 1990s. My interest in Europe’s East–West divide developed steadily from the age of twelve, at school and then university. I happened to go to one of the only schools in Northern Ireland that taught Russian and had my first Russian lesson at the start of September 1990, less than a year after the Berlin Wall fell and when the Soviet Union still existed. All our Russian textbooks dated from the Soviet period and referred constantly to the USSR’s friendly relations with other socialist countries and the achievements and benefits of the Soviet system. Each week, we watched excerpts from a 1980 BBC television series, Russian – Language and People. In my Russian lessons, it was as if the Iron Curtain had never gone away.


A little later, when I went to Eastern Europe on holiday and for research, I witnessed the great changes that had happened since the Cold War’s end, but, even so, always felt that the old divisions were more alive and more relevant than most people wanted to admit. The communist system had been dismantled in the early 1990s, but lots of citizens spent the first decade without it just trying to keep their heads above water. Understandably, many ended up questioning whether life really was better in this new world. Vestiges of socialism were everywhere along with old elites struggling to reinvent themselves. Years after the borders opened, there were always plenty of places where one could feel instantly catapulted back into the Eastern Bloc.


For a long time I did nothing with my idea of making a trip along the Iron Curtain. I was busy with other projects and, besides, from the early 2000s on, the Iron Curtain itself really did seem a bit less important as a way to understand Europe’s present. Eastern European countries were joining NATO and the EU en masse, apparently consigning old divisions to history, and a new ideological conflict, the War on Terror, was dominating global politics.


Then, after the UK’s Brexit referendum and Donald Trump’s election as US president – with Vladimir Putin becoming evermore daring in his foreign policy, and Pegida and Alternative für Deutschland flourishing in Germany – I found myself thinking of the trip again. Some old wounds from the Cold War seemed to be opening up once more and many of the lessons the world learned during the conflict looked like they were being forgotten. The trip I now imagined still involved searching for the Iron Curtain’s physical remains but it also included getting to know and spending time with the ordinary people who lived in these borderlands, hearing their memories of the Cold War and about their lives since, and their views of Europe today.


Already by 2016 this seemed like a worthwhile idea, but it has only come to feel more relevant as the years have passed. Those living closest to the Iron Curtain had a unique experience of the ideological hostility that marked, and marred, the second half of the twentieth century. In some cases they now find themselves back on that front line. I sensed that the old frontier zone would be a good place to take the temperature of Europe today in a context that explicitly connected the present with the past.


So why is this not a book about a journey from Stettin to Trieste, as Churchill’s famous quote might suggest? It is true that there never was an officially agreed northern or southern limit to the Iron Curtain. Yet even in 1946 Stettin and Trieste were somewhat idiosyncratic start and end points for Churchill to choose. He himself knew that the continent’s ideological division extended far to the north and south of each place, while the newly Polish city of Stettin, or Szczecin as it became known, was a particularly odd call. One could only claim it was on the Iron Curtain if one ignored the Soviet occupation of the eastern part of Germany. But in reality the USSR had no intention of giving up its German territory which went on to become the GDR (the German Democratic Republic or Deutsche Demokratische Republik (DDR)). (Churchill, no doubt, would not have wanted to admit publicly in 1946 that East Germany’s fate already looked sealed.)


In order to include all the places on the continent that experienced the East–West divide as a physical reality, I decided to base my route on the European boundaries of NATO and the Warsaw Pact, the two great military alliances that dominated Cold War hostilities. Although NATO was not formed until 1949, and the Warsaw Pact only in 1955, these coordinates give a better guide to the full extent of the Iron Curtain and have allowed me to include important places that Churchill left out. The northernmost point on ‘my’ Iron Curtain is a spot called Grense Jakobselv, on the freezing Barents Sea, while the southernmost point, Sadarak, was the last meeting place of Turkey and the USSR, and is now the only border crossing between Turkey and Azerbaijan. Significantly, this route takes the traveller to the former USSR itself and also to the Danish island of Bornholm, which was actually still occupied by Red Army troops at the time of Churchill’s speech, as well as communist Albania and capitalist Greece. Instead of Szczecin, my Iron Curtain reference point on the German Baltic coast was just to the east of Lübeck.2


To write this book, I travelled from Grense Jakobselv to Sadarak using every conventional mode of public transport, as well as cars, bicycles and my own feet. I completed over 1,500 kilometres of the trip on foot. I made multiple trips to some locations after discovering new information about them, or in order to speak to new people; in addition to visits I had already paid to some places, like Bratislava and Budapest, earlier in life. But the principal reason for undertaking the project was always to get a sense of the Iron Curtain in its totality, and so the centrepiece of the research is a single journey that I made along the entire route during several months in 2019, from Grense Jakobselv at –5°C (23°F) all the way to Sadarak at 41°C (105.8°F). It is this trip that gives the book its structure, my attempt to convey Europe’s great divide in all its vastness and variety.


The stories that follow are not told in chronological order, though I have attempted to be clear throughout about when specific events took place and also about how local incidents connect with wider international events. In the course of my travels, I realized with new clarity how the human mind works to keep track of different eras and stories, and indeed how natural it is for us to do this: making sense of a palimpsest of memories and impressions is a hallmark of both our individual and our collective experience. Anyone with a love of history and culture knows well the feeling of walking through a city on holiday, learning of its Gothic cathedral one minute and its Roman amphitheatre the next, before seeing its collection of Impressionist art. The reader will, I think, encounter something similar here – except that all the discrete fragments relate in some way to the Cold War or its aftermath.


What follows, then, is the story of how the continent of Europe gained and lost an Iron Curtain, and of how it learned but then seemingly forgot important lessons about openness and liberty. It is the story of my journey along that infamous Curtain’s route, including, of course, the Berlin Wall, and of my conversations with the people who live beside it and whose lives have been dominated by it. When the fact of new divisions leaves us speechless, we should use the silence to listen to the past.










Part I


The North
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Oslo, Norway


My first destination after leaving home in London was Oslo, where I arrived on a piercingly bright April day to find Norwegians having their lunch in parks and walking round in shirtsleeves and sunglasses. Oslo, it must be said, played no special role in the Cold War, certainly no more so than a dozen other capitals around Europe. But I had to spend a single day and night there as the quickest way to get to the part of the Arctic that was once the top of the old Iron Curtain. Oslo also makes it into the book because of a couple of experiences during my twenty-four hours in the city, each of which added unexpected perspective to the journey ahead.


