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Crossing the Iron Curtain

An introduction

Sune Bechmann Pedersen and Christian Noack

Tourism – travel in pursuit of pleasure – is an essential ingredient of modernity. 
In the twentieth century, tourism was democratised and transformed into a mass 
phenomenon. The right to rest, leisure, and annual paid holidays was a feature 
of both the 1936 Soviet Constitution and the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights of 1948. The three competing societal systems of the twentieth century – 
capitalism, communism, and fascism – sought to engage their citizens in leisure 
travel.1 When the post-Stalinist Soviet Union joined the global contest to provide 
its citizens with “the good life,” tourism became a Cold War battleground.2 On 
either side of the East–West divide, tourism proved “too important to leave to the 
private sector alone.”3

Focusing on Western tourism behind the Iron Curtain, this volume sheds light 
on how the post-war European tourist industry challenged and overcame the ideo-
logical fault lines and enabled ever-increasing mobility across the Iron Curtain. We 
analyse the politics and economics of Western tourism in Eastern Europe. Tour-
ism mattered to the socialist bloc’s balance of payments and substantiated official 
claims to “peaceful coexistence,” while in the 1970s it was a target of high-level 
diplomacy during the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) 
process, with several provisions of the Helsinki Final Act dedicated to the ques-
tion of mobility across the Iron Curtain. We also go beyond an analysis of policies 
and institutions to explore how individual holidaymakers from various Western 
countries experienced and made sense of their journeys behind the Iron Curtain. 
Thus we investigate first, how and why Eastern Europe became a tourist destina-
tion for citizens of the West; second what impact this had on the development of 
a tourism industry in the Eastern bloc; and third to what extent the experiences 
of Western tourists in Eastern Europe influenced mutual perceptions and Cold 
War stereotypes of “the other.” In so doing, we engage with three major trends 
and debates in recent historiography: the histories of transnational tourism, the 
cultural Cold War, and mobilities in the supposedly backward and static societies 
in Eastern Europe.

The history of tourism has travelled far in the past two decades. It was not long 
ago that scholars working on the history of travel and tourism habitually lamented 
their topic’s exclusion from the “charmed circle of acceptable themes in European 
history.”4 Tourism was considered a trivial topic and “the enduring stereotypes of 
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tourists as herdlike, superficial gazers doggedly seeking amusement . . . hampered 
serious scholarly investigation.”5 Today, however, tourism history is flourishing. 
The questions of tourism, travel, and mobility are firmly established at the heart 
of contemporary debate about consumption, migration, globalisation, and climate 
change. “To study tourism is to study the history of the modern world,” as Eric 
Zuelow recently put it, echoing Dean MacCannell’s classic study, The Tourist.6

Tourism, in the broadly shared Western understanding of the term as leisurely 
travel, is by definition a modern phenomenon, as it presupposes the genuinely 
modern concept of leisure time. With industrialisation and the rise of the middle 
classes, tourism spread across social boundaries and geographical borders. Mac-
Cannell’s take on modern tourism, ironically modelled after the pre-modern prac-
tice of religious pilgrimage, emphasised tourism’s role in the spatial and cultural 
authentication of modern nations and states by visiting “shrines” – landscapes 
and sights framed as being enduringly significant for a national community.7 In 
nineteenth-century Central and Eastern Europe ruled by the German, Habsburg, 
and Russian empires, the nation-building process coincided with the spread of 
tourism. As routes, landscapes, and sights were marked or relabelled as national, 
tourism helped carve out spatial identities, and after 1918 was firmly ingrained in 
the state-building process.8

In comparison, the Soviet state was a late bloomer. While denouncing the alleg-
edly idle emptiness of bourgeois tourist practice, the regime strove to juxtapose 
an alternative model of purposeful tourism within the boundless Soviet territory. 
With “proletarian tourists” as trailblazers for forging a new Soviet people, the 
Soviet Union’s external borders served at the same time as spatial markers of the 
new transnational Soviet community.9 This reinvention of tourism posed a num-
ber of dilemmas for the Soviet leadership as it accentuated the conflict between 
the purposeful and the pleasurable, austerity and consumption, collective goals 
and individual desires.10

The Sovietisation of Central and Eastern Europe and the Balkans between 
roughly 1948 and 1956 meant that the idiosyncratic Soviet model of tourism 
spread to those countries, and with it the inherent dilemmas. How these dilemmas 
were accentuated as the East European countries, each with its own pre-socialist 
tourism history, organised their own state-sponsored tourism sectors, was thus 
contingent on the continuities and breaks with national tradition.11

Tourism is by default entangled in competing nationalising and international-
ising forces. The authorities were frequently tempted to close their borders for 
fear of dangerous diseases and the ideas that foreigners might bring. With ral-
lying cries such as “See America first!,” “Know your country!” (Sweden), and 
“Discover your homeland!” (Czechoslovakia), travel promoters around the world 
sought to democratise and promote domestic tourism by kindling a national con-
sciousness.12 Meanwhile, the drive to experience the exotic abroad has always 
compelled travellers to cross geographic and territorial borders. The growing 
interest in tourism history, closely related to the wider turn to transnational and 
global history, has confirmed the advantages of looking beyond the nation obvi-
ous to historians wary of methodological nationalism.13 In a time infatuated with 
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connectivity, tourism presents an ideal prism through which to view ideas, people, 
and commodities as they circulate and move across borders.14

Cold War studies have witnessed a similar transformation in the wake of the 
cultural turn. The history of entanglements, transfers, and transnational connec-
tions have broadened a field traditionally preoccupied with international relations 
conducted by a powerful elite. The Cold War was rooted in ideological antago-
nism, geographical division, and nuclear deterrence. The latter resulted in a stale-
mate, especially on the European continent, which made the “cultural front” all 
the more important as a Cold War battleground. The response, naturally enough, 
was to study the Cold War competition for hearts and minds around the world.15 
Historians now embrace a plurality of themes and methods in their work, and 
operate with a pragmatically broad understanding of the field, investigating eve-
rything “from alliance diplomacy and political manipulation to development pro-
jects, from cultural and intellectual confrontations all the way to bloody ‘proxy 
wars’ in allegedly ‘peripheral’ areas.”16

More than anything else, the study of cultural competition from 1945 to 1989 
has taught us that the Cold War was awash with connections and exchanges across 
the East–West divide.17 Rather than an impenetrable Iron Curtain, the Eastern bloc 
erected a “semipermeable membrane,” which permitted select goods, people, and 
information to pass through.18 In fact, the barriers that each East European state 
erected were permeable in ways that often changed several times in the period. 
Innocuous goods could usually pass in both directions, and the ease with which 
Westerners could cross the Iron Curtain generally increased over the years. East 
European citizens were allowed to travel to the West as tourists, too, although in 
much smaller numbers. Early in the Cold War this was a luxury granted to only 
the most trusted cadres, and while the Soviet Union upheld this principle until the 
end, travel policy in other countries followed a circuitous pattern of liberalisation 
and restriction.19 In the second half of the 1960s, for instance, a growing number of 
ordinary Czechoslovaks went on holiday in the West, but this ended when the Nor-
malisation regime tightened the screw again in 1969.20 The 1970s and 1980s also 
saw East Europeans emigrate in greater numbers to the West, which added another 
dimension to the external barriers or membrane.21 The Iron Curtain was thus per-
forated with loopholes. It was as much a mental as a physical barrier, and, being 
constituted by a multitude of actors and actions, was emphatically dynamic.22

The democratisation of international tourism in the West during the post-war 
boom coincided with the post-Stalinist opening of Eastern Europe to the outside 
world. After a hiatus of about a decade following Sovietisation in 1948, a steadily 
increasing number of ordinary tourists from North America and Western Europe 
started to visit the Soviet Union and the other countries behind the Iron Curtain.23 
Western interest in visiting Eastern Europe gave the socialist regimes an opportu-
nity to showcase their societies, and to earn hard currency while doing so. How-
ever, Western tourists also presented the risk of espionage, and could be a negative 
influence on local populations by exposing them to foreign fashions and ideas. In 
other words, tourism in the Cold War was a field of competing cultural, economic, 
ideological, and security concerns.
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The efforts to attract foreign tourists raised a number of fundamental questions 
that had significant ideological ramifications. Which attractions should be promoted 
to Western visitors? Bourgeois pre-socialist destinations such as Bohemia’s spas, or 
the accomplishments of state socialism? How were visitors to reach those destina-
tions and be guided, fed, and accommodated? The various answers to these questions 
point to the fluctuations in the regimes’ self-confidence and the unstable balance 
between economic and security interests, liberalisation, and periods of intensified 
social control. Controlling Western tourists, however, became increasingly difficult 
with the admission of individual travellers with private means of transport.

