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Use, do not abuse; neither abstinence
nor excess ever renders man happy.
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PROLOGUE


 


I’VE SPENT THE last year flirting with the devil. It’s been a risky experience, especially since he’s been known to lead me astray in the past. But I seem to have survived the experience unscathed: I guzzled absinthe in the mountains of Switzerland and saw cocaine being made out of coca leaves in the Andes. I smuggled chewing gum and pornography into Singapore and puffed on Cuban cigars in San Francisco. And I’ve brought back wicked souvenirs.


Once the last of the snow has melted, I’m going to gather up my mementos and invite some of my closest friends to a picnic on the hilltop park in the center of my town—the one with the giant Catholic cross at its summit. We’ll have to pick a spot that’s out of sight of the police who patrol the mountain paths on horseback, as the blanket will be spread with things vilified, demonized, and banned by the lawmakers of the civilized world. To awaken my guests’ appetites, I’ll start with a shot of the 186-proof moonshine I picked up from a bootlegger in Norway. Then we’ll have crackers and cheese: narcotic poppy-seed biscuits, banned in Singapore, spread with a reeking, five-week-old Époisses, the same unpasteurized cheese that allegedly caused two deaths from listeriosis in France. For the main course, a mixed plate of delicacies, made following recipes I learned in Spain: a pottery dish of baby eels, killed with an infusion of tobacco, and a stew of bulls’ testicles in garlic and gravy. To clear the palate, I’ll pass out air-polluting, emphysema-provoking Cohiba cigars, direct from Fidel Castro’s yanqui-baiting socialist dystopia. As a digestif: a shot of cloudy blue, epileptic-fit-inducing absinthe, bought from a clandestine distiller in the Swiss valley where the active ingredient, wormwood, has been cultivated since the eighteenth century. For dessert, the purest Basque chocolate, “black inside … as the devil’s ass is black from smoke,” as the Marquis de Sade liked it, and spiked with powdered chili peppers. To stimulate the mind and soothe the soul, I’ll bring a thermos of tea made from the leaves of the coca plant, one of humanity’s oldest intoxicants, now uprooted in every nation of the earth by the minions of the DEA. The only souvenir I won’t be able to offer—it’s not the kind of thing I like to keep in my cupboard— will be a shot glass of pentobarbital sodium, the final drink for suicide tourists who fly to Zürich to put an end to their terminal diseases. I’ll be curious to see who has the courage to make it to the end of this infernal déjeuner sur l’herbe. Every course consists of something guaranteed to offend the safety-conscious, the temperate, the holier-than-thou, the politically correct, the chickenshit.


Fortunately, there aren’t too many puritans in my immediate circle of friends. In fact, most of them are pretty broad-minded. Which seems appropriate: an open mind, it’s been said, is the devil’s picnic.


When you can’t have it, you want it.


It’s simple psychology. Hold a soother, a teddy bear, or a lollipop out of any toddler’s reach, and he’ll throw a tantrum. Deny him something he’s never seen before (a new toy, a never-before-sucked lollipop, the latest Disney DVD), and he’ll become so obsessed with obtaining it he’ll refuse to eat and begin to babble of nothing else.


Parents understand this phenomenon. Teenage babysitters understand it. Older brothers and sisters understand it—and exploit it. Governments, in contrast, never seem to get it. Generation in, generation out, they select certain goods and substances and tell their citizens they can’t have them, on the ground they’re harmful, addictive, immoral, or demotivating. Then they react with shock when their citizens start to act like naughty children, breaking the law to get at what they’ve been deemed too immature to handle. The whole situation is absurd. It’s philosophically indefensible. Most of all, it’s an immense waste of social and economic resources. Punishing and incarcerating people for their appetites and excesses costs society billions of dollars a year and increases the sum total of human misery immeasurably. It also ignores a simple truism: ban something, and it becomes stronger, costlier, and more coveted than ever before.


It’s too bad, because never in history have we been in a better position to indulge our most extravagant desires. Thanks to globalization, middle-class North Americans and Europeans can click on a mouse and order saffron from Iran, pashmina scarves from Nepal, or brand-name runners from the sweatshops of China and have them appear in a FedEx box on the doorstep the next day—a command of the world’s resources that was not even enjoyed by Roman nobility or nineteenth-century European aristocrats. The days of the Catholic Church’s Index of Prohibited Books are long gone, and we flatter ourselves that we live in a period of unprecedented freedom, in which we can read Ulysses and Lolita in public, surf risqué Internet sites and watch Arabic satellite networks, eat bacon or take snuff without being terrorized by arcane religious prohibitions.


This freedom is an illusion. In the twenty-first century, the world is still riddled with atavistic interdictions. This is not merely a matter of the Hindu ban against eating sacred cows or the Islamic injunctions against gambling and intoxicants. The following activities are strictly prohibited in North America (with penalties, in some American states, ranging up to life imprisonment): planting hemp or tobacco seeds in one’s garden; bringing a few ounces of authentic farmstead Camembert through customs; selling or drinking real absinthe; soothing a headache with a cup of poppy or coca tea. Every one of these prohibitions, born in climates of xenophobia or moral panic, offers an insight into society’s phobias: foreign contamination; unchecked hedonism; the insidious undermining of the work ethic.


In an era of fear—fear of terrorism, fear of foreign ideas, fear of our fellow citizens—we seem all too willing to allow our individual liberty to be eroded in the name of increased security. Demonization is the age-old tool of power, and its buzzwords—evildoer, taboo, zero tolerance—attach a spurious mystique to activities that might otherwise be perceived as anodyne, pathetic, or merely banal. The ostensible targets of prohibitions are the substances that authority (in the form of the state, the imams, community standards, the Vatican, international bureaucracies) declare noxious. The real battleground is our own bodies—and the ultimate casualty is our sovereignty over ourselves.


I, for one, have always been fascinated by the forbidden. As soon as I encountered the words absinthe, hashish, and opium as a teenager, I was dreaming up ways to get my hands on them. I’ve never understood the incurious who draw the line at experimenting with different sensations, and different forms of consciousness, merely because they are circumscribed by the current crop of laws. In my experience, those who choose to cross the line—the born rebels, the ne’er-do-wells, the independent thinkers—also tend to be the best company. (In contrast, those obsessed by the line—the alcoholics, drug casualties, the sad addicts—can be torrential bores.)


I began this year as a kind of Aleister Crowley with a backpack, determined to track down and try all that was forbidden, scornful of any suggestion that my desires should be regulated. After twelve months of traveling, through seven different countries, I’ve encountered vastly different attitudes toward prohibitions, ranging from welfare-state tolerance to nanny-state fury, from urbane indifference to xenophobic hysteria; not to mention the perplexed patience of those in the developing world whose livelihoods are threatened by foreign prohibitions. The world changed my outlook, as it always does. If I started out as something of a libertarian, in favor of legalization, I ended up with a more nuanced view of how prohibition, and particularly drug prohibition, could be handled.


