Men who hate stairs

On the “Millennium” trail.
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Translated by Mervil Castricum

The success of the “Millennium” trilogy by Stieg Larsson goes beyond description. At first – during the years 2005-2008 – it became a bestseller in Sweden. And then wherever translations were published (including Poland). At first the Swedish movie based on the book gained international success, then the most renowned artists from Hollywood started competing for the rights to the American version of this movie: after a fierce struggle David Fincher defeated Ridley Scott and Martin Scorsese. 

In the movie that currently is being made, Daniel Craig plays the part of investigative journalist Mikael Blomkvist, who is hired by a certain Swedish millionaire to clarify a dark mystery from his family’s past. In the course of his investigation Blomkvist  meets a mysterious girl, hacker-queen Lisbeth Salander (played by Rooney Mara, who already made an impact in “The Social Network”).

I have walked the trail of many hits from popular culture, but to follow the tracks of Stieg Larsson and the “Millennium” characters was an exceptional experience. It seldom happens that one finds everything exactly there, where the author described it, unchanged; as yet unspoiled by the popularity of the works.

As a matter of fact only two things aren’t there. Of course the “Millennium” magazine’s editorial office on the corner of Götgatan and Hökens Gata does not exist, but the building as described in the book is there. And it still houses the Greenpeace office.

When starving, we go to Wola

Larsson writes: “In fact the rent exceeded the financial possibilities of the magazine, but Erika, Mikael and Christer agreed not to change the premises.” Walking around this neighbourhood, I easily understand why all places of importance for Larsson’s characters (the “Millennium” office, Blomkvist’s apartment , Salander’s luxurious loft, their favourite pubs) are situated on the isle of Södermalm, south of the actual centre of Stockholm. All these locations are near each other, a short walk’s distance from Götgatan and the Slussen subway station. 

Try to imagine that the main characters of a story which action takes place in Warsaw, hardly ever make their appearance in the vicinity of Marszałkowska street or  Krakowskie Przedmieście. Likewise Larsson’s characters consistently avoid those places we usually associate with Stockholm: the gothic old town and the modernist centre Sergels Torg.

This is very clear in “The Girl Who Kicked the Hornet’s Nest”. For instance when Mikael Błomkvist is driving aroud with the sympathetic police officer Monika Figuerola. The narrator points out: “They just passed Sergels Torg”, when Blomkvist says “You know what? I’m starving. Let’s find a restaurant where they serve some decent food”.

They are in the middle of downtown, surrounded by restaurants, both “starving”. Nevertheless they’re not even considering to eat something on the spot. Their conversation concentrates on whether they should drive from the centre to Södermalm or to Kungsholmen (the location of the “Expo” editorial office, the model for the “Millennium” office). That is as if, being in Warsaw, would be on Marszałkowska street and – “starving” – would contemplate if they should search for a restaurant in the Wola or rather in the Ochota district.

To facilitate his characters avoiding the centre, Larsson even created the fictitious shop MacJesus, on Brännkyrkagatan, also situated in the Södermalm district. Here Lisbeth Salander buys her beloved laptops. Being a regular customer she even gets a discount. In real life Salander would probably buy at Macoteket on Kungsgatan, in the modernist centre.

What is the goal of this geographical masquerade? To understand this one has to take a walk around the centre of Stockholm and the favourite districts of Larsson (and his characters). Preferably on a cold, windy day, which there are plenty in Sweden. 

Central Catering Establishment

On Sergels Torg a Pole may feel as if he travelled back in time to the days of the Polish People’s Republic. The architecture resembles the Warsaw “Eastern Wall” or the roundabout next to the Katowice “saucer”, yet without the architectonical attempts to warm up the gloomy concrete landscape that were introduced after 1989. The centre of Stockholm looks as if modernism in architecture never ended and raw concrete, steel and glass are still the most popular construction materials. It all looks fine on paper and in models, but people usually call these kind of places “concrete jungle”, because they feel uncomfortable strolling around them. Even in Poland or East Germany (the centre of East Berlin and Dresden were projected in the same manner) – southern countries from a Swedish point of view.