International visitors competed with domestic travellers for the same, often 
scarce tourism resources. As recent research on East European mobility have 
shown, mobility, and private motor tourism in particular, was far more common 
in the Eastern bloc than conventional wisdom has it.24 Studies have also focused 
on voluntary and involuntary migration, finding that both social and spatial mobil-
ity was greater than previously assumed.25 To examine tourism behind the Iron 
Curtain thus means engaging with important domestic developments in infra-
structure, as the socialist states, too, “established frameworks and incentives that 
people on the move elaborated and constituted in their own ways, often leading 
to unintended consequences.”26 And all the while the socialist tourism administra-
tions struggled to keep the two groups apart.27

Cold War tourism or tourism in the Cold War?

Cold War Europe offered a plurality of real and imagined borders for the tourist to 
cross. Immediately after the war even the real territorial borders were often imagi-
nary, and long stretches of the border between East and West were poorly demar-
cated. Tourists and soldiers on leave occasionally strayed into enemy territory by 
mistake, leading to diplomatic debacles and accusations of espionage.28 The Iron 
Curtain that Churchill spoke of in 1946 was not a physical border, but an abstract, 
ideological divider. As the Cold War progressed, however, the physical East–West 
border was increasingly fortified with barbed wire, roadblocks, and watchtowers.

The ideological conflict gave Westerners’ travel in Eastern Europe an exotic 
flavour, akin to the kind of holidays in sites of suffering, disaster, and death usu-
ally described as dark tourism.29 Some Western companies made a point of offer-
ing tours with a Cold War flavour, for instance to Yugoslavia, “the country next 
to the Iron Curtain.”30 Western guidebooks to Eastern Europe, and especially to 
Berlin, the frontline of Cold War Europe, reflected the changing intensity of the 
conflict and its potential for dark tourism. Fielding’s 1951 edition of Travel Guide 

to Europe called Berlin “a keg of dynamite and definitely not recommended under 
any circumstances.”31 A Swedish guidebook from 1973 anticipated its readers’ 
Cold War–induced fears by asking “Is it dangerous to travel to Berlin?” although 
it answered calmly in the negative.32 In 1988, Fodor’s guide to Eastern Europe 
comforted the reader that “travel to Eastern Europe is by no means the uncertain, 
complex affair it once was, and all the Eastern bloc countries are extremely eager 
to attract Western visitors.”33
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The Cold War and communism could indeed serve as attractions in their own 
right, as the contributions to this volume by Michelle Standley and Shaul Kelner 
illustrate. Standley’s study of bus tours to East Berlin in the 1970s points to the 
desire of West German tourists to have their impression of a backward East Ger-
many confirmed. Kelner’s analysis shows that many American tourists pictured 
themselves as Cold War undercover agents when they visited Soviet Jews in the 
1970s and 1980s. In both cases, Cold War mentalities clearly coloured the tour-
ist experience of East Berlin and Moscow. The mingling of leisure culture and 
international politics is reminiscent of Americans’ “Cold War holidays” in France 
studied by Christopher Endy.34

It is important to stress, though, that the Cold War was by no means the only lens 
through which tourists viewed this part of Europe under communist rule. There 
is an important distinction to be made between Cold War tourism and tourism in 
the Cold War. While the Cold War was at the centre of the first form of tourism, 
it was a contextual chronological marker in the second.35 In some parts of Eastern 
Europe, the pre-socialist tourist legacy survived the advent of a socialist regime. 
For example, the spas of Bohemia and Budapest had long been established des-
tinations for health tourists from all over Europe, and they continued to attract 
some Western guests after the Second World War.36 Having survived the war com-
paratively unscathed, socialist Czechoslovakia and Hungary also appealed to a 
cultured middle class who wanted to see the spectacular architecture of Central 
Europe.37 To consider Western tourism in Eastern Europe solely in terms of Cold 
War conflict and capitalist–socialist competition is to risk overlooking the tour-
ist traditions that the regimes were sometimes happy to perpetuate. Moreover, as 
the chapters by Elitza Stanoeva, Adelina Stefan, and Igor Tchoukarine show, the 
South East European tourist authorities worked hard to overcome the barriers to 
Western tourism raised by the Cold War.

The distinction between Cold War tourism and tourism in the Cold War raises 
the question of how the key processes and caesuras of Cold War history and tour-
ism history mapped onto one another. The contributions to this volume point to 
clear links between the periodisation of Cold War historiography and tourism his-
tory. The post-Stalinist Soviet Union’s attempt to shed its international isolation is 
the backdrop to Karl Kleve’s chapter on the rapidly expanding post-war network 
of bilateral civil aviation agreements, including between the Scandinavian coun-
tries and the USSR. The initiative in 1957 to invite children and youth groups 
from capitalist countries to spend the summer at the Soviet Artek camp, studied 
by Kathleen Beger, was part of Nikita Khrushchev’s ideas for peaceful coopera-
tion and mutual understanding. Meanwhile, Yugoslavia after the Stalin–Tito split 
pursued its own plans for opening up to the West, as Igor Tchoukarine shows in 
his chapter on the country’s engagement with the global travel industry in the 
early Cold War.

Yugoslavia’s success with international tourism inspired the tourism sectors in 
Bulgaria and Romania, studied here by Elitza Stanoeva and Adelina Stefan. The 
Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon) first discussed tourism at a 
summit in 1955, and in 1957 held a conference devoted to tourism. Initially, the 
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focus was international tourism within the socialist bloc, but as the chapters by 
Stanoeva, Stefan, and Standley show, from the 1960s onwards, the socialist coun-
tries increasingly sought to develop international tourism across the East–West 
divide. The objective of the nascent South East European tourist industry was to 
extract hard currency from sun-and-sea holidaymakers, even though the more 
relaxed international relations at the time also meant that adventurous individuals 
could explore Eastern Europe. However, as Lonneke Geerlings shows in her chap-
ter on Rosey E. Pool’s 1965 Trans-Siberian railway journey, going off the beaten 
track did not necessarily result in a more profound exchange of ideas or experiences 
than on a Black Sea beach. The linguistic gulf between the Slavic and the Germanic 
world proved too great even for a polyglot like Pool. For the most committed fellow 
travellers, such as the Swedish tourists in Albania studied by Francesco Zavatti, an 
encounter with the realities of their Stalinist utopia often resulted in mutual misun-
derstandings and a cognitive dissonance that proved difficult to gloss over.

The contributions to this volume thus point to a clear relation between the his-
tory of tourism behind the Iron Curtain and the political history of the Cold War 
in Europe. Key political events such as the Soviet-led invasions of Hungary in 
1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, and Afghanistan in 1979 had an immediate impact 
on Western tourism in Eastern Europe. In each case, the response to the military 
campaigns included political pressure to cancel travel, which temporarily reduced 
the tourist flow from the West. Within a year or two, though, things were usually 
back to normal.