Norway’s capital is a place famed for its style and understated wealth. Walking through its streets one is constantly aware of both: everywhere there are people wearing the latest headphones or holding the newest phone or riding an eccentrically fashionable bike. Here is a kindergarten built by a world-leading architect; over there, some social housing from the 1960s or 1970s that might be a slum elsewhere but in Norway looks as good as new.


A particularly distinctive symbol of the city’s approach to opulence is the modernist rådhus, the city hall designed between the 1930s and the 1950s. I found myself in front of it while still weighed down by luggage because I had not been able to check into my hotel. The scale of its exterior with two enormous skyscraper-style towers encourages the viewer to stand and gape, especially when the backdrop is a perfect blue sky. But this brick self-confidence is also tempered by Nordic playfulness in the form of statues, murals, tapestries and mosaics.


It was only when I got inside that I found out this was the location of the annual Nobel Peace Prize ceremony. Suddenly my thoughts went to what I remembered of the old East–West struggles over Nobel prizes through the years. Here was one of the many thousands of contexts in which the continent’s ideological rifts had played out – contexts which were never likely to lead to all-out war in themselves but which were vital for demonstrating and perpetuating the fundamental divide between the world’s two camps.


As a rule, international recognition was something the communist system craved, especially external validation that its policies and institutions were capable of producing excellence. Hence, the maniacal focus on Olympic medals and the enduring delight as first Sputnik, then Laika, and then Yuri Gagarin beat the Americans into space. The Nobel prizes were another such currency of global success, but they were riskier. The Nobel committee have a habit of recognizing independent spirits, especially those who criticize authoritarian regimes, and so the accolade, desirable in one way, frequently created problems for both Eastern Bloc winners and their governments. Perhaps most famous in this regard was Boris Pasternak, who was awarded the literature prize in 1958. At first he sent a message to the Nobel committee saying he was ‘immensely grateful, touched, proud, astonished, abashed’ at the honour, but then, following orders from above, he quickly sent another declining the award. The Soviet authorities had told him that if he went to collect it he would never be allowed back in the country.1 In 1975 Soviet nuclear physicist turned civil rights advocate Andrei Sakharov similarly was banned from attending and his wife had to go to Oslo instead and read out a speech on his behalf.


The Oslo Rådhus did not become the setting for the peace prize ceremony until December 1990, but in that year the winner was none other than Mikhail Gorbachev. His citation stated that he was being recognized for his contribution to the ‘dramatic changes [that] have taken place in the relationship between East and West’ and the ‘new possibilities’ that have opened up ‘for the world community to solve its pressing problems across ideological, religious, historical and cultural dividing lines’.2 Ironically Gorbachev was also initially unable to collect his award. In his case, domestic political trouble prevented him from leaving the USSR for the December ceremony, but he did turn up in the rådhus six months later to deliver the Nobel lecture.


I sat beside Oslo harbour later in the day with the rådhus at my back and read what Gorbachev had said there thirty years before. ‘The Cold War is over,’ he declared. ‘The risk of a global nuclear war has practically disappeared. The Iron Curtain is gone. Germany has united, which is a momentous milestone in the history of Europe. There is not a single country on our continent which would not regard itself as fully sovereign and independent.’ This was the good news – the great news – of the age.


But as well as summing up the impact of the reforms he had personally spearheaded since the mid-1980s, Gorbachev was also startlingly perceptive about the long-term opportunities and risks that lay ahead: ‘Progress towards the civilization of the twenty-first century will certainly not be simple or easy . . . One cannot get rid overnight of the heavy legacy of the past or the dangers created in the post-war years. With less East–West confrontation, or even none at all, old contradictions resurface, which seemed of secondary importance compared to the threat of nuclear war. The melting ice of the Cold War reveals old conflicts and claims, and entirely new problems accumulate rapidly.’ When he expressed his fears for the Soviet Union specifically – a geopolitical behemoth that would shortly fall to pieces – he used words that ring out through the decades. ‘The people are tired and easily swayed by populism.’3


I really should have gone to bed early that night because I needed to be at the airport no later than 7.30 the next morning. But as I was closing the curtains in my hotel room I saw a small group of people hanging up red flags, banners and placards in the courtyard next door. One of the flags had a white hammer stitched in its top left corner and I realized that this must be some sort of left-wing political gathering. I was intrigued but also in two minds about whether to investigate. Ordinarily I would not have, but I knew that the next few months were to be full of moments like this, when I would have to decide whether to bother people or leave them alone. I said to myself that temporarily it was my duty – for the good of the journey – to bother them.


I walked back onto the street and immediately through the next archway. Four of the group of five were in their twenties or thirties, while one man with an impressive white beard looked around fifty. Having finished hanging up their flags, they were now sitting down to enjoy a box of red wine. After I explained in somewhat garbled fashion why they had piqued my interest, they invited me to join them.


They turned out to be activists of the Norwegian Labour Party, meeting to prepare for May Day in a few days’ time: dusting off and patching up old banners and making new ones, and getting ready to host a big party after the main demonstration. Norwegian Labour was polling well in Oslo, they said, with fresh elections just around the corner. Party members and trade unionists would be marching with a spring in their step.


An engaged and engaging bunch, the five were internationally aware, alive to the problems of modern life, but also still hopeful about the future – hopeful without being naïve. It was a reminder of another way in which Europe is still very much connected to its Cold War past. The tradition of grassroots activism, the belief that ordinary people can make the world a better place: these were as key a feature of the Europe of the Iron Curtain as the tanks, barbed wire and propaganda, and they are still an essential feature of Europe today.
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Members of the Norwegian Labour Party prepare for May Day in a courtyard in central Oslo.


When I told them that I would be flying up to Kirkenes in Finnmark county the next morning, they each had something to say about what I could expect to find. Only two had visited for themselves: Lars, on a road trip between school and university, and the older man when he served in the Norwegian navy in the 1980s. He said he had been stationed on a mine-laying vessel which regularly engaged in ‘cat-and-mouse’ chases with Soviet submarines – all pretty good-natured by that point in hostilities, he added, because everyone had long since worked out it was just a game. ‘I think I may even have got my foot under the Iron Curtain and into Soviet waters once or twice,’ he joked.