Peter Celsing, the modernist architect who projected nice models and promising drawings for Sergels Torg, also had some of the big block projects, constructed in Sweden during the sixties, among his achievements. In theses blocks, like on the Alexanderplatz in Berlin, a person doesn’t feel like a free entity, but more like a part of the stream of humans this architecture has to process like factories process raw material. In Berlin, Dresden or Warsaw modernist architectures could let their fantasy flow, as Hitler had provided them with a lot of empty space in the middle of those cities. But what allowed for such a radical refurbishment of the centre of Stockholm, untouched by the winds of war?

The excuse produced was the transition in Sweden to right-hand traffic in 1967. The Swedish social democracy was at the heights of it power, ruling uninterruptedly for thirty years. Longer than any communist party it had ruled a country richer than the communist ones, so when tempted to rebuild a city from scratch nothing could be done to withhold it. The somewhat farfetched necessity to rebuild the main crossings to comply with the new organisation of traffic, served as a pretext to tear down whole city districts – among them Stockholm’s centre. It wasn’t just a matter of reorganizing traffic, it was a matter of realizing a certain utopia concerning urban environment.

In the vicinity of Sergels Torg there is no place for individualism. Peter Celsing intended to satisfy all human needs in this place on a large scale. Just as artistic needs were to be satisfied by the Central Municipal Theatre, culinary needs were to be satisfied by the Central Catering Establishment .

There is no place for small, fanciful, bourgeoisie theatres nor for cosy pubs. In the ideal social democrat plans of the time, the catering establishments were not supposed to provide alcohol. At that time only derelicts would like to drink alcohol on a bench in the park, most likely Finns or, even worse, Slavs. 

Ultimately these utopian plans were partly amended. On the representative Sergels Torg mass catering nowadays is provided by Burger King. Nevertheless, if someone doesn’t feel to comfortable in this housing project surroundings, he will have to search elsewhere, even when “starving”.

All because of potatoes and pork crackling

Apparently Stieg Larsson also felt uncomfortable in this areas; the modernist-concrete Sweden is practically absent in his works. He and his characters feel at home on the isle of Södermalm, where urban settlement started only in the 18th century.

In the beginning it had a bad reputation, being a working class slum. Subsequent social democrat governments had various plans to modernize and rebuild this district, with special concern for teetotalism and hygiene, but due to the mountainous landscape (not without reason Larsson writes that the “Millennium” office is situated at the top of Götgatan!) these plans were always delayed. 

This year Norman Foster won the contest to redesign the lower parts of Södermalm, in the vicinity of the Slussen interchange – but it’s unclear when he will realize it. Among the cosy, winding, narrow and steep streets of Södermalm one can feel the atmosphere of the days of Strindberg or Swedenborg, as not much has changed. Especially in the Kvarnen restaurant, which meticulously conserves its interior, unchanged for over a hundred years. 

The main characters of the story, Mikael Blomkvist and Lisbeth Salander, often dine at his restaurant. So do the members of Lisbeth’s favourite metal band Evil Fingers (the name of which leads the not too bright police officer Hans Faste to believe that Kvarnen is the seat of a gang of “Satanist lesbians”).

Stieg Larsson himself loved to attend this place. Kvarnen’s interior design is kept in the style of the proletarian eating place it used to be during the 19th century. According to Swedish standards the beer here is very cheap: 30 crowns only (approx. 12 zloty)! One can also eat one’s fill here. When the sympathetic waitress serves me the restaurant’s most popular dish – pytt i panna – I start to understand Blomkvist’s and Figuerola’s dialogue: “Mikael looked at her – I thought you were one of those health food fanatics. – No, I’m a sports fanatic. When you practise sports, you can eat whatever you like.”

Unfortunately, pytt i panna is a delicious and nourishing dish, just what a starving person needs, but probably all the sports in the world will not help a person who eats it regularly: it consists of chopped potatoes with pork crackling and onion, covered with a fried egg. Fat and salty: it will make either your cholesterol or your blood pressure rise.

I’m no health food fanatic (nor a sports fanatic unfortunately), but if it hadn’t been out of reporter’s curiosity, I would never have ordered the dish.

Unfortunately this type of food didn’t serve Stieg Larsson’s health. In November 2004, a few months after his fiftieth birthday, he climbed the stairs to the seventh floor – because the elevator was out of order – informed a friend he wasn’t feeling well, and that was the end.