Tourism behind the Iron Curtain also followed – and became mixed up with – 
the positive course of European detente and cooperation from the mid-1960s to 
the end of the Cold War. As a symbol of improved international relations,  official 
tourist organisations around the world declared 1967 the International Tourist 
Year. In Eastern Europe the occasion was celebrated with a considerable easing 
of visa regulations. In subsequent years, as Angela Romano shows, tourism was 
a feature of the CSCE process and the Helsinki Final Act, while human rights 
activists, encouraged by the pledges made by the signatories to the accords, joined 
the growing traffic across the Iron Curtain, adding a new dimension to East–West 
tourism studied here by Shaul Kelner.

The relation between tourism and human rights enshrined in the Universal Dec-
laration and stressed in the Helsinki Final Act raises the question of the role of 
tourism in the 1989–1991 caesura. The socialist regimes’ promise to deliver a 
better life than in the West generated a rising demand for consumption that the 
regimes were never able to satisfy. Unflattering comparisons between East and 
West prompted by tourist encounters increased the strain on the socialist regimes, 
but domestic and intra-bloc tourism was in fact one of the appreciated pleasures 
in socialism.38 To be sure, the complexity of tourism as a “product” laid bare the 
contradictions and flaws of the socialist system and its economy.39 But the offi-
cial sponsorship of tourism and mobility as integral to the socialist project facili-
tated individual and even subversive appropriations by the population, and thus 
allowed for “socialist escapes,” which may in the long run have had a stabilising 
effect on socialist societies.40
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As solidarity between the East European regimes began to falter in 1989, how-
ever, tourism did play a part in the ultimate fall of communism. When Hungary 
relaxed its border controls with Austria in the summer of 1989, East German holi-
daymakers poured in and stayed on in the hope of escaping to the West. Faced 
with a humanitarian crisis, Hungary eventually allowed the East Germans free 
passage to Austria, which forced Czechoslovakia to close its border with Hungary. 
Thousands of East German “tourists” then besieged the West German embassy in 
Prague, and they too eventually won passage to the West. The socialist attempt to 
satisfy citizens’ wanderlust by having relatively open borders inside the Eastern 
bloc thus ultimately accelerated the bloc’s disintegration.41

The fall of communism resulted in the wholesale re-evaluation of education 
and work, and former tourism workers were often at an advantage in the new 
economy.42 Two chapters in this volume address this Cold War legacy: Kathleen 
Beger’s and Adelina Stefan’s oral history interviews with former summer camp 
pioneers and tourism workers, which show how experience of the tourism sec-
tor proved valuable in the new market economy. Interaction with Westerners had 
given them better language skills, connections in the West, and perhaps even a 
more entrepreneurial mindset that helped them launch their own businesses and 
ultimately to navigate post-communism.

The chronologies of the Cold War and of international tourism cannot be 
understood without also taking the long-term socioeconomic developments into 
account. The introduction of statutory paid leave in the interwar period and the 
switch to a five-day working week in the 1950s and 1960s, for example, changed 
the patterns and concepts of consumption and leisure. In terms of technologi-
cal development, the spread of private car ownership in the same period and the 
first wide-body planes were important milestones. All of this happened indepen-
dently of the Cold War, yet posed particular challenges to the socialist regimes 
and planned economies of Eastern Europe as they tried to satisfy their citizens’ 
growing demands for consumption and recreation.

In order to question the relationship between Cold War tourism and tourism in 
the Cold War, we must also reconsider the realities of state security and central 
planning. The security services on either side of the Iron Curtain harboured seri-
ous concerns about the liberalisation of mobility between the blocs. As Karl Kleve 
shows here, commercial air routes between East and West were met with scep-
ticism because they made spying easier. The socialist security apparatuses also 
feared that tourism would make it harder to catch Western infiltrators and easier 
for citizens to escape. If nothing else, greater contact with capitalist lifestyles 
would give the lie to socialist promises of conscious consumption and purposeful 
leisure habits.43 In an attempt to curb the negative effects, vigilance campaigns 
regularly cautioned the public against interaction with Western tourists, as they 
might be spies in disguise – in fact, a justified fear as spies from both sides did of 
course pose as tourists.44 The important point, though, is that despite the power 
and influence wielded by the security apparatuses in Eastern Europe, and despite 
the fears they harboured about Western tourism, the political and economic gains 
from Western tourism largely overrode their security concerns. The history of 
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tourism in the Cold War was thus one of enduring tension between competing 
institutional interests inside the socialist leadership and bureaucracy.

The opening up for Western tourists must be understood against this backdrop. 
As Alex Hazanov reminds us, the opening up of the Soviet Union in the mid-1950s 
was by no means “a careful experimental process,” but rather “a series of ad hoc 
decisions that together amounted to a profound historical shift.”45 Although more 
research is still needed on this process in other East European countries, there is 
little evidence to suggest that the process was any different there. Western tourism 
required the involvement of a multitude of different organisations, with conflict-
ing interests resulting in improvised and often-revised policies.46

Historiography has made tremendous progress since the publication in 1991 
of Derek Hall’s seminal volume Tourism and Economic Development in Eastern 

Europe and the Soviet Union.47 At that point, the authors were forced to draw on 
personal observation to supplement problematic official statistics and tendentious 
publications.48 Since then, the opening of the government archives – East and 
West – has provided historians with a far more nuanced understanding of the 
regimes. The contributors to this volume can thus rely on solid archival evidence 
when studying the evolution of the tourism sector and its economic and political 
significance at home and abroad.

Tourism historians generally find that institutional developments and the textual 
and visual representations of destinations are better documented in the archives 
than the experiences of individual tourists. Here, however, historians of the social-
ist regimes of Eastern Europe are at an advantage, because of the excruciating 
detail in which the regimes monitored and policed the sentiments of their citi-
zens and visiting foreigners. True, secret police files are often unreliable and must 
be used with great care. Yet when triangulated with oral history interviews and 
other sources, they provide unique insights into foreign visitors’ experiences and 
their encounters with locals. In addition to the official sources, the contributors to 
this volume draw on diaries, letters, memoirs, travel accounts, and contemporary 
news reports held in private and institutional archives. The various combinations 
of sources and methods employed by the contributors together provide a complex 
and nuanced picture of tourism and travel behind the Iron Curtain.

Outline of the book

Recent studies have pointed to the abundance of capitalist thinking to be found 
in the socialist economic systems.49 The first section of the book focuses on the 
development of a socialist tourism industry, with contributions by Stanoeva and 
Stefan that show the commercial concerns that drove the South East European 
tourism industry. Influenced by neighbouring Yugoslavia and Greece, Bulgaria 
and Romania took foreign tourism seriously as a motor of economic development. 
Earlier than the other countries in the socialist bloc, for which they would be mod-
els, Bulgaria and Romania specifically addressed a Western European clientele in 
the new market for package holidays.
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Every socialist country had at least one agency that dealt specifically with for-
eign tourists. In most cases it was the responsibility of the state tourist agen-
cies such as the USSR’s Intourist, Bulgaria’s Balkantourist, and Romania’s ONT 
Carpaţi. The primary objective of these institutions was to earn hard currency, 
and they all opted for collaboration with commercial tour operators in the West in 
their bid for a share of the leisure market.50 Their ability to offer package tours to 
foreigners generally depended on a plethora of other organisations, from the trade 
unions’ domestic tourism infrastructure to transportation networks to the catering 
industry. In most cases, this prevented the emergence of full-blown tourist indus-
tries with ministerial backing, capable of channelling the necessary resources into 
the development of domestic and international tourism. One exception to this rule, 
as Elitza Stanoeva shows, was Bulgaria, which had comparatively little heavy 
industry, so the tourist sector had less competition in the institutional hierarchy.