The group told me that Norway had always had a special relationship with the Soviet Union, something which continued to be the case with Russia today. There was NATO, the country’s vital source of defence. But there was also a daily requirement to be careful and courteous where the Russians were concerned. This need for caution, they thought, would no doubt feel at its most acute in far-off, sparsely populated Finnmark, as far from Oslo as Oslo is from Rome but so much closer to Russia.


As the last of the wine was coaxed from the box, they chatted to me about a story that had been making headlines around the world that very day. Norwegian sailors in Finnmark had caught what journalists were calling a Russian ‘spy-whale’ in the domestic waters of one of Norway’s islands.4 Some believed the animal, which had been intercepted wearing a GoPro camera holder and a harness originating in St Petersburg, had been trained to place tracking devices onto Norwegian and other foreign ships. Others, including, of course, the Kremlin, said such claims were nonsense, just the latest example of collective hysteria and Russophobia from America and its NATO Allies.


Even after a few drinks, we all felt it was hard to take the ‘spy-whale’ theory at face value and we agreed that it would most likely be impossible to establish the truth. Then again, where Putin’s regime was concerned, you could never be sure, the older man said. Another member of the group expressed his frustration at the fact that the news media could still get so excited by Cold War stories like these. It would be better if they focused more on genuinely big problems, the problems of inequality, xenophobia and climate change.


I was on my feet by this point, aware that it was almost midnight.


‘That’s why we joined the Labour Party in the first place: to address the big problems,’ the man continued.


‘Enough about big problems,’ one of his friends said, standing up too and shaking my hand. ‘This traveller needs to go to his bed. He has a date with a Soviet whale in just a few hours’ time.’
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Kirkenes and Grense Jakobselv, Norway


My flight to Kirkenes was full. About half the passengers were military conscripts, a mixture of young men and women in their late teens and early twenties heading north either for training or for longer stints at the border. Some chatted to each other, but most just plugged in headphones and looked – as I probably did – like they would rather be in bed.


Seen from a plane window, eastern Finnmark county is a picture of emptiness. Even before manmade borders are taken into account, the landscape leaves visitors in no doubt that this is fundamentally a frontier, a territory right up against the edge of the habitable earth. Here is blue-black sea and dramatic black rock, much of it still covered with snow even at the end of April. Here are sporadic clumps of wind-buffeted forest, but little else, including hardly any evidence of human settlement. This is wilderness. The coldest temperature ever recorded here was –42°C, as recently as 1999, and the average even in the hottest month, July, is just 10°C.


Across Finnmark, which is bigger than the Netherlands, just 75,000 people live. The handful of small settlements, of which Kirkenes is the easternmost, are hubs for commerce, administration and social contact. They have a functional appearance quite unlike highly designed Oslo and other places further south. For the majority of the year people here shuttle between heated buildings and heated cars, staying outside only for short periods. Despite the reliance on cars, one of the more memorable proofs of eastern Finnmark’s utter isolation is that it gets by without any traffic lights. The nearest set is over 200 kilometres away in the Russian city of Murmansk.
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The view from my plane as I descended into Kirkenes.


Kirkenes sits in its own bay with stunning views of the Barents Sea. Mountains on both sides roll symmetrically to the coast, and each morning the Hurtigruten ferry sounds a dramatic horn as it sails between these peaks into the harbour. Away from the few places where people live, eastern Finnmark can be hauntingly beautiful. The landscape’s sparse ingredients resolve into breathtaking scenes which, more often than not, one glimpses as isolated moments: a frozen fjord lit blazing bright by the sun; a bird of prey soaring high.


Despite the emptiness, Kirkenes and its surrounding territory have actually been greatly affected by humans, largely thanks to the international border. When I visited the Kirkenes Grenselandmuseet, or Borderland Museum, its registrar, Camilla Carlsen, told me about the territory’s formal division back in 1826 when Sweden, which then ruled Norway, agreed to demarcate an exact borderline with Russia, replacing roughly defined marches that had sufficed since medieval times.


The indigenous Sámi people were the first to suffer for this, which like so many subsequent frontier decisions was worked out in distant capitals. The Sámi had always lived across the two jurisdictions and moved freely with the seasons, but from then on they were supposed to choose a single country for taxation and legal purposes. The edict was widely ignored, but as time went by the regime became stricter. Camilla told me that when Norway won its independence in 1905 the Oslo government immediately intensified the border regime, burning hay that ‘Russian’ Sámi collected in Norway to punish them for their illegal exploitation of ‘Norwegian’ resources. It was a foretaste of worse to come.


In the Second World War Kirkenes and the surrounding land were the site of terrible fighting between the Third Reich and the Soviet Union. In the summer of 1941 the Nazis made Kirkenes a key base for their invasion of the USSR, billeting around 100,000 troops there. They hoped to conquer Murmansk and move on quickly but got stuck and ended up staying in Kirkenes right through to 1944. The town sustained 300 separate Soviet air raids as a result, becoming the second most bombed place in Europe after the Maltese capital Valletta. Kirkenes’s historic wooden core was destroyed and, postwar, the town had to be rebuilt from scratch.


It was as Kirkenes lay in ruins that the Iron Curtain slammed down emphatically on its outskirts. Surprised to be in the thick of things in the Second World War, it was now destined to remain there for the rest of the century and beyond. If there has been little in the way of overt hostility since 1945 – with one notable and chilling exception – tension has still underpinned everyday life and the region has acquired the frightening distinction of being the most atomic in the world.


This happened when Soviet military planners placed large nuclear submarine bases on the nearby Kola peninsula, leading other countries to send their subs to skulk in the international waters off the coast. The area around Kirkenes and the neighbouring part of the USSR had hardly any people in it, and looked deserted, but hosted the highest concentration of nuclear reactors anywhere. It has remained so. Thomas Nilsen, editor of the Kirkenes-based Independent Barents Observer, has calculated that no fewer than 18 per cent of all existing nuclear reactors can be found within a couple of hundred kilometres of Kirkenes, some of them just lying abandoned at the bottom of the sea. This unassuming, practically unknown place has the capacity to destroy the entire planet many times over.