Of course, I should have known: nothing is as simple as it first appears. The devil, as always, is in the details.




· APERITIF ·


No nation is drunken where wine is cheap.


—Thomas Jefferson




· 1 ·


HJEMMEBRENT


The Viking Moonshine


I KNEW ONLY ONE word of Norwegian, but I’d already found a way to work it into the conversation.


The word was hjemmebrent, Norwegian for “moonshine,” and I was pretty sure the shaven-headed soccer fan sitting next to me would be able to tell me something about it. Outside, an armada of lead-bellied cumulus clouds steamed resolutely across an azure sky, off to invade Iceland. Wind-flattened wheat fields glowed golden, and red-roofed farmhouses and moose-crossing signs gave way to roundabouts and IKEA stores as our bus approached the suburbs of Oslo. My neighbor had been trying to focus on a British music magazine, and something in his demeanor—the three days of reddish stubble; the gamy stench of lager and tobacco; the squelched burps and oily sweat—screamed hangover, the kind that is better slept off, but which the excess adrenaline of passport control, baggage claim, and customs was forcing him to endure fully conscious. Across the aisle, his curly-haired friend, in shorts and wraparound sunglasses, was in even rougher shape: he rested his head on the seat-back in front of him, emitting the occasional groan and protesting loudly when the lady ahead of him tried to recline. They, like everybody else on the bus, were keeping their translucent duty-free bags from the Glasgow airport close to their heels. It was the first thing I’d noticed when I’d boarded the Ryanair flight from Prestwick to Torp. Every adult—without exception—was carrying at least one box of Scotch or a bottle of gin, vodka, or other liquor. I could just make out the bottle of ten-year-old Bushmills in an embossed cardboard tube at my neighbor’s feet.


“Just back from Scotland?” I asked cheerily.


“Ja,” he said wearily. “We went to see the Rangers play Hibernian. There were seven of us, but we lost two in the airport—they were in the toilet when the bus left. We are all a little tired today.” His name was Rune, from Lillehammer. “I thought I was going to a meeting in Oslo on Friday afternoon, but when I showed up for work, all my friends were there. ‘C’mon!’ they said. ‘We are going to Glasgow!’ I got married in Copenhagen this winter, but I never had a bachelor party, so this was my big surprise. I have been wearing the same clothes all weekend.” He plucked listlessly at his rancid shirt. “I only had one hour of sleep this night. I would like to call my wife, but I lost my cell phone at a nightclub.”


Had there been any fights?


“No! We were there for the soccer and the beer. Drinks are half as expensive as in Norway, and the glasses are bigger. We were very happy. And the Scottish people were even happier, because Glasgow won.”


So, I ventured, had he ever tried hjemmebrent?


Rune gave a start. “You know what is hjemmebrent?” He chuckled. “This is very popular where I live—but you can’t find it in bars or shops. It is clear, like vodka, and very strong. But there has been a problem recently, with methanol, and it is harder to find than it used to be. We mix it with grape juice, or coffee. This is called karsk.”


I repeated the word: he had pronounced it kaarshk.


“Karsk. Hjemmebrent. Now you know the two most important words.” Rune chuckled again. Then he winced.


He leaned across the aisle, evidently explaining to his friend what I was looking for.


The man snorted. As we pulled into the Oslo bus station, he lifted his shades and pointedly met my gaze with bloodshot, black-rimmed eyes.


“Be careful,” he croaked.


When it comes to alcohol, most of humanity is in denial. Though drinking causes us enormous problems, we persist anyway. (According to the World Health Organization, 4 percent of the global burden of disease can be attributed to alcohol; only tobacco, responsible for 4.1 percent of deaths worldwide, surpasses it as a risk factor in mortality in the developed world.) We envy, even secretly detest, those lucky few who seem to be able to drink with moderation. (Particularly the Italians, French, and Spanish, as they smugly relish another bottle of red wine with another multicourse dinner.) We miss work and get into fights because of our drinking. (The annual cost of alcoholism in the United States is estimated at $185billion, mainly due to absenteeism. The majority of murders, rapes, and property crimes are committed under the influence, and forty percent of all fatal car accidents are alcohol-related.) We routinely decide our lives would be better off without booze and vow to swear off it. (Adopting doctrines like Islam, or undertaking such noble experiments as Prohibition.) And then, after periods of relative abstinence, we find ourselves succumbing to another debauched spree. (Like the post-Soviet vodka orgy still gripping Russia, or the post-ecstasy binge-drinking epidemic that is currently addling Britain.) Were our species to take the Alcoholics Anonymous quiz, it would be a serious candidate for a meeting in the nearest church basement.


Depending on the dose, alcohol can provoke wailing at the wake, donnybrooks down the pub, or stomach pumps at the emergency ward. Though less addictive than nicotine, it is far more dependence-inducing than marijuana. Unlike cocaine or heroin, it so changes the physiology of the brain, and the structure of every cell in the body, that its withdrawal can actually kill a hard-core addict. About 10 percent of drinkers will become dependent, whether they are “episodic heavy drinkers“—bingers—or full-blown alcoholics. The remaining 90 percent will derive pleasure and succor from their relationship with alcohol, and those who drink moderately—two or three glasses a day—may actually live longer than abstainers, thanks to alcohol’s ability to diminish heart disease.


Scourge of mankind; blessing from God—contemporary cultures are deeply divided on what to do with the juice of fermenting grain, potatoes, and fruit. There are the French, for example, who are wont to deny that wine is a form of alcohol at all and are free to buy a plastic liter bottle of dirt cheap plonk at four o’clock in the morning. (And somehow they haven’t all turned into rapists and murderers—though the statistics on drunk driving in France are pretty chilling.) Then there are the Iranians, who pay $200 for a bottle of smuggled Johnnie Walker and tremble lest the komiteh, or Islamic religious police, knock on their door, catch whiskey on their breath, and punish them with seventy lashes. (With that said, there is remarkably little cirrhosis of the liver in Iran—though there are two million Iranian heroin addicts.) Somewhere between the utter liberalism of Latin cultures and the complete prohibition of Islam lies the rest of the world, with its amusing webwork of contradictory drinking laws. In America alone, some states require that food be available when alcohol is served; others that no food be served at all. Some insist the interior of a bar be visible from the street; others that drinkers be shielded from view. In Arkansas and Alabama, a large percentage of counties are still completely dry. Until 2004, South Carolina’s state constitution banned free-pouring, stipulating that spirits could only be dispensed from the kind of 1.7 ounce minibottles used on airplanes. Mormon-dominated Utah is truly extreme: clients must pay annual membership fees of at least $12 before they can order a drink at a bar, waiters can present wine lists to customers only if they are directly asked, and bartenders aren’t allowed to pour doubles, though they can place a one-ounce sidecar of the same liquor next to a client’s glass. In England, the Licensing Act of 1964 allows drinkers to mill in front of pubs with full pints, but forces publicans to call time at eleven P.M., creating a rush of hastily ordered and consumed ales. (The Labour government has proposed a revision of the act that would allow local authorities to set their own closing times. The hope is it will reduce the last call effect that turns London’s West End and Manchester’s Fallowfield into free-for-alls of public urination, vomiting, and brawling; the fear is that, in the short run at least, it will create a twenty-four-hour drinking culture.)