The presence of Western tourists was fraught with unintended consequences – 
as Stefan shows, it enabled smuggling networks and black markets – yet “the 
lure of capitalism” still prevailed over the negative effects. The single-party states 
found it difficult to suppress encounters and exchanges between Western tourists 
and citizens involved in the service infrastructure. Personal encounters between 
travellers and hosts were often accompanied by the exchange of personal services 
for cash or commodities, which was officially forbidden but almost impossible to 
prevent. This led to tacit acquiescence and attempts by governments to cream off 
the profits in the shape of foreign currency shops and the like.

Michelle Standley’s chapter, by contrast, deals with East German efforts to 
use mass tourism to “market” socialism with the help of guided bus tours to East 
Berlin. Not that this was without its attempts to earn hard currency with the help 
of the Zwangsumtausch, the compulsory exchange of Western D-Marks for much 
less valuable Ostmarks, but the main aim was to impress the day trippers with the 
achievements of state socialism in the divided city. However, Standley analyses 
how the official East German tourist agency, Reisebüro-DDR, largely failed to 
make a dent in the convictions of its customers. Day trippers either completely 
ignored all attempts to mediate the “socialist experience,” preferring to aggres-
sively reiterate Western stereotypes and narratives, or engaged very selectively 
with the tour guides’ narratives. The East German attempts to anticipate and 
tweak the tourists’ perceptions failed miserably.

Perception management posed less of a problem in the case of the package tours 
to Bulgaria and Romania, where Western commercial companies partnered with 
Eastern agencies to promote what were essentially cheap sun-and-sand holidays 
on the other side of the Iron Curtain. Package tours were ostensibly non-political, 
and the idea of the “Gold Coast” as a beach holiday paradise did not necessarily 
corroborate the Cold War narrative of the drab life under communism.

The tensions between possible exposure to propaganda and the individual pur-
suit of tourist experiences are central to the second section of the book. Kathleen 
Beger’s chapter on the famous soviet holiday camp for Young Pioneers, Artek, 
illustrates the negotiations between visitors and hosts as to the meaning of Soviet 
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internationalism. Artek celebrated a very specific amalgam of national cultures 
in a Soviet-style social straitjacket that nevertheless left room for individual 
agency. The need for mediation and translation between East and West produced 
a new type of international (youth) tourism specialist, who was sometimes capa-
ble of building a career on the experiences gathered in Artek, as Beger’s inter-
views show.

Drawing on ego-documents, Lonneke Geerling’s analysis of a visit by two 
experienced women activists and travellers to the Soviet Union in the 1960s 
exposes both the possible gains and limits of such sources for tourism history. 
As left-leaning feminists, Rosey E. Pool and Ursel Isenburg at first glance fit the 
category of fellow travellers, and they were indeed partisan, their account surpris-
ingly uncritical of their private and public encounters on the trip. At the same 
time, Pool’s contemporary notes are as sketchy as they are startling, providing 
us with an image of Khrushchev’s USSR that owed little to other travelogues of 
the time. It requires familiarity with the protagonists’ lives and personal circum-
stances to interpret them, as they are a very specific, subjective take and com-
mentary on Western political issues, such as women’s liberation or racism in the 
American South.

Zavatti’s chapter likewise problematises fellow travellers. Drawing on press 
material, friendship society archives, and a curiously multivocal travel account, 
he shows that Swedish friends of Albania framed their holidays there not exclu-
sively in political terms, but were as much enchanted by the sun, sea, and sand – 
and possibly sex. As Zavatti shows, travelling through Hoxa’s Albania, Swedish 
tourists did not completely forfeit their agency, although it would seem that their 
room for manoeuvre was narrower than in the contemporary Soviet Union.

The tourist experience is central also to Shaul Kelner’s chapter. Exploring 
a unique body of written reports produced by American tourists in Brezhnev’s 
Soviet Union in the 1970s, Kelner introduces us to the opposite of a fellow travel-
ler. His human rights travellers were on self-appointed subversive missions behind 
the Iron Curtain. In this case, the Cold War was not just a temporal framework, but 
their very raison d’être. Cold War clichés about spying and communist repression 
determined what they assumed they would find and what they hoped to achieve. 
In the Soviet Union, their expectations were confirmed by the warm welcome that 
awaited them in the vulnerable privacy of the dissidents’ flats, as opposed to the 
cold official hospitality of Intourist’s making.

The chapters in the final section of the book return to the larger question of the 
economic and political roles which tourism was expected to play in the second 
half of the twentieth century. Set in the context of the Marshall Plan’s support for 
tourism, Igor Tchoukarine’s chapter documents how widespread was the hope that 
international tourism would trigger political change and economic recovery after 
the Second World War. In the course of de-Stalinisation, the optimistic view of 
tourism harboured by Yugoslavia and the new tourism-promoting organisations 
such as the International Union of Official Tourist Organisations and the Euro-
pean Travel Commission spilled over to the rest of socialist Eastern Europe.51 
Khrushchev was one of the most optimistic if erratic proponents of a “tourist turn” 
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in Soviet policies.52 Karl Kleve, though, in his account of the framework agree-
ments for international airlines to use Soviet airspace, confirms that the Soviets 
could muster considerable resistance to opening up “hard” Cold War borders. Air 
travel in northern Europe, Kleve asserts, was directly affected by Khrushchev’s 
Thaw, but concessions were always a quid pro quo for putting the Soviet car-
rier Aeroflot on a par with the flag carrier Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS). 
Where the Soviet Union was unlikely to profit from opening its airspace, as in the 
question of overflight rights over Siberia for routes to the Far East, such conces-
sions were very slow to materialise.

Did Cold War travel behind the Iron Curtain, then, confirm or frustrate the 
planners and politicians’ hopes that were paradigmatic of the post-war period? 
Any answer will have to be as inconclusive as the debate over whether East–West 
encounters facilitated or slowed the collapse of communism. In economic terms, 
smaller and less developed socialist bloc economies such as Bulgaria profited 
most from investment in the tourism sector. In most socialist countries, though, 
tourism remained marginal, and subordinate to other, often ideologically moti-
vated preferences. At the same time, tourism, at least the domestic kind, rose 
to prominence as part of the consumer turn in state socialism following Stalin’s 
death. With all the necessary differentiation between the Eastern bloc countries, 
tourism as a very specific economic product never sat easily with the hierarchical 
and bureaucratic procedures of central planning. On the one hand, this prevented 
a rise of service industries to prominence in the socialist countries. On the other 
hand, it required ideological compromises to let it work in practice.53

In political terms, tourism behind the Iron Curtain sparked skirmishes in the 
cultural Cold War. It carried the weight of expectation of both sides, as was evi-
dent in the CSCE negotiations of the tourism, visa, and currency regulations in the 
run-up to the Helsinki Final Act of 1975. The closing chapter by Angela Romano 
illustrates the optimism of Western politicians about the potential for change that 
such contacts might mean, epitomised in Egon Bahr’s famous rationale for Ger-
man Ostpolitik, “Wandel durch Annäherung.” Eastern bloc leaders happily paid 
lip service to mutual understanding through increased mobility, but their insist-
ence on control and securitisation repeatedly betrayed their insecurities about 
tourism’s functioning behind the Iron Curtain.

Then again, tourism was too important to simply curtail, in particular at times 
of detente. The obvious contradictions that international tourists encountered just 
added to the long list of real-socialist oddities that people in the Eastern bloc had 
learned to live with, and created openings for the subversive appropriation of such 
encounters by the tourists themselves.
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1  Exporting holidays

Bulgarian tourism in the Scandinavian 
market in the 1960s and 1970s

Elitza Stanoeva

In the second half of the 1950s, socialist Bulgaria sought to join the new global 
business of mass tourism.1 Although lacking a comprehensive strategy, a long-
term plan, or even a coherent concept of tourism, the ambition to develop a tourist 
hub with international outreach and large hard-currency profits was there from 
the start. In pursuit of this ambition, both tourism’s infrastructure and institutional 
network mushroomed, and by the mid-1960s the contribution of international 
tourism to the Bulgarian economy was acknowledged to be indispensable. Host-
ing capitalist tourists who paid with hard cash was the only way to compensate, at 
least in part, for the trade deficits Bulgaria incurred vis-à-vis their home countries.