I stayed in Kirkenes just long enough to pick up my hire car, deposit my luggage at a wooden house I had rented, and buy some snacks at a petrol station. Now that I was actually on my journey along the Iron Curtain I was determined to get right to the very top of it as soon as possible: to the outpost of Grense Jakobselv.


The drive looked easy on paper, a mere 50 kilometres or so. But I suspected that this deep in the Arctic Circle nothing about transportation could be taken for granted, and indeed it turned out to be fairly gruelling. The road I went on had been closed until just five days earlier, gated and padlocked a few kilometres outside Kirkenes after the first heavy snow the previous December and opened again only when the Norwegian highways agency determined the thaw had definitively taken hold. On the day of my trip the definitiveness of the thaw seemed in doubt. The temperature was again –5°C, and snow and ice covered the tarmac, with fresh snow still falling. More than once as I drove I considered turning back but I worried that on subsequent days the conditions might be even worse. Instead I took to halting regularly to check I still had enough phone reception to make an emergency call if need be.


The road took me over mountains and across valleys, past lakes that are frozen solid for most of every year, and around many skiddy hairpin bends. The driving surface became steadily more pitted and potholed the further I went. After about 40 kilometres I reached the final stretch where the road hugged the Norwegian–Russian border all the way to the coast. Here, as along much of this 198-kilometre frontier, the actual dividing line runs somewhere along the bed of the River Jakobselva, famous for its salmon fishing. The border zone is clearly demarcated. A lay-by at the point where the road first draws close to the river includes boards with detailed information about the unique rules that apply in this area. Then at regular intervals bright yellow border posts stand at the roadside to mark the proximity of the limits of Norwegian sovereignty. The corresponding Russian ones, in red and green, are often visible on the Jakobselva’s opposite bank. Where the river is very narrow, and Russia really just a big jump away, additional Norwegian signage is posted and CCTV cameras on long metal poles keep watch.


With just a couple of kilometres to go, the forest opened out to scrubland and dunes. Here at the edge of Norway were perhaps a dozen or so wooden houses spread along the road, vestiges of the old Grense Jakobselv fishing community, and now, one assumes, summer homes that lie unused and inaccessible for half the year. Emptier still was the scene across the border, where the only evidence of human settlement was a couple of watchtowers and some bolted-together shipping containers that reminded me of polar research stations I had seen in photographs.


The difference is significant. As I learned from people back in Kirkenes, right through the Cold War the road to Grense Jakobselv remained open to ordinary Norwegians whenever the elements allowed. By contrast there was no question of ordinary Soviet citizens getting close to the border. As elsewhere on the Iron Curtain’s east side, roadblock checkpoints were located many kilometres inside the USSR to prevent anyone without official clearance approaching. In addition, all resident farmers and fishermen were forcibly ejected by Soviet authorities at an early stage.


I drove until there was no more road to drive on and parked up beside a beach where the sea lapped the sand with unexpected gentleness. The snow had stopped minutes before and with the sun splitting the clouds I got out to explore. For the next hour or so I felt perfectly alone at the top of Europe – even though I could assume that the employees of two states were actually well aware of my presence and monitoring my movements from somewhere nearby.
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Warning signs on the Norwegian bank of the River Jakobselva, near Grense Jakobselv, with the Russian bank visible a few metres away.


The principal landmark in Grense Jakobselv is King Oscar II’s Chapel, a stone church built on a raised promontory in 1869 as a place for villagers to worship but also as a mark of the reach of Lutheran Christianity. There used to be a chapel on the Russian side too, indicating the start of Orthodox territory, but this has disappeared. I climbed the Norwegian chapel’s steps to find the door unsurprisingly locked. Turning to descend, I halted to enjoy the view down over the coastline, from the long Norwegian promontory to my left across to the first headland of Russia on my right.


The mouth of the Jakobselva carved the picture in two. It ran just 300 metres to the east of the chapel. I now walked over to it across snowy tufts of marram grass and down onto the beach, straying beyond the yellow border posts for the first time and continuing until I reached the place where river and sea, Norway and Russia, converged. The sea and the river actually touch but, of course, the two countries remain a river’s width apart at all times.


I allowed myself to linger, letting different aspects of my surroundings move in and out of focus. Local Finnmark residents later told me that they would never deliberately go beyond the yellow posts, as I had just done, not in Cold War times and not now. They said they try not even to look at the Russian frontier for too long, for fear of provoking the invisible border guards on the other side.


I looked back to the chapel and saw directly above it, on the very top of the mountain, a Norwegian base, the country’s northernmost and easternmost watchtower. I observed the birds flying, crisscrossing the border carelessly as they do at manmade frontiers all across the world. I wondered how close to this point the spy-whale had swum, if indeed he was a spy-whale, on his journey from his Russian base to nose around Norwegian ships. My eye eventually fell on something I had missed before despite being just five metres away from it: a barbed wire fence that began right down at the sea on the Jakobselva’s Russian bank and ran inland as far as my eye could see. Apparently, an identical fence ran here in Soviet times. It is so much lower and less solid than many of the surviving Iron Curtain barriers I would see but arguably it does its job just as well. Here, it does not need to stop people. Who is there to stop? It just needs to make a point about exclusion and exclusivity. Spotting it was the first thing to make me feel anxious. I couldn’t help wondering what would happen if I swam across the river and tried to climb through.
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The Russian, previously Soviet, barbed wire fence on the River Jakobselva at Grense Jakobselv.


The Norwegian–Russian land border was the site of open belligerence just once in the Cold War, a sinister episode that few have heard of outside the immediate vicinity and specialist Norwegian military historians. On the night of 6 June 1968 Norwegian border guards at the frontier near Kirkenes heard unusually heavy traffic noise on the normally deserted Soviet roads nearby. They were unable to establish what the traffic was until the next morning when a very frightening picture confronted them. Facing each of seven Norwegian watchtowers were lines of Soviet tanks, all aiming guns into Norway.