Then there’s Norway, voted best country in the world by the United Nations for the fourth year running, on the strength of the usual array of brain-numbing statistics: a life expectancy of seventy-nine years, a literacy rate of 91 percent, long-term unemployment of only .2 percent, and a gross per capita national product—second only to Luxembourg’s—of $36,600 U.S. Since oil was discovered offshore in the late 1960s, this nation of fishermen, sailors, and farmers has become very rich indeed—Oslo recently surpassed Tokyo as the most expensive city on earth. A liter of gas at state-owned Statoil stations costs ten kroner ($1.42), and a tram ride on public transportation is 30KR ($4.28); even dialing a toll-free 1—800 number at a phone booth costs 5KR (70 cents). Given the scale of the oil bonanza, one might expect a little celebration, some champagne and cocktails, to be in order. Forget it. Outside the Islamic world, no culture has a more restrictive alcohol-control regime. Norway, the first country to introduce blood-alcohol limits for drivers—in 1936—does not allow advertising of any alcoholic beverages but light beer. Wine and spirits can be purchased only in state-monopoly liquor stores, most of which are open till six on weekdays, three on Saturdays, and not at all on Sundays. Norway has the highest alcohol taxes, and consequently the highest official prices, ofany nation on earth: a liter bottle of Smirnoff vodka costs $50 U.S., and a pint of domestic Ringnes beer will set you back $9 in downtown Oslo.


The Norwegians can marshal some impressive figures showing that their brand of government intervention and cradle-to-grave welfare has a positive impact on the public good. With only 60 prisoners for every 100,000 inhabitants (versus 730 per 100,000 in the United States), they have one ofthe lowest incarceration rates in the world— and since there are fewer than three thousand prison beds, some convicted criminals have to wait up to two years before they start serving their time. Norway is a great place to be female: women hold over a third of all seats in the Storting, or Parliament, and the state provides free medical care, public day-care centers, and a child cash-benefit scheme. There are typically only fifty murders in the country a year—contrast that with the city of Detroit, which has over 350—and few involve random violence. Like Switzerland, Norway does not use the euro—keeping instead its indigenous kroner—since it is not part of the European Union. With a $140 billion Petroleum Fund socked away for a rainy day, the Norwegians don’t need those peasants in Europe.


In every way, Norway is an exception. It is an egalitarian utopia where all gravestones have to be the same height, and allemansretten, “everyman’s right,” allows citizens to pitch their tents, pick fruit, or ski anywhere in the land, even on private property. It is a sexually liberated kingdom where the crown prince married a single mother who admitted to being a former cocaine addict, the finance minister tied the knot with his longtime male companion, and yet where the prime minister is a teetotaling former Lutheran priest. It is an extreme nanny state, where there is no smoking in bars and restaurants, and the national film board has banned three hundred films since 1955 (among them Crash, Eyes Wide Shut, and Life of Brian). And, for teetotalers, it is the poster boy of nations, since its strict drinking laws have apparently produced the lowest rates of alcohol consumption in Europe. According to official statistics, Norwegians drink only 5.9 liters of alcohol a year per adult—the equivalent of about one can of beer a day— making them mere tipplers next to the Italians (9.2 liters), the French (13.6 liters), and the current world champions, the Irish, who, at 14.2 liters of pure alcohol, are going through the equivalent of two and a half cans of beer per adult a day.


So, as my suitcase clattered over the paving stones in front of the neoclassical facade of the Oslo train station, I was a little surprised to find so many obviously wasted vagrants milling around the tidy streets of the world’s most expensive welfare state. On Fred Olsens Gate, I almost ran into two thin, young men in black hoodies sitting cross-legged in the gutter between luxury cars, doing something elaborate with spoons and a lighter. As I crossed a parking lot, the wheels of my suitcase got tangled in little drift-piles of syringes and pressed-out blister packs of pills. From a spindly pedestrian overpass that traversed a harborfront highway, I looked back to see that the men in the hoodies had been accosted by two mounted policewomen, blond ponytails poking out of their black helmets, their towering sorrel horses pacing nervously as the young men rose stiffly to their feet.


I continued trundling my bag toward the water’s edge. In Oslo, my hotel was going to be a ship. The MS Innvik, formerly a fjord-cruiser, was now home to a theater troupe that paid the bills by renting out its cramped upper cabins to tourists. After checking in, I ordered a tuna fish sandwich on the upper deck and tried to forget the depressing harborfront squalor.


From the starboard side, the view improved. Across the Oslo Fjord, orange and blue building-block stacks of shipping containers were piled before an evergreen promontory, and farther up the pier, a ferry pulled away from the turrets ofthe Akershus Castle. The illumination was ethereal, the sky as pale blue as Scandinavian eyes. Then I noticed a couple of seated figures closer to the ship, face-to-face in the shadow of a concrete barrier. It was a strangely tender scene: using a syringe, the woman patiently probed her shirtless companion’s skinny forearm for a vein. After a few minutes of patting and prodding, she gave up and injected the drugs directly into the side of his neck.


I pushed aside my sandwich. My first exposure to Norwegians, those paragons of probity, was in the form of grievously hungover soccer fans and emaciated junkies shooting up in public. Something was rotten in the kingdom of Norway, and it wasn’t the tuna fish.


“We were just discussing the latest chess move by the police,” said Alto Braveboy, between sips of Aass beer.


It was almost ten P.M., the sun had finally set over the fjord, and I’d joined some of the theater’s stagehands at a table on the upper deck of the Innvik. Alto, the most voluble of them, was a striking-looking character: an old punk and longtime snowboarder, he favored a black neck bandanna. The gold rings that encircled his thumbs and pierced his upper lip contrasted nicely with his creamy-coffee complexion. His family was from Grenada, but he’d lived in Oslo most of his life and spoke English with an accent cadged from a lifetime of listening to the BBC.


“The junkies used to buy their drugs on the plata,” he continued, “the square south of the train station. But the richest man in Oslo—he owns the Hotel Opera, the one you see over there“—Alto nodded to an orange neon sign on a facade looming over the railway station— “decided he didn’t want them upsetting the tourists, so the police have been ordered to move them along. Now the dealers are in twenty different squares and schoolyards around the city. In the plata, at least there were surveillance cameras, and people looked out for each other. If there were thirteen-year-olds trying to buy heroin, the police would do something about it. Now there’s no accountability. And some of those dealers—well, let’s just say they’re not the most ethical people. They’ll sell to anybody.”