Investment in recreational facilities first appeared on the agenda of the Bulgar-
ian Communist Party (BCP) in the mid-1950s, under two different motivations. 
Providing holiday leisure for the masses was integral to the social reforms in 
the aftermath of de-Stalinisation, under the new ideological slogan of “satisfying 
the growing material needs” of Bulgarian workers.2 Yet, the subsequent boom in 
resort construction was also prompted by economic pragmatism, and was geared 
towards meeting the demands of a foreign clientele. Reflecting these heteroge-
neous incentives, government strategy from the onset differentiated “economic 
tourism” from “social tourism.”3 While the latter was a socialist welfare service 
for the domestic public, economic tourism predominantly targeted foreign visitors 
from the socialist bloc and beyond.4

Shaped by divergent operational logics and administered by separate agen-
cies, facilities for the two categories of holidaymakers – high-paying foreigners 
and state-subsidised locals – developed side by side, yet apart from one another. 
The rift, both social and spatial, became unbridgeable as domestic and interna-
tional holiday travel grew, tourism evolved into a distinct sector of the Bulgarian 
economy, and the administration of its assets was compartmentalised between 
multiplying organisations. The agencies in charge of modern holiday facilities 
gradually withdrew from service provision for locals to focus on what their man-
agement successfully promoted as “exports in situ,” a form of foreign trade that 
not only complemented the traditional sort, but yielded higher profits and substan-
tially improved the country’s balance of payments.5 Emulating the operation of 
foreign-trade organisations, Bulgarian tourist enterprises diversified their activi-
ties beyond resort development and hotel management into all kinds of business 
partnerships abroad.
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In foreign trade, Bulgaria lagged behind the other socialist regimes in Central 
and Eastern Europe in gaining access to the Western markets, but its international 
tourism fared much better in the new global mass tourism industry.6 Keeping pace 
with worldwide developments, Bulgarian tourism succeeded not only in placing 
the country on the European tourist map, but also in inventing itself from scratch 
as an economic sector catering to the new phenomenon of mass tourism.

This chapter discusses the institutional development of Bulgaria’s international 
tourism as a peculiar variant of a foreign-trade operation, and examines its intrin-
sic advantages and limitations compared to commodity exchange.7 I analyse the 
development of international tourism in Bulgaria from the mid-1950s onwards, 
and particularly its positioning in the institutional landscape of the socialist econ-
omy, to show how commercial tourism advanced from the margins of the national 
economy (where it suffered from a precarious dependence on the output of more 
privileged sectors) to its centre, as an economic sector in its own right, entitled to 
higher standards and priority supply from the country’s heavy and light industries. 
To illustrate this development, I focus on Bulgaria’s economic cooperation with 
Scandinavia. International tourism being one pillar in Bulgaria’s economic coop-
eration with the West in general, it pays to examine tourist deals with the Scandi-
navian countries in order to highlight the different ways in which the entanglement 
of tourism, trade, and diplomacy played out in the changing Cold War context.

The birth of Bulgaria’s international tourism:  
Balkantourist in the late 1950s

In 1966, shortly before the start of the summer season, the Research Institute of 
Radio Free Europe (RFE) began a lengthy report on “Vacationland Bulgaria” with 
an unexpected geographical leap:

One would think there was very little in common in the way of statistics 
between the United States and Bulgaria. Quite the contrary, for, in the field of 
tourism, both countries entertained over one million foreign tourists during 
1965. The comparison ends here, however, for Bulgaria has, for many years, 
been a country isolated and virtually inaccessible to the rest of the world. . . . 
But things are very different now. Bulgaria, during the past two years, has 
made a volte-face and has energetically entered the competition for Europe’s 
tourists, especially for those from the West carrying wallets-full of foreign 
currency.8

Bulgaria had hit the 1 million visitors mark, with the number of Westerners for the 
first time exceeding that of guests from other Soviet-bloc countries. As surprising 
as this might have been for Western commentators, for the Bulgarian govern-
ment it signified a decade of painstaking work to develop international tourism 
finally bearing fruit. In 1966 – the year when RFE threw the spotlight on Bul-
garia’s thriving holiday business – the national tourism administration, hitherto 
a low-ranking directorate under the Council of Ministers, was upgraded as the 
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Committee on Tourism (CT), an autonomous branch of government. With this 
institutional reform, tourism gained the legal status of a separate sector of the 
state economy; its management had aspired to such recognition ever since it was 
permitted to operate internationally.9 Although the CT was also put in charge of 
domestic “social tourism,” it was its international activities that raised its legis-
lative standing and shaped its subsequent policies. International tourism and its 
increasing differentiation from domestic “social tourism,” moreover, was what 
had spurred the sector’s growth in the preceding decade.

In the early post-Stalinist years, the business of international tourism was 
largely delegated to Balkantourist, a small enterprise set up in January 1948 as the 
successor to a travel bureau that had specialised in the sale of international train 
tickets before the Second World War. Given the negligible number of tourists to 
Bulgaria in the immediate post-war period, the enterprise barely stayed afloat, and 
its operations dwindled because of obsolescence and its troubles maintaining its 
properties.10 In 1954, a state decree authorised Balkantourist to sign contracts with 
foreign travel agencies, including companies in capitalist countries.11 Since its re-
establishment back in 1948, Balkantourist had been affiliated to the Ministry of 
Foreign Trade (MFT), and once it resumed business it was only natural to profile 
itself as a peculiar type of a foreign-trade organisation.

To market Bulgaria abroad as a holiday destination, the government focused on 
the Black Sea coast, taking its cue from Mediterranean countries such as Yugosla-
via and Italy, while simultaneously aspiring to compete with what they offered.12 
Seaside resort development in Bulgaria started modestly with the modernisation 
of an old resort near the port city of Varna. Previously known as “St Constan-
tine and St Elena,” it was now renamed Varna Resort – and later again Druzhba 
(friendship). At the end of 1956, the holiday complex had seven hotels with just 
over 1,000 beds; a year later, when investment had increased threefold, ten new 
hotels and 500 accommodation units described as “little cottages (tents)” were 
being built to welcome another 2,268 guests.13

To gauge whether the investment had paid off and the resort warranted further 
development, the government commissioned the Central Statistical Directorate 
to evaluate Varna Resort’s revenue from foreign holidaymakers, which it did by 
meticulously calculating the hard-currency income relative to domestic-currency 
costs. It used indicators modelled on the performance assessment of foreign trade 
and based solely on tangible and countable items such as hotel beds, food prod-
ucts, and purchased goods. The bottom line of the Directorate’s report was that 
compared to Bulgaria’s foreign trade the earnings of tourism cost only one-quarter 
of the expenditure on goods production for export, which led it to conclude that 
Bulgaria’s international tourism had “great benefits” for the state economy. Yet, 
the report also underlined the low number of Western visitors, who were a direct 
source of hard currency, unlike socialist citizens whose bills were settled through 
bilateral clearing agreements. At this stage, foreign guests in Varna Resort came 
predominantly from the socialist bloc (nearly 70 per cent from Czechoslovakia 
alone) while Westerners accounted for merely 2 per cent of the total number of 
visitors and an even lower share of revenue, 0.3 per cent.14
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Once the financial profitability of international tourism was confirmed by the 
data, resort development was extended to previously non-urbanised coastal areas, 
and the large-scale construction of entire holiday resorts from scratch was soon as 
much an investment priority as that of new industrial combines.15 By the end of the 
1950s, Sunny Beach and Golden Sands – the resorts that would become the face of 
the Bulgarian tourism brand – opened for business. Their speedy completion and 
modern architecture was acclaimed in party plenums, and the modern standard they 
epitomised was replicated in smaller holiday developments along the Black Sea 
coast.16 Results were swift. In 1957 Bulgaria had attracted 16,776 foreign holiday-
makers, all of them accommodated in Varna Resort; in 1959 their number surged 
to 62,200, and two years later it rose again to 120,000.17 Tasked with increasing its 
financial gains exponentially, Balkantourist sought to attract more Western tourists, 
and formed a separate management section for “Capitalist countries.”18