It looked as if the tanks were just waiting for the order to advance. For the watching Norwegians it was a terrifying prospect. They lacked any tanks of their own close at hand. Their sole method of defence was standard-issue guns, which would have been useless against the superpower’s heavy artillery. It was a woeful situation that suggested a staggering lack of preparedness. As would subsequently emerge, even the written instructions these poor men had about what to do in such circumstances dated back to 1949. ‘Of course we were afraid,’ one veteran told Norwegian public radio a few years ago. ‘Finally we agreed that if they crossed the border we would just have to run as fast as we could.’1


The whole world would have been afraid, if it had known. Some hours later the situation got still worse when a number of the tanks opened fire. For a few awful minutes the Norwegians in the watchtowers thought they were about to become the first casualties of the Third World War. It was some small consolation when they established that the tanks were only firing blanks, at least for the time being.


In far-off Oslo Norway’s generals were terrified too. The show of force was completely unexpected. They assumed it must have been motivated by Moscow’s anger at a major NATO exercise, Polar Express, that was under way elsewhere in the country – but even in this context the reaction was far in excess of anything the Soviets had done before. The soldiers up in Kirkenes did not know the full extent of the Soviet mobilization. With access to other intelligence sources Oslo strategists could see, behind the 290 visible tanks, more than 4,000 other vehicles and items of heavy artillery, fighter jets in a heightened state of readiness, and an estimated 30,000 to 60,000 troops in battle positions.


Norway’s high command had no detailed plan to counter such aggression. After twenty-four hours of stalling, they finally despatched supply troops to the Finnmark watchtowers to give the men inside extra bullets for their useless guns, and issued a fresh set of instructions about what to do if an invasion started: basically to retreat, but slowly.


The 1968 standoff lasted for several days. Norwegian soldiers stationed in the picturesque village of Svanvik later recalled how Soviet tank cannons tracked their every move during the episode, even when they descended from the watchtower to go to the nearby toilet block. The Norwegian government did nothing to publicize what was happening – an act of secrecy that would surely have been impossible in a more populated part of Europe or, now, in the internet age – while the USSR issued no statement about its actions either. It came as a huge relief to everyone on the Western side when, on 12 June, the Soviets began a withdrawal.


In hindsight, we can be pretty confident that the episode really was a demonstration of the USSR’s ire at Norway’s active participation in NATO, as well as being an attempt to show the smaller country how little security the Western Alliance actually provided. But there may also have been a personal dimension. During a particularly difficult visit to Moscow in 1967 the Norwegian defence minister, Otto Grieg Tidemand, had quarrelled with his Soviet opposite number, Andrei Grechko. At the end of the visit, when Tidemand was at the airport, Grechko let him know that he should get ready for a surprise. Some analysts now believe that June 1968 was that surprise.


It was an unbelievably high-stakes game for the USSR to play. As the Norwegian historian Tor Gisle Lorentzen has pointed out, ‘We are talking here about young Norwegian soldiers who were facing major Soviet army forces and who for over a day did not receive any guidance from management about what was going on. From a historical perspective, few have experienced anything like it. Had shots been fired from the Norwegian side, it could have been very serious.’ Moreover, we also know from Soviet veterans that the ranks of the Soviet army were deliberately misled about the reasons for the mobilization – misled in ways that could have predisposed them to be trigger happy. Army generals told them that there were large concentrations of US forces across the border and also that ‘German soldiers were again marching in the streets of Norway’, a lie loosely grounded on the fact that some 15 West German army medics were participating in Polar Express.2


The incident understandably made a deep impression on all who learned of it, but that circle was kept deliberately small right to the end of the Cold War. In the wake of the mobilization, Norway and NATO strengthened their military installations in Finnmark. By the early 1970s a battalion’s worth of stores was permanently stockpiled at the garrison of Porsanger, and the nearby air station at Banak was also bolstered. Meanwhile, in and around Kirkenes, ordinary people knew well enough the gist of what had gone on, both from the evidence of their own eyes and by word of mouth. They had to contend with the fact that they would have been among the first to be wiped out or taken prisoner if the Soviets had crossed the frontier. Since the start of the Cold War this had been a theoretical threat, but now it seemed much more plausible.


Back in Kirkenes I woke with the dawn at around 3 a.m. the next day. Early May is the start of the white nights season, so already it was only dark for a brief time each night. In just a couple of weeks there would be no darkness at all. I allowed myself to drift in and out of sleep for a while, but it was still just 7 a.m. when I got up and began to wander about the town.


There is no ignoring Russia’s proximity in Kirkenes not least because one keeps encountering Russians. Down at the port, I came across a group boarding a coach back across the border after a stay at a harbour-front hotel. I heard another couple speaking the language as they sheltered in a shop doorway lighting cigarettes on their way to work. And I soon spotted the town’s substantial Russian consulate, right in the centre, and, not far off, Kirkenes’s public library with its bilingual signage advertising a substantial Russian-language section.


In 1991, when the Soviet Union collapsed, large numbers of Russians started to enter eastern Finnmark for the first time since 1945. Attitudes towards them were initially very mixed. Many Norwegians liked the cheap vodka and cigarettes the Russians sold from collapsible tables at the back of their Lada cars. Others saw them as a source of cheap labour, while a more niche clientele also enjoyed the Russian prostitutes who flooded in, a phenomenon little seen in Finnmark up to that point. But with the new influx there initially came much xenophobia and stereotyping. Russians struggled to find people willing to rent accommodation to them and were frequently labelled untrustworthy, while also being subject to exploitation. Gradually more positive relations won through and over the last quarter of a century people on either side of the border have come to think of one another favourably.


Those who live this close to the frontier are now entitled to special passes allowing them unlimited entry to the other country. Many Kirkenes residents end up going to Russia weekly, filling up with discount Russian petrol and enjoying budget car maintenance, haircuts and optician visits. Norway is an expensive country but for their part the inhabitants of Nikel, the nearest Russian city to the border, tend to buy most of their hi-tech equipment at the out-of-town superstores that cluster near the Kirkenes border crossing. Even though TVs and surround-sound systems cost more in Norway, the Russians have greater confidence they are buying genuine articles and not fakes.


For most people in the border area, relations are mainly transactional, a series of commercial exchanges that are completed with smiles, a few pleasantries and, where necessary, the assistance of Google Translate. But deeper, more substantial ties have developed. Formal co-operation projects flourished between many museums and other local institutions during the 1990s and early 2000s, with professionals travelling regularly to meet one another. The Samovar Theatre in Kirkenes runs bilingual projects with Russian theatres and has often toured the Russian cities of Petrozavodsk and Murmansk. And many Russians have settled in Kirkenes, marrying locals and educating their children in the Norwegian school system.