Norway is no Switzerland or Holland, whose notoriously liberal drug policies also produce some of the lowest rates of drug-related violence and health problems in the world. Like Sweden, Norway officially subscribes to the paradigm of the worldwide War on Drugs. There are at least five thousand heroin addicts in Oslo, and in 2001 alone, 338 people died of overdoses—seven times more Norwegians than were murdered—making Norway the drug-death capital of Europe. Heroin, smuggled from Afghanistan, has lately become cheaper than tobacco (not that, at $10, a pack of cigarettes is all that affordable). Heroin is not cheap enough, however, that addicts can afford to snort or smoke it—as they do in Holland—which means they use syringes and tend to overdose when there’s an unexpected surge in potency. A proper methadone program wasn’t established until the late 1990s, and for those who want to quit, waiting periods can stretch for up to two years.


“It’s a complete mess,” said Alto. “There was supposed to be a safe injection site near the station, where people could get clean needles, but it never opened. Norway is one of those countries that likes to pretend it doesn’t have any problems.”


He looked at me appraisingly as he took a drag on his cigarette. “But what brings you here, mate? Not drugs, I hope.”


Well, a kind of drug, I admitted. I told him I was looking for hjemmebrent.


He laughed. “We used to drink a lot of that. We call it heimert in Oslo. It’s not the kind of thing you keep on drinking, though— maybe a few times at parties, to get drunk. If you drink it with water alone, it’s so strong you get this thing called kald kjeft. It means ‘cold mouth’ —your entire mouth goes numb the next day. It’s nasty.” He shuddered at the memory.


“But if you want some, it shouldn’t be a problem. Up north, in the Trøndelag area around Trondheim, that’s all they drink. And they really know how to drink up there. If you live on an island, or in some remote village, and your nearest neighbor is three Norwegian miles away, you’re not going to get together on Saturday night to talk about the latest developments in literature. You’re going to get pissed.”


Alto pulled out his cell phone, scrolled through a menu, and made a call. I could make out a few words: “Kanadisk . bok ... heimert. . .’’ He hung up, looking puzzled. “My mate says he did have some hjemmebrent, but he’s converted it all into absinthe. But I’ll keep on phoning around.


“Don’t worry,” he said, picking up his pint and sauntering back to the hold. “We should be able to hook you up.”


I found my first Vinmonopolet (Wine Monopoly) store in Grünerløkka, a riverside neighborhood of small parks, tea lounges, and Italian bistros. The first clue to its presence was the parade of women in heels and office suits carrying dark blue bags, embossed with silver, filled with cardboard boxes of wine. Since liquor stores close just one hour after work finishes on weekdays, people often find an excuse to make a quick booze run during office hours; I’d apparently hit the lunch-time rush. The three-liter format is the most economical (though at one hundred kroner, or $14, a liter, it can hardly be called cheap). Predictably, one temperance-minded politician recently called for the banning of bag-in-a-box wine for “facilitating consumption.”


All that set the store apart was an ornate logo, the letter V nestled in curlicues, and the impressive security curtains of forged metal behind each window, presumably to prevent armored vehicles from pulling a smash-and-grab. In a country with almost three times the surface area of England, there were only 190 shops retailing liquor and wine (contrast this with Ireland, where 2,023 off-licenses sell wine, and 808 sell liquor, to a smaller population). Though lately a few experimental self-service outlets have been opened—and the Grünerløkka branch had been tarted up with a few vaguely Italianate frescoes—the design of the majority of Vinmonopolets seemed to be inspired by austere Soviet-era department stores. I took a numbered ticket from a machine and stood in line behind a trio in their twenties who were asked for ID cards before they could get their six-pack. (Beers with less than 4.7 percent alcohol are sold in supermarkets, though these sections are locked up after six P.M.) The red LED light over the counter flashed my number, 189, and the clerk took my ticket.


“Hei. Kan jeg hjelpe deg?” she asked brightly.


I must have looked confused.


“You speak English, maybe?” she said. “What would you like?”


I said I wasn’t sure, since it was all hidden behind a counter.


“We have a catalog.” She pointed to a rack on the wall.


The eighty-page-long Prisliste booklet showed the current holdings of the Vinmonopolet, with three- to five-digit numbers identifying each bottle of pinot noir, Avocaat, or Baileys. A table in the back broke down where your money was going. Of a 79KR bottle of cabernet sauvignon, the manufacturer got 20KR, but fully 32.50KR was the “Alkoholavgift"—the alcohol tax. In fact, the state was taxing the ethanol; the higher the proof, the bigger the “gift" the government treated itself to. The various government taxes on a 42-proof bottle of Campari amounted to 75percent of what the consumer paid; on a bottle of 80-proof vodka, it was an exorbitant 86 percent of the total price. Thanks to this policy, Norwegians abroad are preternaturally conscious of alcohol content, constantly amusing the French and the Italians by favoring 13.5percent wines over superior, but lower-percentage, reds. It also fuels the Nordic pastime of visiting neighboring countries to stock up on cheaper booze. To avoid paying the equivalent of $40 for a fifth of vodka, Norwegians drive to Sweden, where the same amount costs $28. The Swedes take ferries to Denmark, where it costs $14; and the Danes cross the border to northern Germany, where the same bottle can cost as little as $7.


I got another ticket, queued up again, and returned to the counter. This time I pointed confidently to the catalog and said, “I’ll have two bottles of—uh, 20609.”


She nodded, disappeared among the shelves in the back ofthe store, and returned a minute later with a couple of bottles of Duvel, the high-test Belgian beer. The price was 73KR ($10.40). What’s more, the bottles were warm. I walked out clutching my conspicuous blue bag, feeling slightly seedy. It was as if I’d just hocked my typewriter to buy over-the-counter cough syrup.


Judging by a visit I paid to a replica of a historical liquor outlet in Oslo’s Folk Museum, buying alcohol in Norway had always been about as agreeable as getting a polio shot. Up until 1960, according to the laminated information signs, there was a three-step purchasing system, in which you placed your order, paid at the cashier’s desk— illustrated by a mannequin of a severe-looking woman in a glass cage, peering over her steel-rimmed glasses at the register—and received a wrapped bottle on presentation of a receipt. Brawls over queue positions became such a problem that the government once decided to ban lineups altogether. Clients took to pacing the street aimlessly, suddenly converging on the entrance when the store opened.


At least Norway didn’t have to endure the indignities of the Bratt Liquor Control System, Sweden’s famous rationing system, in vigor from the end of World War I until 1955. Spirits were sold only to married men with a ration book, who were permitted to buy one to four liters a month. Officials occasionally visited homes to decide whether the applicant was sufficiently respectable to be issued a large ration; if the applicant lost his job, his card was canceled. (A similar system was used in most Canadian provinces, though the rations were much larger. Canada had its own prohibition of spirits from 1919; it lasted for only two years in Quebec, but persisted until 1927 in Ontario. To this day, alcohol sales in Canada’s most populous province are under the aegis of the Liquor Control Board of Ontario, and beer is purchased in the brewery-owned, but government-managed, Beer Stores, where warehouse employees slide clients their cases down roller belts from the back of the store.)