Although Larsson was transported immediately to the nearby St. George Hospital, he could not be saved. The hospital – a vast, modernist building (somewhat resembling the Kingdom Hospital in Copenhagen, known from the Lars von Trier series) – actually appears in the story as the place where Salander is treated and convalescing. 

Who trains in antifascism?

Seven flights of stairs, which turned out to be Stieg Larsson’s last route, today still lead to the office of the antifascist magazine “Expo”, the writer’s eye apple. Like the Polish foundation and magazine “Nigdy więcej” (never again) “Expo” monitors the activity of nationalist extreme right-wing movements. 

At the top of the stairs I’m met by Daniel Poohl, the current head of the magazine. He agreed to show me around the office and tell me about Larsson. In fact the elevator is working now, but which true “Millennium” fan would use it?

Working my way up, I still feel the weight of yesterday’s pytt i panna. I hold on to the banister just in case. In Sweden everything is extremely ergonomic; this staircase also – you can climb the stairs all the way up, holding on the banister. Even on the mezzanine you don’t need to let go of it and take a rest. The comfortable brass railing runs up all the way along the wall. 

I can’t help thinking what would have happened if: maybe if these would have been different stairs, let’s say a typical Polish staircase, Larsson would have halted on the second or third floor? Thus giving his heart a little extra time.

A little out of breath I walk around the office with Poohl. “Expo” has a few fulltime employees and as much volunteers and freelancers. That’s why I expected something cosy, like the office of the Polish “Nigdy więcej” – a magazine published by a bunch of idealists who run the business at a loss. 

I expected a slight mess, improvisation, out of date technology. Meanwhile I walk about spacious interiors with the latest models of Apple Macintosh on ergonomic desks. Along the walls, plans for the upcoming edition of the magazine are drawn out with markers on whiteboards.

Where do they get the money to pay for all this? Poohl takes me to a spacious conference room, where the foundation that publishes the magazine organizes paid trainings on the topic of xenophobia. I try to imagine who pays for this type of antifascist training, but nothing comes to my mind. 

Predominantly politicians – says Poohl.

His answer baffles me even more. – You mean like: Members of Parliament?

– All kinds, Members of Parliament, civil service and government employees, people in charge of election campaigns.

I have trouble imagining, what would cause Polish MPs to come to such a training voluntarily – not to mention they would do it on their own expense! I share these doubts with Daniel, who in turn looks astonished at me.

– The xenophobic Swedish Democrats party takes away votes from the social democrats and centre-right parties. – Daniel explains – The leaders of these parties look at the polls and wonder how to counteract. To do this they have to learn as much as possible about their opponents. That’s why they come to us.

– Polish politicians have a simpler solution to this problem – I answer – when the polls show a growth of xenophobic sentiments, it’s sufficient to delicately suggest that someone’s forefather didn’t have a foreskin, which derives them of “genetic patriotism”. 

The term “genetic patriotism” impresses Daniel. For a moment he savours the poetry it contents, then he answers: – in Sweden we sometimes have similar situations, where the moderate right-wing parties take over some of the slogans of the extreme right-wing, to gain their electorate, but this can obviously work only in a narrow range. Let’s assume that the communist party suddenly get’s 10 percent of the votes in a poll. The conservatives couldn’t possibly react to that, adding some warm comments on communism in their speeches, could they?

I recall how before the second round of this year’s presidential elections, Edward Gierek turned out to be a great Polish patriot and answer with full conviction: “In Poland they surely could”. 

– That means your politicians are plain populists! – Daniel cries out.

– Exactly! – I reply.

Daniel politely sums up: – Well, it has it’s positive side, at least politics in your country aren’t as boring as ours.

Jules Verne – the nightingale of communism
Before he started to be active in the antifascist movement, for years Stieg Larsson was a member of the Trotskyist party, which was at the time called the Communist Revolutionary League (today known as the Socialist Party). Initially he combined his activity in this party with his activity in the Swedish fandom, the movement of sci-fi fans. 

He made his debut as a columnist in 1980 in the party paper “Internationalen” with an article titled: “Jules Verne, the nightingale that sang a lament for capitalism”.

It’s not easy to get hold of this article. However professor Hakan Blomqvist, an editor of the magazine and activist of the Socialist Party, agreed to meet me. We meet at the Party’s seat in a gloomy project located far from the beautiful, touristic part of Stockholm.