Initially, as I learned about all this contact, I thought of it in relation to a grim zero point that I imagined persisting through the Cold War until the late 1980s. But several local people wanted to put me right in that regard. Yes, the Iron Curtain had reduced cross-border contact but seldom to zero, and many in the two communities had retained respect and even fondness for those on the other side throughout the period of official hostility.


Kirkenes’s largest statue is instructive in this regard. It depicts a Soviet army soldier, an Alyosha. The USSR often placed such monuments in places it liberated, even when local people didn’t want them. I might have assumed that was true of this one, especially after I learned of the 300 wartime air raids. But actually this Alyosha, erected shortly after the Nazi defeat, bears witness to a genuine and enduring bond.


I was lucky enough to spend a few hours with Ernst, a local guide now in his eighties who is still sturdy and full of vigour. He had been a boy in Kirkenes during the German occupation. Yes, the Soviets had done huge damage as they liberated Kirkenes, Ernst said, but the locals had been grateful. The Wehrmacht soldiers were unbelievably brutal to one another and to Norwegians, he recalled. One young soldier, maybe only seventeen years of age, had dropped to his knees in the middle of the road one day and cried out that he was too weak to go on. A senior officer just walked over and shot him in the head while Ernst and others watched. Ernst showed me Soviet newsreel footage of him and his mother in a large group emerging from a mineshaft. ‘We had been hiding inside that mineshaft for months,’ Ernst said. ‘We only dared to emerge when we knew the Germans had fled.


‘Russia has been a good neighbour to the people of this part of Norway,’ he went on – most importantly, when the war was over the Russians departed rather than becoming occupiers. It was the opposite of what Moscow did across most of the territory it conquered in wartime Europe. Many in Kirkenes and eastern Finnmark are still deeply thankful for that decision. As we parted, Ernst said that he had always been more frightened of Americans than Russians. ‘It is American presidents who start wars not Russian ones,’ he told me, wagging a finger in my face. ‘Could anyone honestly say that Mr Putin was more frightening than Mr Trump?’


In Cold War times the warmth Kirkenes people like Ernst felt towards the Soviets had relatively few tangible outlets. The border was absolutely closed most of the time and very heavily militarized, and cultural exchange was severely limited. But there were annual Soviet army trips to the Alyosha statue to mark the anniversary of liberation every 25 October and also very occasional exchanges for soccer matches and musical concerts. During the Khrushchev Thaw in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the two governments briefly co-operated on the construction of a number of hydroelectric power stations straddling their territory. This led to Norwegian workers crossing daily at temporary frontier openings, and even, for a brief window of fifty-nine days in 1960, unrestricted access for all Kirkenes residents to a special segment of USSR territory where a bar and duty-free shop operated (there was no equivalent right for Soviet citizens to come to Kirkenes).3 Khrushchev himself was photographed with Norwegian workers at one of the power stations during a visit in July 1962. Thereafter relations cooled again, culminating in the 1968 military altercation.4 But from the late 1970s Soviet outreach intensified once more, with local Finnmark children being invited on coach holidays to Pioneer camps on the Black Sea. Each time one of these parties formed up, the border crossing outside Kirkenes had to be opened specially.
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The 1944 Soviet Army memorial in Kirkenes. Initially the soldier trampled a German eagle under foot. At some point the eagle was removed, apparently to avoid offending fellow NATO member West Germany.


By the time I met Thomas Nilsen, editor of the Independent Barents Observer, in his office in the old mining company headquarters in the centre of town, I was struggling to make sense of the different local ways of seeing Russia and the border. On the one hand, there was lasting gratitude for the 1940s liberation and much present-day enjoyment of the favourable trading conditions and other links that have developed. But on the other, everyone clearly knew they lived on a fragile geopolitical fault line. Once in the Cold War the tanks had come knocking at Kirkenes’s back door and still today the adjacent part of Russia remains packed with nuclear and other weapons. The same people who regularly pop into Russia for haircuts told me that they avoid looking at the border for too long and would never venture beyond Norway’s yellow border posts. What did it all mean?


Thomas, bright and energetic in his early fifties, originally came from farther south in Norway but has lived in Finnmark for more than half his adult life. He has walked step by step with Kirkenes through its changing relationship with the collapsing USSR and the new Russia. He says the townsfolk here are very susceptible to a condition that was first identified elsewhere in Scandinavia. ‘It’s called Stockholm Syndrome,’ he says. ‘Yes, this is a society that could do with some vaccination against Stockholm Syndrome.’ He is not joking.


In Thomas’s long experience the reality is that when you have such a big neighbour with a reputation as a bully, it always feels rational not to do anything to upset them. If that neighbour shows you even a little kindness, or something that can be interpreted as kindness, you are tempted to latch onto it, even to exaggerate it, as a source of hope. It isn’t that the people of eastern Finnmark are insincere when they express goodwill towards Russia and her people. On the contrary, they really mean it. It is just that their goodwill is fundamentally founded on fear.


In military strategic terms, eastern Finnmark is at least as vulnerable now as it ever was in Cold War times. The nuclear weapons systems that the USSR developed in and around the Barents Sea were not dismantled at the end of the East–West conflict in 1991, and since 2015 they have been augmented by a new generation of weapons systems and capabilities known as ‘Bastion Defence’. Just as earlier Soviet plans for the Third World War involved tanks rolling across eastern Finnmark, so the new Bastion capabilities foresee all of northern Norway being occupied very early in any future Europe-wide or global war. This is necessary as far as Russian military planners are concerned to pre-empt a successful NATO blockade of the Barents Sea that would trap Russia’s nuclear-armed submarines inside and render them useless. If Russia felt sufficiently threatened or bellicose at some future point, Kirkenes would almost certainly be one of the first pieces of NATO territory it would occupy.