In the Folk Museum, bottles of aquavit, port, and red wine, filled with colored water, lined the shelves. Signs had been posted, apparently to prevent parched berserkers from leaping the counter:


Innholdet i flaskene skal ikke drikkes! (The contents of the bottles must not be consumed!)


Alarm bak disken! (Alarm behind the counter!)


Even in a twenty-first-century museum, whose panels invited visitors to chuckle over the quaintness of the drinking laws of bygone days, Norwegians apparently couldn’t be trusted to manage their own desires.


SIRUS, the State Institute for Drug and Alcohol Research, which helps set official alcohol policy, has been investigating Nordic drinking habits since 1960. I’d set up appointments with a couple of their leading experts and on a Thursday morning was buzzed through a gated courtyard, and into a grim, blocky government building on an otherwise pleasant cobblestoned square.


Ragnar Hauge, a criminologist and author of several books on Norwegian alcohol policy, ushered me into his office. He was a big man with tired eyes, his graying hair swept back from a square brow. Behind me, shelves were piled up to the ceiling with books and monographs on alcohol and drugs. A pack of rolling tobacco sat within easy reach of his hand. I told him that I’d heard that, per capita, Norwegians don’t drink more alcohol than other people; they just drink it all at once.


“Well, ja.” Hauge laughed. “Maybe this is true. We have very strong norms regulating drinking. You don’t drink during meals at home, or at lunch at work, during the week. But then, on the weekends, you drink, and you drink a lot. If you’re invited to somebody’s home, it’s expected you’ll have a meal with wine and beer, and then afterwards, the spirits come out on the table: aquavit, vodka, whiskey—as much as you want. If you look at the statistics, Norway is the lowest in alcohol consumption, but if you walk in the streets at night, you will see a lot of very drunk people.”


I asked whether there was a historical explanation for such patterns.


“Of course, in the last two hundred years, the teetotaler movement has been very strong in Norway. Our biggest alcohol problems started in 1814, when we were not any longer part of Denmark, and we entered into alliance with Sweden. We got our own parliament, and they removed the Danish prohibition on home distilling.”


As farmers gleefully started producing their own moonshine, Norway went on a nationwide bender, which saw average adult consumption rising to twelve liters of spirits a head. In reaction, a temperance movement, drawing from the tenets of Lutheranism— one of the more austere branches of Protestantism, with a tradition of thunderous preaching—succeeded in reimposing the ban on home distilling in 1840. Since then, antialcohol activists, centered in the heavily populated Bible Belt of Norway’s southwest, have had an enormous influence on government policy. In 1919, a nationwide vote approved prohibition of spirits and fortified wines; in 1926, after smuggling, home distilling, and abuse of medically prescribed alcohol had become widespread, a second referendum led to repeal. Even today, the temperance movement is the behind-the-scenes lobby that limits availability and keeps prices high. The result, Hauge admitted, was a large illegal market, with some unfortunate public-health consequences.


“In the last two years, we’ve had a big amount of illegal imported alcohol with methanol, wood alcohol, in it. It has caused about twenty deaths; just yesterday, a woman died from it. And nobody can figure out who did this, or why, because methanol is no cheaper than spirits.”


Hauge allowed himself a wry chortle.


“One might wonder if it was the Vinomonopolet or the teetotaler movement that did it, because it has temporarily killed the black market.” (The methanol-laced booze, it turned out, came from southern Europe; 250 Portuguese citizens were eventually charged with smuggling in the case.) “Most factories and offices used to have contacts, and they could easily get a bottle for half the price of what you paid in the liquor store. What this has done, of course, is to increase the cross-border smuggling of alcohol from Sweden.”


I ventured the idea that the restrictive control policies and high taxes might not only lead to smuggling and poisoning, but also contribute to the patterns of binge drinking in Norway.


“Probably not,” Hauge quickly objected. “I have written a book on alcohol legislation over the last thousand years, and drinking to excess happened before the temperance movement. Norway was for a long time a very poor country, and grain was a very valuable commodity, which should not be used for unimportant reasons. When it was being used to make beer, then one should taste the result of one’s effort. So it wasn’t drunk in small quantities over a long period, like wine in Italy. When we drank, we drank a lot. The first description of Nordic alcohol habits comes from Tacitus.”


He showed me an excerpt from the A.D. 100 treatise, in which the Roman historian had observed of Scandinavians: “Their foodstuffs are simple and they satisfy hunger without fancy dishes. As for thirst, they lack the same restraint: if one indulges their drunkenness by supplying as much as they long for, they will soon succumb to vices as to arms … To drink away the day and night disgraces no one. Brawls are frequent, as is normal among the intoxicated, and seldom end in mere abuse, but more often in slaughter and bloodshed.”


Here, then, was historical evidence of a continuum between berserkers and biker gangs, an explanation for the burning of stave churches by death-metal fans and charter planes of drunken Vikings laying waste to Mediterranean resorts. Surely, though, the Norwegians were now the richest people on the planet; if they wanted, they could buy all the grain in Russia, and all the beer in Milwaukee. Couldn’t a change in policy—say, a decrease in taxes—have an impact on these age-old drinking habits?


“I don’t think so,” said Hauge. “If alcohol were available for the same price as in other parts of Europe, we would have a very big increase in drinking. I wouldn’t say it was something in our Norwegian genes, necessarily, that made us drink—perhaps we could change over time. But I think our drinking habits are integrated into the Norwegian folk soul.”


In other words, when it came to drinking, it was ever thus. Because Norwegians drank like Vikings, the state was justified in imposing restrictive alcohol policies.


I went upstairs to meet Hauge’s colleague Ingeborg Rossow, a criminologist and alcohol researcher. A tall, blond woman, originally trained as a dentist, she professed amusement at my interest in her compatriots’ reputation for binge drinking.


I started by saying the Italians had no single word for hangover; the closest they got was postumi di sbornia, or “after effects of drinking.” The Finnish, on the other hand, boast the excellent word krappola. Was there a Norwegian equivalent?


“Yes!” she said. “There are several. It’s like the Eskimos, with all their words for snow. For example, we say fyllesyke, which means ‘drunkenness disease.’ With this, you would definitely be bothered by a headache, and probably not be capable of doing your regular work. Then there is tømmermenn, which literally translated is ‘timbermen.’ This would be a severe hangover or headache, as if you had little carpenters doing heavy work in your head. We also use the English word hangover, and a blåmandag is a ‘blue Monday,’ when you’ve had a binge over the weekend and still feel it at work or school. And there are associated words, like reparere, which you might translate as ‘hair of the dog,’ when you need a couple of drinks in the morning to ‘repair’ yourself.”


In a recent paper, Rossow had emphasized that official statistics didn’t take into account illegal spirits in Norway. I asked her where she thought they were coming from.


“About twenty-five percent of all alcohol consumed in Norway comes from unregistered consumption. About half of this is tourist imports—tax-free, cross-border trade—and the other half is split between smuggled spirits, and moonshine and homemade wine and beer.”