It’s another concrete nightmare; as I walked from the subway station to the seat of the editorial office, situated in a small office block between the housing projects, the wind froze me to the bone. I notice that my host wears one of those thick woollen sweaters that are often worn by sailors. And Swedes.

Hakan digs up the cardboard-covered 1980 annual volume of “Internationalen”. At the time the magazine still had the hammer and sickle in it’s headline. (“We resigned from this as we got tired from explaining it is not the national emblem of the USSR – somehow people failed to notice that our sickle and our hammer had a little different, more Trockyist design” – he explains).

The article takes up two pages. From the Swedish text I’m only able to decipher the names of the characters from Verne’s stories. And the name Karl Marx. I ask Hakan how Larsson linked them to each other.

– In this article, written on the occasion of the 75th anniversary of the great master of fantasy, Stieg Larsson analyzed the works of Verne from a Marxist point of view. – Hakan explains – in his early works writes about technological progress with great optimism; in his later works, like “Robur the conqueror”, he was overtaken by pessimism. If he had read Karl Marx, he would have been able to analyze the sources of his pessimism more systematically.

The Swedish Democrats or skinheads in suits

After that Larsson started to write about more interesting topics for “Internationalen”. He had a passion for world politics: the connections between the CIA and death squads in Latin America, the domestic war in Eritrea, the American aid to Nazi war criminals, that evaded conviction after the war because they were useful for Uncle Sam.

I don’t read Swedish, so I constantly have to ask comrade Blomqvist for help. The articles written by Larsson are very solid – there are no baseless theses or accusations, everything is supported with sources, dates and names.

In the same manner, during the 90’s Larsson soured the atmosphere for the extreme right-wing. His antifascist activity coincides with the full bloom of the Swedish Democrats party, which was cofounded by genuine Nazis –  like Anders Klarström, who was active till 1989 in the Nordic Reich Party (which was disbanded last year).

The Swedish Democrats acquired generous sponsors. Former skinheads were thrown out of the party or were made to let their hair grow and dress up in suits. This didn’t mean that after their outer metamorphosis the party’s activists resigned from contact with more extreme movements, where beating up immigrants is practised for sports. 

Larsson kept reminding the Swedish Democrats of their past and present affiliatons. However, being an investigative reporter, he could only practice so-called open source intelligence, that is he could only make use of information that was in fact already made public, for instance photographs of meetings of Swedish Democrats’ politicians with activists from neo-Nazi movements.

But as a columnist he was unable to prove his thesis, which personally he found very convincing, that the Swedish neo-Nazi movement did not merely consist of hooligans, that like to get drunk and beat up immigrants.

In 1973 Swedish investigative reporters revealed the existence of a secret section within the structures of the official intelligence service, the so-called Information Office (Informationsbyran).  It turned out that Sweden, in spite of its alleged policy of neutrality, maintained secret structures, which cooperated with the CIA. Together hey trained special units that were to form an anticommunist guerrilla, in case of the outbreak of the third world war and the invasion of the Warsaw Pact armies. 

What exactly was the role of this secret organisation is still unclear. The affair ended in the seventies with the conviction of the reporters that revealed it, as well as the conviction of their informer within the secret service. Larsson assumed that Sweden might be in the same situation as Italy: for sure the possibilities of an organization that operated outside the law had to be very tempting to those who operated like this themselves, for instance corrupt businessmen. 

Especially in Sweden, where the industry is controlled by a few of the wealthiest families, de facto forming an oligarchy.

The heart of darkness was founded by king Vasa

I can’t describe this in detail, for that would ruin the pleasure of reading the “Millennium” stories. The cycle starts with a trip into the heart of darkness – the scene of a mysterious crime. This scene is the fictitious town Hedestad, home of the equally fictitious (but probable) family of Swedish industry magnates – the Vangers. As Larsson writes, to get to Hedestad one has to travel three hours by train on the track that runs “along the coast of Norland”. Hedestad is supposed to lie north of Gävle and be one of those typical industry towns on the coast. 

To me the town that fits this description best is Hudiksvall. Like the fictional Hedestad it’s located on a picturesque fjord. The waters of the Gulf of Bothnia penetrate land inward over a dozen kilometres. Out of the sea rise a few rocky islands. Although the most important  one for “Millennium” fans – the one with the Vanger residence – is missing, it takes little imagination to feel like being in the tale’s scenery. 