Thomas tells me that it had long been the habit of locals to label this and many other difficulties as ‘storpolitikk’. This literally means ‘great politics’, and indicates something of concern to the leaders of Oslo and Moscow that lies beyond the control of locals and therefore ought be irrelevant when considering how local relations develop. According to this mindset, storpolitikk, if allowed to dictate local affairs, could destabilize cross-border relations unnecessarily, harming both lives and livelihoods. Oslo’s participation in international sanctions against Russia was often dismissed as storpolitikk too, he says, even when those sanctions arose because of great crimes Russia committed such as the illegal annexation of Crimea or the poisoning of the Skripals in the UK. Local shopkeepers were happier to focus on serving the increasing number of middle-class Russians who would drive for three hours from Murmansk to stock up on French brie, Greek yoghurt and other foodstuffs that were banned from Russian shelves.


But the idea that Kirkenes could defy the odds every time and find a win-win accommodation with Russia was self-evidently false, Thomas thinks, and always required more than a little self-delusion. A few years ago, for reasons unknown but perhaps as dry runs for parts of Bastion Defence, the Russian military started to block the GPS signal across eastern Finnmark for hours or even days at a time. This was achieved by wheeling huge jammers into place near the border. When we met, it had happened at least five times in the preceding two years, and there have been further reports since. The effect is instant and comes without warning, making electronic navigation impossible not just for the military but also for civilian aircraft landing at Kirkenes Airport, for vital emergency services such as coastguard search-and-rescue vessels, and for ordinary Norwegian citizens. It is only too easy to see how this sort of misbehaviour could lead to loss of local life. Thomas says that since time immemorial bilateral functions between Russia and Norway have typically included a toast ‘for a peaceful border’. But is this really what a peaceful border looks like?


Thomas’s own career has shown the limits of the storpolitikk opt-out in a big way. The news website he edits was founded in 2003 as a bilingual (English and Russian) source of impartial online news about the Arctic region. Ever since, it has chronicled events and issues in northern Norway, Finland and Russia, including the many business ties that have grown up between the three areas and a broad range of other social and cultural stories. It has always included coverage of opposition politics inside Russia, and analysis of resistance to the Kremlin, and of Putin’s more controversial policies, as well as Russian state corruption. It is for these aspects of its work, and its popularity inside Russia, that it has latterly ended up in the Kremlin’s crosshairs. The paper is Kirkenes born and bred, and Putin’s government has chosen to concentrate on this fact in attacking it.


Thomas freely admits that over the last decade the balance of news he published about Russia changed. ‘Negative things started happening in Russia, so we couldn’t only write about positive things,’ he tells me over a second cup of coffee. This angered the Russian authorities greatly. Their officials started to demand corrections to lots of articles. There were increasing accusations of deliberate troublemaking by the website and of systematic anti-Russian bias.


The Kirkenes-based Russian consul-general had already weighed in publicly on the subject before Thomas wrote an editorial in 2014 about Russia’s annexation of the Crimea and the impact it might have on international co-operation in the Arctic. After that the top Russian diplomat in northern Norway responded with open rage. Did Nilsen not know that the Crimea had been ‘reunified’ with Russia rather than ‘annexed’? There could be no talk of ‘annexation’ because what had happened was the will of the Crimean people.


A full-scale campaign against the Observer ensued for the rest of 2014 and into 2015, with Russian politicians and officials putting direct pressure on Norwegian politicians to defund the website. Russia petitioned both national and local administrators, threatening grave consequences for bilateral co-operation if they did not act decisively. For years, the website had received significant funding in the form of grants from the national foreign ministry, which were allocated by the local Barents Secretariat, a regional body composed of representatives of the three counties of northern Norway, including Finnmark. The Barents Secretariat was also Thomas’s and the other journalists’ formal employer.


While the foreign ministry declined to curtail the website, the Barents Secretariat quickly caved in. ‘They were afraid that our journalism would harm people-to-people co-operation,’ Thomas tells me. Consequently, they rescinded the website’s press accreditation – a legal necessity for all news organizations in Norway – and sacked Thomas himself. Instantly the rest of his team resigned. It was a major scandal across Norway and made many who lived far from Finnmark aware of the border tensions for the first time.


The website’s future was profoundly uncertain after the Secretariat removed accreditation. Some in Russia must have hoped at that point for a complete victory. But Thomas and his journalists agreed it was vital to continue. They found a new office, their current one, and started surviving on donations and subscriptions while keeping the website freely accessible to all. They have got by like this ever since. ‘We don’t have cash, but we have our freedom, and that is the most important thing,’ Thomas says. It was during this relaunch that he added the word ‘independent’ to the publication’s title both to emphasize its values and as a mark of the scars it had acquired in trying to defend them.


Working life was to remain difficult. As the whole world has been forced to realize of late, when the Russian government decides you are a threat, it is relentless in pursuit. In March 2017 Thomas was stopped by Russian border guards at the Kirkenes crossing and handed a letter naming him a danger to national security and banning him from further entry to Russia. He then found himself placed on a so-called ‘Stop List’ of people sanctioned by Moscow as retaliation for EU travel bans. The Independent Barents Observer’s servers have also been subjected to numerous ‘DoS’ (‘denial-of-service’) attacks. Finally, in February 2019, the entire website was blocked inside Russia on an ongoing basis. The pretext for this was an article about growing up gay in the indigenous Sámi community. The Russian communications regulator alleged, erroneously, that the story incited readers to commit suicide.5


Nilsen reflects wryly that the block means he and Russia have come full circle since 1991. Back then, when he first arrived in eastern Finnmark, he worked at a radio station in the village of Svanvik. The station had a large listenership in nearby Soviet Nikel. It played mostly pop music but while the USSR was collapsing at the start of 1991 it temporarily switched to broadcast news, providing a rolling Russian translation of the BBC World Service. Because this revealed that the Soviet army and KGB were committing acts of violence against peaceful protesters elsewhere in the USSR, the Soviet government quickly moved to block the station’s signal. At that time, there was little Thomas could do. But, he says, thousands of Russians nowadays have continued to find their way to the Observer through VPNs. This is still the case at the time of writing in spite of the ratchet of state control in Russia being turned ever tighter.
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Thomas Nilsen, editor of the Independent Barents Observer, pictured beside a border post on the Russian side of the frontier.