To monitor its profit generation from foreign tourists, the government regularly 
appointed inter-ministerial commissions with representation from the commer-
cial, financial, and banking branches of the state bureaucracy. The complex nature 
of Bulgaria’s tourism finances compared to manufacturing and trade led to disa-
greements over the proper method of measuring tourism profits. However, even 
though the audited organisations found the accounting models rather conserva-
tive, the numbers confirmed that tourism yielded higher returns than exports did.19 
In fact, tourism was the only source of invisible earnings that promised to offset 
the persistent trade deficit with the West.

International tourism was bound to foreign trade not only strategically but also 
institutionally. As Balkantourist still lacked a network of travel bureaus abroad, 
it relied on foreign-trade representation to broker its offers to foreign agencies.20 
Yet, from the outset Balkantourist’s management complained that this style of 
doing business was inadequate: Bulgarian trade envoys lacked specialised exper-
tise to promote tourism in Bulgaria, and moreover seemed less interested in 
securing tourism deals, which were an addendum to their annual plans for com-
modity trade.21 Arguing for the urgency of establishing its own bureaus abroad, 
Petar Ignatov, Chief Director of Balkantourist, explained in a report to his super-
vising minister:

The nature of the tourist trade – unlike the other [trade in goods] which works 
mainly by way of one-off deals – requires constant contact with both the 
travel bureaus that attract tourists and the tourists themselves, combined 
above all with unremitting attention from the moment services were offered 
and purchased until the moment when [the tourists] left our country.22

Yet, it was to the advantage of tourism to be coupled to foreign trade, and while 
lobbying for more operational autonomy, Ignatov also did not miss the chance to 
push tourism in trade talks, even advocating that tourists be added to the annual 
commodity lists in bilateral trade protocols.23

Although without the institutional network of foreign trade, tourism was quite 
successful in setting its own rules of commerce. From early on, it managed to 
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circumvent official exchange rates by securing special “premiums” on tour-
ists’ hard currency, and by strengthening its purchasing power with “service 
discounts.”24 Border regulations were another area where Balkantourist vied to 
legalise tourist exemptions, with the result that visa formalities were increasingly 
liberalised from 1959 onwards, often in disregard of mounting protests from the 
powerful security apparatus.25 Transportation, and especially air traffic, was cru-
cial to the growth of tourism, and Balkantourist succeeded in negotiating its own 
preferential tariffs with the national aviation authorities.26 All in all, without hav-
ing had much standing in the state bureaucracy, in just a few years Balkantourist 
had managed to shed its inherent structural and ideological restraints in order to 
contend for its share of international mass tourism.

The entanglement of international tourism and foreign trade: 
economic and institutional growth in the 1960s

When negotiating with higher-ranking administrative bodies for the further easing 
of travel regulations, Ignatov regularly pointed to the upsurge in tourism globally, 
arguing that Bulgaria’s participation in this dynamic market would secure much-
needed hard currency. Such forecasts were invariably supported by comparisons 
of some sort, often quite crude, of the profitability of foreign trade and tourism; 
fundamentally reductionist for both trade and tourism, they revealed a good deal 
about the theoretical difficulty of embedding commercial tourism into a socialist 
economy, and the pragmatic challenges of organising its business. In a planned 
economy, with its materialist mindset and contempt for services as unproductive 
labour, it was goods that mattered, and calculations of profitability usually boiled 
down to production costs and hard-currency returns.27 So while government com-
missions compared occupancy rates in holiday facilities to sales of goods, the 
director of Balkantourist did his best to inflate the beneficial ratio of tourism to 
foreign trade based on the low share of goods (25 per cent) in the overall expendi-
ture in tourism, disregarding capital investment and service provision as seem-
ingly cost-free intangibles.28

While arguing that the product offered was akin to commodity exports in terms 
of its contribution to the economy, Balkantourist’s management was well aware 
that marketing tourism was nothing like trading goods, at least not from the view-
point of consumption. Emphasising the “service” nature of tourism might not 
have been the right angle to safeguard its better position in the socialist economy, 
yet service was indeed what made the tourist’s experience satisfactory or not. 
Ultimately, service was the yardstick by which the customer evaluated the prod-
ucts that Balkantourist offered. Raising the quality of this “product” – that is, of 
tourist services – was in many ways beyond the control of the service provider 
alone. It was dependent on the quality of production and supply in a myriad of 
other sectors: architecture and construction for building hotels modern enough for 
Western tastes; urban planning and sanitation for maintaining proper standards of 
cleanness, water supply, and sewerage during the seasonal spike in the summer; 
transportation for bringing people in and helping them move around the country; 
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heavy and light industry for the supply of furniture and appliances, foodstuffs and 
souvenirs, cosmetics and fabrics, beyond the mass production for the domestic 
market and above its level; labour and education policies for the stable employ-
ment of adequately trained personnel in hotels, restaurants and tourist shops. 
None of these crucial conditions was easy to come by, and Bulgaria’s tourism 
management engaged in painstaking negotiations with the respective ministries to 
bridge the gap between what was customary for the local population and what the 
foreign tourist expected to find.29

Unlike exported goods that reached Western customers in the familiar setting of 
their local supermarket, in tourism it was the other way round, as consumers were 
brought to the product, thereby exiting their comfort zone. The tourist “product” 
could not be fully detached from the broader environment of socialist Eastern 
Europe, not even behind the gates of the resort complex. Illustrating this dilemma, 
in 1959, a Swiss tourist sent a lengthy account detailing all the deficiencies in ser-
vice she had encountered during a holiday trip around the country. Thickly under-
lined by the administrator who reviewed her letter, she concluded that bad service 
made tourists “suddenly feel as if in an alien environment,” and further explained 
the profound difference between cultural exoticism and cultural shock in a strik-
ingly colonial language: “The tourist has no trouble accepting the customs of the 
visited country no matter how different from his own. For example, he will not be 
offended to see in front of the house a Negro who gulps gruel with his bare hands. 
But in any country he goes, even in Africa, the tourist wants, in the hotel as well as 
in the restaurant, to find his own habits.”30 While recognising the overwhelming 
problems with the services they provided, Balkantourist lacked the institutional 
weight to tackle them across the board.