Wouldn’t the fact that people consumed illegal spirits, I wondered, be related to restrictive control policies? For example, if the nearest Vinmonopolet was two hundred miles away, you might be more inclined to whip up your own batch of moonshine.


Rossow wasn’t buying it. “In my view, it’s hard to see it as a kind of response to control policy in any way. It seems to be more related to other home-based activities, like carpentry, or working on your garden. It’s part of a rich rural tradition. Hjemmebrent literally means ‘home-burnt,’ or ‘home-distilled.’ Many people take pride in making their own good moonshine and sharing it with other people—they even prefer it to cognac or whiskey. Personally, I think it tastes rather awful. But then again, some people like grappa.”


Interesting, I thought. Not only had Rossow tried moonshine, she also bluntly denied that its popularity had anything to do with the high price of store-bought booze. This hardly seemed logical. If Jack Daniel’s and Stolichnaya were as cheap in Norway as they were in the rest of Europe, and as widely available, there’d be no need for people to take the risk of setting up stills at home. As far back as 1924, author Louis Lewin noted the disturbing Norwegian penchant for turning to stopgap intoxicants. “In Norway, the use of ether seems to have assumed large proportions,” he had written in Phantastica, his classic survey of drugs. “On holidays, old and young, men and women, consume the drug . . . It is easy to understand that in those countries where anti-alcoholism has succeeded in attaining an outward victory, the craving for another inebriating substance leads to the discovery of substitutes. Ether is one of those.”


I put it to Rossow bluntly: Did Norwegians need to be protected from themselves? And was that the rationale behind the government’s control policies?


“Well, I think that, at least in the short run, we would be much damaged if we had a very liberal alcohol policy. In Scandinavia, drinking to get intoxicated is still the norm, and we have more violence for each liter of alcohol we drink than they do in southern Europe.” (Though this is relative: Russia and Great Britain have far more drinking-related violence than Scandinavian countries.) “We would probably have more problems with public nuisance, accidents due to binge drinking, and chronic diseases. Though it takes twenty or thirty years to develop a cirrhotic liver or a heavy alcohol dependency, some people who were borderline heavy drinkers now would tip over into alcoholism if wine and spirits were more available.”


Surely, though, cultures can change. Norwegians were increasingly opting for wine, for example.


“Yes,” she admitted, “they can change in terms of their beverage preferences. But in terms of drinking to intoxication, that seems to persist. Pioneering sociologists who looked into our drinking habits in the 1850s found that Norwegians would start drinking with a couple of liters of beer in the morning, and they would continue during all working hours, and then have liquor in the evening. They almost never drank water or milk. I think it’s more fair to assume that the control policies we are implementing are more a reaction to our problematic drinking than the other way around.”


There it was again, a cliché that was turning into a refrain: it was ever thus. Apparently, because Norwegians had always been immoderate drinkers, they got the drinking laws they deserved. But Norwegians had changed in one way: they were no longer primarily manual laborers and peasants who stayed lightly sozzled all day. In fact, such drinking patterns had been a common feature of many pre-industrial societies; in rural America in the eighteenth century, for example, babies’ bottles were laced with rum to keep them pacified, agricultural workers drank on the job and were partly paid in liquor, and adults seldom went for more than a few hours without a drink. (Part of this was just good sense: before Pasteur and charcoal filters, it was safer to rely on germicidal alcohol than easily contaminated water or milk. As the German proverb has it, “In wine there is wisdom. In beer there is strength. In water there is bacteria.”) It was apparently intellectually expedient to cite Viking debauchery and the “Norwegian folk soul’’ as proof of the inevitability of national binge-drinking habits.


Conveniently, this also justified the state’s paternalistic control policies—and the fantastic tax revenues they raked in from their monopoly on the sale of alcohol. The same money, not coincidentally, that went to pay the salaries of the researchers at SIRUS.


I met Per Ole Johansen, author of the definitive books on prohibition in Norway, on the steps of the National Gallery. His jacket was black velour, and silver-framed glasses sat atop a slightly blotchy, bulbous nose. He had a stoop, and an endearing sideways smirk that appeared when he was savoring the arcana of the criminal underworld. Any attempt I made to answer his rhetorical questions was cut off by rapid-fire ja-ja-jas.


We sat down for coffee in a university caféteria. “You have met my colleagues at SIRUS?” he said. “Ja, ja, ja. I used to work there ten years ago; now I am in the criminology department at the University of Oslo. I base my research on interviews and participant analysis— they base theirs on analyzing statistics.”


Johansen didn’t agree with his colleagues at SIRUS about the impact of control measures in Norway. He felt that one of prohibition’s chief legacies was a culture of smuggling.


“It’s very popular among crusaders here to stigmatize smugglers as classic criminals, but in fact, there are three kinds. First, the generalists, smugglers with a long history in crime, holdups, armed robberies. Second, what I call the smugglers-for-life. In the 1920s, they were sailors, living by the coast, because most alcohol came to Norway by sea. These are people who have smuggling as an identity; and they are proud of it. They don’t deal with drugs; maybe some cigarettes. Finally, there are the company smugglers, with a background in business, and they are quite successful, because they can use their corporation as cover. There are hundreds of examples of these.”


When prohibition ended in Norway in 1927, many smugglers returned to their regular work, “but taxes were high and liquor was available in only thirteen places all over Norway, so the black market and the moonshining went on, and it kept that peculiar Norwegian mentality alive. Booze is expensive, so you have to grab it when you get the chance.


“In the 1950s, freshmen smugglers were working alongside the veterans who had got their start during prohibition. Smuggling had become a tradition. And we saw the same thing during a series of Vinmonopolet strikes, or slowdowns, in the seventies and eighties. The veterans couldn’t handle the demand, so within a matter of weeks, new smugglers were supplying a huge new customer base.”


Recently, he said, the government had tried to discourage the illegal market by launching a massive television and print campaign against moonshine and officially making its purchase a crime.


“What do you think happened then? Ja, ja, ja. Attitudes went underground. My colleagues at SIRUS were very proud of the way these campaigns worked, because they did huge interviews with the public, and afterwards fewer people told the interviewers that they were buying moonshine or smuggled alcohol. But they forgot one thing: they had stigmatized the culture. People didn’t stop buying booze; they just stopped admitting they were buying it. I was out in the field at the time, and I lost some important contacts. The moonshiners and smugglers told me, ‘Two years ago, we were accepted by society, but after this campaign, they label us as mafia, so we are going underground.’


“And what’s typical of an illegal market like this? First, cheap alcohol; quite opposite of what the politicians wanted. Two, strong alcohol; our moonshine is usually ninety-six percent.”


Johansen paused and gave me a searching look. “Have you tried hjemmebrent’?”


Not yet, I told him.


“Ja, ja,ja. Don’t do it. Anyway, third consequence: you have huge quantities in your home, because you are buying ten liters of pure alcohol at a time. This is where you see the seedy, dark side ofthe tax machine. You are drinking in secrecy, and the drinking culture is less controlled. I believe much more in the continental style, going out in the evening and drinking with friends, or with meals, where there are more rituals, more rules.”