The town was founded in 1582 by John III Vasa, the father of our own Sigismund III Vasa. The kings of the house of Vasa aspired to turn the Baltic sea into a domestic sea of Sweden – which, apart from the need to conquest other countries, implied they had to colonize their own coastline. That’s the genesis of many small coastal towns. During the 19th century they underwent a tremendous boom thanks to industrial development. The vicinity of the sea facilitated export. In Hudiksvall Ericsson produces telecommunication cable, the companies HIAB and Hudding – heavy industrial machinery, and Iggesund – paper and construction lumber. 

The fictional family concern of the Vangers is in the same line of business: “A synonym for lumber mills, forests, mines, steel, metallurgic and textile industry, production and export.

In the story “as Mikael got of the train, he was hit by the transparent and icy air. He immediately realized he wasn’t dressed right for this kind of weather”. Being smarter than the character from the book, I dressed up like for an expedition up north. It is indeed a couple of degrees colder up here and, more important, the platform is located almost immediately next to the fjord, from which flows biting cold but clear air. Although in Hudiksvall some chimneys and industrial plants rise on the horizon we are in the middle of nowhere. 

The Norland towns are isolated. To get to the nearest town – to the north, south or west – one has to travel a several dozen kilometres. To the east lies only the icy golf of Bothnia, with its’ deserted, rocky isles. 

Hudiksvall is an island surrounded by wild nature. A short energetic walk in any direction will confirm this. Like in American or Canadian border towns civilization ends abruptly, without notice (in Poland there are poor suburbs, where the urban buildings gradually give way to the rural ones). Here, beyond the houses there are only rocks, or forests. Without any special effects one can shoot a movie about Canadian trappers here. 

Another striking difference with the Polish countryside results from the Swedish principle “Lika lön för lika arbete”, “the same pay for the same labour”. According to agreements between the labour unions and employers for instance a forklift operator in Stockholm earns the same wages as one in Hudiksvall. The standards of living for people here are the same as in Stockholm. The houses, shops and restaurants are neat and prosperous. 

The local youth flocks at the station. They’re listening to music from a portable device. I recognize the hit “Boten Anna” by Jonas Erik Altberg, known around the world by his stage name Basshunter. Basshunter records songs that resemble our “disco polo” – the funny part is that usually the lyrics don’t fit the simple melody. For instance “Boten Anna” is a song about… an IRC (Internet Relay Chat) moderator. The singer praises the swift reactions of the moderator, that mercilessly discards and banns all spammers and menaces. He suspects that such swift action could only be the work of a machine (a so-called bot), functioning on the web under the nickname Anna. Hence the title. One day however he meets the moderator of his favourite channel and finds out she is actually an attractive blonde. He is very disappointed, but nevertheless declares, almost lovingly “in my heart, you will always remain a bot”. How different this song is from the muzak of Budka Szuflera, Kombi or Bayer Full we would
hear on a platform somewhere in eastern Poland. This may be the countryside  but the youth here enjoys the same culture as those in Stockholm. 

The main character of the story, Mikael Blomkvist, actually traces his own roots in the town. His father worked for Vanger as an engineer and fitter of industrial installations and so, during the sixties, little Mikael used to play with the millionaires children. And once again: it’s difficult to imagine such a situation in eastern Poland. In our country industrial installation fitters’ children don’t play with millionaires’ children, they don’t even attend the same schools. At best they meet in church. 

Stieg Larsson himself came from a industrial town located even further t the north – Umea. To him the Swedish egalitarianism was something natural. Just like the nostalgia for this social model, which has irrevocably vanished, because – as Vanger tells Blomkvist – “today all these workplaces have moved to Korea and Brasil”. 

The rest is my speculation: one may understand what a shock it must have been for the young Larsson to find out that the bloom of this social model was possible because of the Swedish pseudo neutrality during the second World War, when the main consumer of goods produced in Hudiksvall or Umea was Hitler’s Third Reich. 

Because that also meant that those sympathetic, civilized businessmen, in whose courtyards their employees’ children were playing, invited their equally sympathetic contractors for business lunch. Sometimes in SS uniforms, always with a swastika on their lapels. Which Larsson also describes in “Millennium”. 
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