The story of Thomas and his website offers a window onto the profound changes that Russia has undergone over the course of President Putin’s long rule – and is also revelatory about the mindsets of people in eastern Finnmark and the north of Norway more generally. Thomas confirms that he has always had strong supporters in the Kirkenes community. But there are also locals who see him as a thorn in the town’s side. Controversial though it was, the decision of the Barents Secretariat has stood. ‘For a couple of decades, for a generation, we learned that Russia was good, we were doing business and everything was coming out right,’ Thomas concludes. ‘But then we suddenly start to see, “Oh shit, it’s not going right.” But instead of criticizing the FSB and Moscow, some up here first took the position that something or somebody in Norway must be to blame.’


A case that tested the loyalties of Kirkenes residents even more than Russia’s campaign against the Independent Barents Observer was that of Frode Berg. It was still rumbling on at the time of my visit but has since reached a conclusion.


A man in his sixties, Berg was a Norwegian border guard who lived in the town and worked right up against the frontier until his retirement. In 2017, when already a pensioner, he was arrested on holiday in Moscow and charged with spying. The Russian authorities said he had been caught redhanded couriering envelopes of cash and instructions to Norwegian agents inside Russia. After holding him on remand for more than a year, a Russian court then convicted Berg of espionage in a hasty, largely in-camera trial and sentenced him to fourteen years’ detention in a strict-regime labour camp. Most commentators agreed that, for a man of Berg’s age, this represented a virtual death sentence.


I saw a banner about Frode on my first walk through Kirkenes. Strung across the front of the public library, it read ‘Help Frode home!’ But who should help Frode? I wondered. Ernst, with his gratitude towards the Soviet liberators of the Second World War, was clear that the answer now rested with Moscow. He, for one, was hopeful. ‘Mr Putin will do something for us,’ he said. Thomas Nilsen confirmed this was by no means an isolated view. ‘People in Kirkenes sometimes behave like people in Murmansk when there is something difficult,’ he said. ‘“Putin, come and save us!” they cry.’ It sounded like the old myth of a benevolent Tsar intervening to correct the evil his minions have done.


Hand in hand with this outlook, locals also expressed a lot of anger towards their own government. Many in eastern Finnmark saw Oslo as primarily at fault for Berg’s situation. A consensus had emerged that he probably was working as a spy for the Norwegians, but that he was only a low-level courier and not himself an agent runner.6 People were convinced that the pensioner had not been made aware of the true dangers. Thomas Nilsen told me, ‘There are many who blame Norway for his arrest. “Forcing this civilian to do this kind of thing,” they say, as if he didn’t have his own will.’ People I spoke to spontaneously namechecked the case as a perfect example of Norway’s storpolitikk making trouble by meddling in local affairs to disastrous effect. The Norwegian intelligence agencies have a particularly bad reputation in eastern Finnmark. Throughout the Cold War the population suspected that Norway’s own spies were monitoring them en masse, as collectively unreliable. When the Iron Curtain fell, the Norwegian king apparently visited the town and apologized personally for this decades-long slur.


I continued following Frode Berg’s case after I left Kirkenes. I must say I had no confidence that President Putin would lift a finger to help the old man. On that basis, I wondered if his ongoing plight might serve as a small corrective to local belief in a friendly Russia. On the other hand, I doubted how much difference it would make if the population of eastern Finnmark suddenly did become more honest about their fears of Russia or voiced more loudly their disapproval of its actions.


Thomas Nilsen pointed out that Norway was in a weak position when it came to Berg’s incarceration because it lacked a high-profile Russian prisoner to trade for its man – that being the traditional way for East–West spy stories to resolve themselves. The St Petersburg ‘spy-whale’ that local fishermen had recently caught, Thomas felt, was unlikely to be a sufficient prize to secure Berg’s release.


But then in late 2019 I heard on a BBC news bulletin that Frode Berg had indeed been freed. He was one of five spies who were swapped in a three-way deal that saw two Lithuanians and Berg exchanged for two Russians who had been in prison in Lithuania.7 I knew that many in Kirkenes would think Putin really had smiled on them, especially since Norway itself did not free anyone. Apparently, the Russian Foreign Minister, Sergei Lavrov, had personally visited the town just a month before and told locals he was hopeful that a solution could soon be reached.


What could the people of Kirkenes do if Russia decided to march across their border? Or permanently to jam their GPS signal? Or arrest more of their townsfolk when they crossed into Russia using their permits? Or a host of other hostile acts? Assuming that locals are, relatively speaking, powerless in these and other scenarios, many are likely to continue to determine that it is better to try to keep on Russia’s good side (however implausible that now sounds), to tread carefully at the door to the bear’s lair for fear of attracting its attention. What the release of Frode Berg suggested, even as Russia pitilessly stirred up trouble elsewhere, was that the bear was happy, at least for the time being, to continue colluding in this fiction.
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Porkkala, Finland


I woke with a jolt and sat upright in bed, lucky not to whack my head against the top bunk as I did so. My sleep had been interrupted by a sudden attack of unfamiliar noise and light: a prolonged roar just a few metres from the foot of the bed and a strong strobing beam filling the entire room, similar to a cinema projector’s once the film has completely run through.


It took me a few seconds to remember where I was – which country as well as which building – and then another moment to realize that the cause of the disturbance was the railway tracks outside. Despite my host describing them a few hours earlier as ‘basically unused now’, they were, in fact, being used by a huge freight train. It was 2 a.m. I felt irrationally cross as one tends to when disturbed in the middle of the night, but then relieved that the racket was nothing more sinister. I slid out of bed and stumbled to the window just in time to see the last wagons thunder into the darkness.


I was in Mustio, a tiny Finnish village also known by the Swedish name Svartå. It lies 60 kilometres west of Helsinki and over 300 kilometres away from the Russian border, and I was staying in its former railway station on a line that really did last see passenger traffic in 1983. The station is owned by a couple who live in one half and rent out the other to holidaymakers; a self-contained apartment including a beautiful historic ticket office and waiting room. As the bunk beds indicated, it was a place intended for multiple occupancy (up to eight at a time), but I was alone. I had already found the set-up somewhat eerie as I sat reading in the living room earlier in the evening with a large collection of wooden and papier-mâché puppets as my only company. Maybe it was a bit less strange than it sounds because the station’s owners were professional puppeteers. Nonetheless, when I ventured back into the living area to get a glass of water after the train had passed, I got a fresh shock from the dead-eyed marionettes staring back at me in the moonlight.
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