I asked him whether he thought Norwegians might have special cultural, or even genetic, problems with drinking.


“In Iceland, where beer was prohibited for eighty years—until 1989— the politicians used to say that beer was bad for the Icelandic Viking blood. Now it’s true, the Norwegian national character is very strange. We like to drink, we like to fight, and do another thing I won’t mention. But we believe in Jesus Christ too. We are a very ambivalent people; we swing from very happy to very hungover, with all the associated feelings of guilt. But we don’t have a reputation for being particularly violent. Most of us keep smiling when we drink; we open up, because we are a shy people, and we need a boost to become more urbane.”


If the laws changed, I asked, could Norwegian drinking behavior change?


“Of course it may change! It has already changed in a number of ways. In the eighties, we started to take charter planes, and we went a bit bananas—because we were in a heaven of cheap alcohol. But we left good tips too, and we didn’t get into as many fights as the English. They are brutes. But now we have traveled, we are drinking more wine, our habits are becoming more continental.”


His colleagues, I pointed out, seemed to think Norwegians needed to be protected from alcohol.


“At SIRUS, they are very close to the politicians in many ways. I used to ask them, why do you never talk about the pleasures of drinking? Why do you never say that drinking is bad for a minority, but good for the majority?”


I raised an inquisitive eyebrow.


“Ja, ja, ja.” He allowed himself a quick smirk. “Well, it’s obvious. Unless they looked at alcohol as a problem, they wouldn’t get the money.”


“Alcohol,” wrote George Bernard Shaw, “is the anesthesia by which we endure the operation of life.” Woe to the sadists who demand that everybody experience every minute ofthe operation fully conscious. History is littered with the endlessly predictable consequences of their good intentions.


There were, for example, the gin acts of eighteenth-century England. The arrival of genever, a novel Dutch method of distilling malt spirits with juniper berries, overwhelmed the English, until then accustomed to beer and wine, with a tidal wave of debauchery. By the 1720s, when a drinkable local version appeared, there were twenty thousand gin shops in London alone, and drams were sold from wheelbarrows and street-corner chandlers, from garrets and cellars, from barges on the Thames and at public hangings; by 1743, annual consumption of gin had peaked at an astonishing 2.2 gallons (ten liters) per person. In a rapidly gentrifying London, Parliament—overstocked with brewers, the natural rivals of distillers—responded to upper-class sentiment that saw any form of conspicuous consumption on the part ofthe poor as unseemly. In a series of acts, they raised licensing fees by astronomical amounts, pricing the poorer drinking establishments out of existence, and rewarded informers with £5a conviction (at a time when a maid’s annual salary was £5). According to Jessica Warner, author of a gripping analysis ofthe gin craze, “The real pattern behind the gin acts was very simple: people worried about gin when very little else seemed to be happening—and when the government was flush. [They] conveniently forgot about it in times of war, or, rather, [chose] to treat it as just another source of revenue.” As with recent drug crazes, such as crack and ecstasy, the English mania for gin died a natural death, as a generation came to know the consequences of heavy abuse. “The most logical explanation comes from the most recent history of drug epidemics,” Warner explained in an interview. “They really do follow a leisurely curve that is completely resistant to intervention.” End result of pointless state intervention: twelve thousand people convicted under the gin acts, courts clogged for decades, and hundreds of informers beaten to death by angry mobs— until a new craze came along, this one for rum.


Then there was Prohibition—the big one, America’s thirteen-year-long noble experiment. Capitalizing on anti-immigrant sentiment in World War I, the Anti-Saloon League brilliantly orchestrated a campaign to demonize decadent Catholic wine-sippers and slovenly German brewers and distillers. At midnight on January 17, 1920, the Volstead Act—its passage was overseen by one Andrew J. Volstead, of Norwegian and Lutheran background—went into effect, stipulating that “no person shall manufacture, sell, barter, transport, import, export, deliver, furnish or possess any intoxicating liquor.”


At first, drinking dropped by two thirds, and with it, hospital admissions for heart attacks and cirrhosis. Unfortunately, people started dying from other causes. The poor suffered the most: they drank doctored antifreeze, bay rum, and such concoctions as yack-yack bourbon, made from burnt sugar and iodine, and sweet whiskey, a mixture of nitric or sulfuric acid and alcohol. A 170-proof medicine called Jamaican ginger extract provoked a hecatomb: the victims were rendered impotent and suffered from a mysterious ailment called jake leg, a stiffening of the limbs that gave them an all-too-recognizable, and permanent, stagger; tens of thousands were affected. (The manufacturers of jake had added a toxic plasticizer that boosted solids in the solution so the Treasury Department would be forced to approve it as a medicine rather than a beverage.) In all, Prohibition-era rotgut may have killed fifty thousand people—forty-one on New Year’s Day in New York City in 1927 alone—and blinded and paralyzed hundreds of thousands more.


Meanwhile, the resistance was getting organized. By 1927, there were twenty thousand speakeasies in the United States, twice as many as all legal drinking establishments before the Volstead Act passed. Women, who had eschewed the all-male saloon, felt more comfortable in jazz-era speakeasies and developed a taste for the hard stuff. Though selling alcohol was illegal, private consumption in the home was still allowed, launching a wave of sad, secretive drinking among the more propriety-obsessed upper-middle class. Five years after Prohibition was introduced, Americans were going through 200 million gallons of hard liquor annually (about 6.6 liters per person), bootleggers were pulling in $4 billion a year, and alcohol had become America’s leading industry.


Prohibition not only created a huge criminal class, it also convinced Americans their leaders were hypocrites. Lucky Luciano controlled New York City, and Al Capone, in cahoots with mayor “Big Bill’’ Thompson, had Chicago sewn up (and after they’d cut their teeth on Prohibition, they switched to gambling, extortion, prostitution, and drugs). While official guests to the White House got fruit juice on the ground floor, President Harding served trusted insiders whiskey upstairs. Attorney General Daugherty personally pocketed millions from rumrunners buying immunity from prosecution. Meanwhile, the homicide rate and the prison population rose to record highs; in the thirteen years of Prohibition, half a million American—mostly those who couldn’t afford lawyers—went to jail for offenses against the Volstead Act.


Eventually, Prohibition imploded under pressure from outside economic forces. After the stock-market crash, even the paternalistic industrialists who had forcefully lobbied to ban alcohol had to admit that the government was losing valuable tax revenue (and, worse, the state was increasingly taxing them). Newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, an early supporter, went apostate: “I am against Prohibition,” he said in 1929, “because it has set the cause of temperance back twenty years; because it has substituted an ineffective campaign of force for an effective campaign of education; because it has replaced comparatively uninjurious light wines and beers with the worst kind of hard liquor and bad liquor.” All told, Prohibition’s successes were slight: drinking did decrease, and with it some alcohol-related diseases and violence, but by the time of repeal, consumption was creeping up to pre—Volstead Act levels. When hard liquor was legalized on December 5, 1933, at the height of the Depression, the expected nationwide drinking binge never came to pass. With fourteen million men out of work, most people were now too broke to buy a square meal, let alone a bottle of whiskey.