In 1963, a new government body, the Chief Directorate for Tourism (CDT), was 
established under the Council of Ministers. Its primary mission was to coordinate 
all economic activities in the field of tourism with those in other sectors of the 
economy, and to actively pursue international cooperation. Balkantourist – along 
with other organisations in charge of tourist accommodation, restaurant catering, 
and specialised travel – was subsequently switched from the MFT to the CDT as an 
enterprise specialised in international tourism. Shortly after the reshuffle, Balkan-
tourist was finally authorised to set up its own network of tourist bureaus abroad.31 
In 1965, Balkantourist’s prerogatives expanded further when it was rebranded as 
an Incorporated Trade Enterprise for International Tourism, with its own budget. 
In addition to its previous activities, it could now operate bureaux de changes in 
resorts, stations, airports, international hotels, and at border checkpoints; organise 
day trips for foreign guests abroad (with destinations such as Istanbul, Odessa, and 
even Cairo); arrange re-export and compensatory deals; help establish foreign travel 
bureaus in Bulgaria; and set up joint ventures specialising in tourism in the West.32

From the very beginning Balkantourist used a concept of tourism that implicitly 
was limited to the profit-generating category of holidaymakers, but the definition 
was at the same time broad enough to include any type of travel, regardless of 
its actual purpose. Transit mobility, which generated income from visa fees as 
well as spending on the road, thus accounted for a substantial share of Bulgaria’s 
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international tourism, adding hundreds of thousands of visitors to the statistics 
along with hard-currency revenues. Though geographically distant from Western 
tourist markets, Bulgaria benefited as a crossing point for seasonal workers from 
Turkey and the Middle East travelling to Western Europe and back. More than a 
ruse to boost tourist numbers, transit travellers were perceived as a crucial seg-
ment that required different services and infrastructure investment beyond the 
resort complexes.33 In 1965, when 1 million foreign tourists visited the Bulgarian 
“vacationland,” as RFE reported it, in fact only 98,593 out of 634,756 Western 
“tourists” were in Bulgaria on holiday. The rest were all transit passengers, most 
of whom were Turkish citizens.34 Parallel statistics based on hotel occupancy 
showed that, despite specifically targeting foreigners, “economic tourism” in real-
ity catered predominantly to Bulgarian nationals.35 As the operational concept of 
“economic tourism” was quite elastic, defined by financial receipts and not by 
purpose of travel, the data on Bulgarian “tourists” (aggregated by hotel check-ins) 
was inflated by all sorts of official trips, just like the number of “foreign tourists” 
(counted by border entries) was significantly boosted by transit passengers.36 Yet, 
as the annual plans for the fledgling tourism sector prioritised the increase of hard-
currency receipts, the reform of “economic tourism” remained firmly dedicated to 
making Bulgaria more attractive to Western visitors.

At the Ninth Party Congress in November 1966, the BCP leadership made 
much of tourism as a highly efficient sector of the national economy.37 A month 
later, the CDT was replaced by the CT, which was given the rank of a ministry in 
the next round of administrative reform in 1973.38 Even before the CT acquired a 
ministerial status, its functions had greatly expanded, intersecting, often competi-
tively, with many other economic areas – large-scale construction, transportation, 
light industry and retail, various supplementary services, and, as soon as special-
ised tourism colleges were founded, even higher education. The supervisory role 
of the CT was also boosted by being put in charge of all tourism-related activities 
run by ministries, city councils, and economic units.39 Moreover, capital invest-
ment in international tourism was legally qualified as a “national priority,” and 
thus elevated to the same level of importance as central government buildings and 
major socialist monuments.40

Resort developments soon expanded beyond the Black Sea coast. Mountain 
resorts with winter sports facilities such as Aleko-Vitosha, Pamporovo, and 
Borovets extended the calendar for international tourism. Various forms of spe-
cialised tourism were also on offer: congresses, balneological treatments, hunting 
expeditions, and weekend breaks. By then, it was a given for the tourism admin-
istration that the resort boom was driven by an influx of foreigners, and respon-
sibility for domestic “social tourism” was largely relegated to employers. At the 
national conference to mark the International Tourist Year in 1967, a high-ranking 
tourism official hailed the country’s recreational base as servicing exclusively 
foreigners, and the role of the Bulgarian worker as producer rather than consumer:

What the imagination of Homer gave birth to in the Bronze Age [sic] – his 
fascinating protagonist Hephaestus building with his magic hammer palaces 
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of gold on the slopes of Olympus – today in our country, our people actually 
created along the Black Sea coast, on the slopes of the Rila and Rhodope 
Mountains, an entire necklace of golden palaces, and delivered them for the 
needs of international tourism.41

By 1969, international tourism brought in hard-currency revenues amounting to 
5 per cent of trade exports, and was thought would grow to 20 per cent in the 
next five years.42 At the time, Bulgarian exports were still primarily structured 
around agricultural products and processed fruit and vegetables, which faced ris-
ing trade barriers in their main markets in Western Europe due to the consolida-
tion of the customs union of the European Economic Community (EEC). While 
a serious impediment to Bulgaria’s foreign trade, it was also an opportunity to 
further highlight the economic importance of tourism. Instrumental comparisons 
of profitability vis-à-vis foreign trade focused even more directly on the circu-
lation of goods. In its report for 1970, the CT included a lengthy appendix to 
demonstrate that basic foodstuffs (fresh and canned fruit and vegetables, meat, 
alcoholic beverages, etc.) yielded three- to tenfold higher profits in hard currency 
when sold domestically to foreign tourists than when exported to Western buyers 
by the foreign-trade organisations.43

In the early 1970s, international tourism, framed as “export in situ,” took on new 
significance as a segment of the national economy following new EEC restrictions 
on bilateral trade between member states and the Eastern bloc. In 1970, the CT 
submitted its first comprehensive strategy for the development of the tourist sector 
over the next five-year period. Reporting on the recent surge of the tourist industry 
worldwide, not just in Bulgaria, CT Chairman Petko Todorov requested an accel-
erated expansion of the material base of international tourism, because according 
to his estimates the demand for Bulgarian holidays in capitalist markets already 
exceeded availability. For the five years of its existence, the CT had witnessed a 
surge of 219 per cent in economic tourism measured by hotel occupancy – from 
8,909,000 nights in 1965 to 19,544,000 in 1969 – outpacing dramatically the 
growth of social tourism (from 10,190,000 to 12,506,000 nights). While Bulgar-
ians still dominated “economic tourism” (thanks to short leisure trips, cheaper 
tourism options in the country’s interior, and domestic business trips by public 
officials, artists, scholars and so on), in the so-called “seasonal base” – meaning 
the facilities solely for holiday use – the share of foreign customers was a steady 
80 per cent throughout the later 1960s, when data collection allowed for such 
disaggregation.44 Due to its recognised contribution to the national budget, the CT 
was now authorised to use 2 per cent of its own hard-currency receipts (in addition 
to 1 million convertible lev of export revenues from the MFT) to import consumer 
goods to meet foreign tourists’ needs.45

Over and above the statistics that were mobilised specifically to demonstrate 
the accomplishments of the tourist sector, however, the documents reveal a 
parallel success story, perhaps even more impressive albeit often overlooked, 
of  institution-building. Since its foundation, the CT had managed to intervene 
in numerous long-established sectors of Bulgaria’s planned economy, setting 
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entirely different production standards, priority quotas, and supply lines solely to 
advance its international operations. From carpentry and faience manufacturing 
all the way to the construction of highways and dams, international tourism set its 
own agenda in the national economic plan.

Breaking ground in the Scandinavian market: the 
cooperation of foreign trade and international tourism

From the late 1950s onwards, as part of its opening up to the West, the Bulgar-
ian state intensified both its economic and its political contacts with Scandina-
via, a region that it had had little interaction with in the formative years of state 
socialism and prior to the Second World War. As these efforts coincided with the 
pioneering steps to develop international tourism at home, it naturally played a 
part in Bulgaria’s advances to the Scandinavian countries. While the Bulgarian 
diplomatic corps saw Sweden as the stepping stone in the region, the tourist agen-
cies thought Denmark would be their entry point to the Scandinavian market. At 
the time Bulgaria only had a diplomatic mission in Stockholm, though in 1957 
the resident ambassador was also accredited to Denmark and Norway.46 A year 
later, however, Bulgaria signed an Air Transport Agreement with Denmark, and 
Copenhagen became one of the few Western European airports in the Bulgarian 
civil aviation network. The agreement also led to the establishment of an office 
of the Bulgarian airlines (later named Balkan) in Copenhagen, around the time 
when Bulgaria also opened a trade mission there under a bilateral trade agreement 
signed in 1959.47

Though political contacts between the Scandinavian countries and Bulgaria 
were minimal, the legation in Stockholm still played a role in advancing the 
national objectives of economic cooperation. Tourism was a particularly suitable 
niche for the ambassador’s broad diplomatic mandate, because the large travel 
companies covered the entire Scandinavian region. In 1959, the legation informed 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) of the Swedes’ and Danes’ growing interest 
in holiday destinations in Bulgaria, and particularly the new Varna Resort.