Prohibition, America’s war on alcohol, was the prototype for the War on Drugs; the failure to extrapolate from its lessons is further proof that those who don’t learn their history are condemned to repeat it. What is heartening, in the long struggle with prohibitions of all kinds, is humanity’s ingenuity in circumventing arbitrary laws. When Maine became the first American state to ban the sale ofalcohol in 1851, shopkeepers started charging a nickel for a soda cracker, and offering a glass of rum on the side free of charge: no sale, thus no crime. As soon as the Volstead Act was passed, fifty-seven thousand druggists in Chicago alone applied for licenses to sell “medicinal’’ liquor, and whiskey soon became essential medicine for everything from gout to lumbago. Perhaps the most ingenious dodge was developed by Napa Valley winemakers, who produced dried grape and raisin cakes. Demonstrators in grocery stores pointedly told clients not to soak them in water and then leave the liquid in a jug for three weeks with a cork in it, because fermentation might occur. For those who needed a further nudge, the cakes were labeled “Caution: will ferment and turn into wine.”


It all sounded like the ingenious lengths modern Norwegians went to skirt repressive alcohol controls. Among the racks of canned reindeer meat and brown cheese (a national specialty that tastes, and looks, as if a brick of processed cheese had been spiked with Nestle Quik powder) in the supermarkets, I found suspiciously capacious drums of sugar and bags of dried yeast, as well as a strange section of airplane-size bottles, labeled Scotch Whisky, Ouzo, and Strand’s English Dry Gin. They didn’t contain any actual alcohol, but were used for adding flavor to homemade booze. The lion’s share of the yeast goes not into baked goods, but illegal stills: in the 1990s, enough was being purchased to supply every man, woman, and child in the country with five loaves of bread a day. Since then, smuggling alcohol across the long border with Sweden, where booze is somewhat cheaper, has become a national pastime. Many Norwegians order cheap liquor online from American-based Internet companies and drive over the border to pick it up in warehouses in Sweden, or take booze cruises on long-distance ferries that call at non-EU ports so they can get discount alcohol duty-free. The state liquor store in Stromstad, fifteen minutes by highway from the Norwegian border, is the busiest in Sweden. The official statistics that put Norway at the bottom of the list of European nations for per capita consumption fail to take into account this illegal consumption. Instead, the government uses its misleading official figures to congratulate itself on the success of its alcohol control policies.


And whom does this status quo benefit? The simple, sordid truth is that the state is loath to abandon a monopoly that generates such a huge revenue stream. In this the Norwegian government is hardly unique. In Canada, liquor in every province but Alberta is sold by state control boards, in singularly attractive and convenient stores more akin to country clubs than drug dispensaries. Which leads to the question, if alcohol is such a dangerous substance that it has to be controlled by a government monopoly, then why is the government going to such enormous lengths to promote it? The response is simple: in Norway, as in Canada, it takes huge sums to sustain a heavily unionized, bureaucracy-choked network of official government liquor stores.


(There was evidence that the Vinmonopolet had not only become an immense, money-sucking bureaucracy, but also a corrupt one. A few months after my visit, a sacked salesman accused ten store directors, as well as the managing director of the entire chain, of accepting gifts of free alcohol and sponsored trips as far afield as Australia from liquor companies eager to tie up contracts with the Norwegian monopoly.)


Back on the Innvik, Alto was up a ladder in the hold, hanging some lights. I lured him down with a lukewarm Duvel and asked if he’d made any progress on the hjemmebrent.


“I’ve had a call around, and nobody seems to have any in Oslo. If you’d like, I’ve got some mates in Trondheim, old punks and hippies who live in a squat in the center. They’re pretty harry, they’re bound to have some.”


Harry? I asked.


“It means ‘rednecky’—you know, long hair and beards, country types.” He pulled out his cell phone, and after five minutes of guffaws and undulating Norwegian, he had news.


“Well, he’s going to try to put a bottle on the train and send it down to me. But if it doesn’t arrive by Friday, you might have to go up there yourself.”


I didn’t relish the prospect: it would mean a sixteen-hour return trip on the train. Besides, it seemed silly to leave Oslo on the weekend, exactly when the real debauchery was going to start. I’d been roaming the bars and café terraces during the week, and though I’d seen little public drunkenness, I could feel something building, a kind of sinister energy. Throughout the working week, the Norwegians maintain a fierce probity. As a people, they are healthy, energetic, lovers of the outdoors. Physically, they seem rough-hewn, as though chopped hastily from blocks of pine; tall and handsome, their astonishingly thick hair bristles brown or blond from high brows, like wheat from goodly soil. But it was their eyes that struck me most: riding the trams, caught in the cross-glances of their pale blue gazes, I sometimes felt as if I were surrounded by timber wolves. If the clichés were true—that beneath a couple of centuries of Lutheran repression flowed the blood of the Vikings—I was pretty sure that when the Norwegians started drinking, it would be an impressive sight.


Late Friday afternoon, Alto called with news about the hjemmebrent.


“A mate of mine has some at Teddy’s Soft Bar. You better get there soon, though, before they start drinking the stuff.”


He gave me a number to call. “Ja,” a deep voice answered. “I’ll be at Teddy’s in half an hour. You can’t miss me: I’m wearing shorts, and my legs are on fire.”


Outside Teddy’s Soft Bar, stylized 1950s images of hot dogs, milk shakes, and shellfish danced on the façade. Inside, the wallpaper peeled and tattooed clients in rolled-up blue jeans—Teddy’s was a favorite hangout of Oslo’s hard-core rockabilly community—got serious over $10 pints of Ringnes at the bar.


I was at the Wurlitzer, trying to choose between The Outsiders and The Box Tops, when Engel walked in. He really was impossible to miss. Hot Wheels—style flames were tattooed on his hairless calves; another tattoo, of a bloodshot, winged eyeball, peeked out of his collar. Iron Crosses adorned his Converse All-Stars, and he wore vintage Ray ‘Bans fitted out with clear prescription lenses. A gold tooth glinted in his mouth, and his wavy blond hair was slicked back with greasy kid stuff. He was also epically proportioned, a sideburned Viking rocker dressed like Opie gone bad.


Holding up a plastic bag, he led me outside to a narrow alley. As the occasional client from the bar looked at us curiously on his way to the bathroom, I felt like a participant in a particularly conspicuous drug deal.


“This costs more than the regular stuff,” said Engel, “but I figured you should get the best. My aunt makes hjemmebrent in her apartment here in Oslo, but it’s not as good as this shit.”


He pulled out a six-hundred-milliliter plastic bottle of Imsdal, the local bottled water, undid the cap, and wet his palm with the liquid. He rubbed his palms together briskly and showed me the result.

OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
THE
DEVILS
PICNIC

A Tour of Everything
the Governments of the World
Don’t Want You to Try

1O

TARAS GRESCOE





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