The embassy in Stockholm had been approached by the chief executive of the 
Scandinavian subsidiary of Wagons-Lits Cook, and Balkantourist did not fail to 
note such a promising business opportunity. It highlighted Scandinavia along-
side traditional tourist providers such as Austria and West Germany as a market 
in need of more concerted exploitation.48 Stationing representatives in the West 
independently of the trade missions was still wishful thinking, but Balkantour-
ist sought to forge personal ties with foreign travel agencies through business 
trips to the region. In 1959, Petar Ignatov proposed opening a handful of foreign 
bureaus, including one in Sweden, while simultaneously sending business del-
egations to eight Western countries, including all the Nordic countries barring 
Iceland.49 The green light for such initiatives depended on the MFT, which was 
reluctant to sideline its own envoys. Ignatov’s bold demands were rarely fulfilled, 
but a compromise was usually found, which was why a year later he was given 
official permission to invite foreign travel bureau representatives to Sofia to gain 
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first-hand experience of Bulgarian resorts and Balkantourist’s business style. Dan-
ish company representatives were among Balkantourist’s first Western guests.50

Barred from setting up its own branches abroad, Balkantourist began to collab-
orate with the Bulgarian civil aviation authorities, which already had a small inter-
national network. In 1960, the two organisations put together several all-inclusive 
tours for fortnight-long stays at Bulgarian seaside resorts. These offers were only 
marketed in three or four Western European countries, but Copenhagen was a key 
hub from the outset. The Copenhagen–Varna package was promoted across the 
entire Nordic market by soliciting options for regional transfers with Scandina-
vian aircraft from the other three capitals plus Bergen, Gothenburg, Kristiansand, 
and Stavanger.51 At the time, the flight time from Copenhagen to Sofia alone was 
over 13 hours, followed by a domestic flight to the coast a day later. This made a 
Black Sea holiday quite a feat for Scandinavian holidaymakers, especially if they 
lived outside the Danish capital, and in fact the first Danish tourists registered by 
the MFA date from 1962.52

Meanwhile, commerce between Denmark and Bulgaria was growing. Once the 
MFT had set up shop in Copenhagen in 1960, bilateral trade between the two 
countries increased in the first two years from $0.6 million to $1.2 million. By 
1965 it had grown to $3.8 million, with Bulgaria’s trade deficit skyrocketing from 
$216,000 in 1960 to over $2 million in 1965.53 The country’s weak exports could 
not pay off the costs of high-tech imports of factory machinery and equipment 
from Denmark, but tourism represented a potential remedy.

Acknowledging that Bulgarian airlines’ small aircraft and infrequent flights did 
not add to the attractiveness of all-inclusive tours from Copenhagen, Balkantour-
ist looked for new partners in the Scandinavian market. This strategy became 
possible once tourism had been hived off from the foreign-trade sector (with 
the establishment of CDT in 1963). In 1964, Balkantourist signed its first con-
tracts with two Danish travel companies with an all-Scandinavian reach, Startour 
and Jørgensens. In 1965–1966 alone, the number of Danish package tourists in 
Bulgaria doubled (from 1,219 to 2,533) and the revenues from this tourist flow 
almost tripled. A year later, the two Danish companies’ package holidays took 
4,503 Danes to the Black Sea coast, with a proportionate increase in revenue.54 
At a point when the Bulgarian resorts still counted Western holidaymakers in the 
tens of thousands, Scandinavian visitors had a visible presence. Moreover, the 
Bulgarian tourist management noted that the Scandinavians, who enjoyed high 
living standards, generally spent more money on their holidays. In fact, a few 
years later, Swedish tourists were estimated to bring in the highest hard-currency 
revenues per tourist.55

Under the management of CDT, Balkantourist was finally authorised to set 
up its own network of foreign bureaus in the mid-1960s, and it began with 16, 
nine of them in Western Europe, including both Sweden and Denmark.56 Bal-
kantourist’s ambitions did not end there, and soon the enterprise was vying for 
bilateral tourism agreements with the UK, Benelux, and Scandinavia where “our 
interests are big.”57 Thus far, economic cooperation with Denmark had run ahead 
of active intergovernmental relations, and economic ties were effected by a few 
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business-minded people in Bulgaria’s trade missions abroad and the small-scale 
tourist enterprise at home. A breakthrough in the diplomatic stalemate between 
Bulgaria and Denmark came in 1967 with an exchange of visits between the for-
eign ministers, Ivan Bashev and Jens Otto Krag.58 As a result, the two governments 
signed several new agreements testifying to their mutual desire for greater cooper-
ation in various fields including trade and tourism. The Agreement on Economic, 
Industrial and Technological Cooperation laid the ground for the establishment 
of a bilateral agency, the Mixed Bulgarian–Danish Commission for Economic, 
Industrial, and Technical Cooperation (MBDC). The MBDC met annually to dis-
cuss proposals for joint industrial projects, educational exchanges for specialists, 
the transfer of technical know-how, and industrial assistance, and then matched 
the offers and requests with suitable organisations in their respective countries.59

Similarly, the Agreement for the Suppression of Visas aimed to improve Bul-
garia’s position in the Danish tourist market.60 Though this relaxation worked both 
ways, it had less impact on the mobility of Bulgarian citizens, who still faced 
formidable obstacles in exiting their own country. Indeed, the flow of travellers 
between the two countries remained disproportionate, so that in 1972, for exam-
ple, the number of Danish visitors to Bulgaria was twenty times greater than the 
number of Bulgarians travelling in the opposite direction.61

Tourism had been on the Bulgarian MFA’s agenda for the talks with Krag, 
although less prominently so than trade. The Danish government, however, had 
its own motives for raising the issue, inquiring about the possibilities for pri-
vate Scandinavian companies to develop their own resorts on the Bulgarian coast. 
Bulgaria had already made legal provision for joint ventures with foreign capi-
tal (in trade as well as tourism), but so far such companies were only permitted 
on foreign soil, and with majority holding rights remaining in Bulgarian hands. 
Allowing foreign ventures to operate in Bulgaria was an entirely different matter, 
and highly sensitive politically because it challenged the fundamental socialist 
principle of state ownership. The MFA nevertheless committed itself to taking this 
question in consideration, and seemed to be positively inclined.62

As a result of the intergovernmental talks, the importance of economic coop-
eration with Denmark was reaffirmed and the plan targets were significantly 
increased. For the CT, this meant a projected threefold increase in Danish tour-
ists in the coming three years (1968–1970).63 However, this was the very period 
when tourist numbers from Denmark plummeted. The foreign representatives 
cautiously attributed this to the devaluation of the Danish krone and increased 
taxes, which had hit the tourist market hard and sent some travel agencies into 
bankruptcy. Among them was Jørgensens, which had accounted for the greatest 
number of Danish tourists in Bulgaria.64

The invasion of Czechoslovakia by the Warsaw Pact in 1968 was deliberately 
downplayed by the reports, although its impact was arguably more significant. In 
fact, Startour cancelled its tours to the country indefinitely after the invasion. Just 
as international politics could boost tourism, the opposite proved also to be true. 
Mirroring the Danish government’s decision to rescind its invitation to the Bul-
garian leader Todor Zhivkov to visit in September 1968, Startour publicised the 
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cancellation of its tours in the Danish media as a political rather than a business 
decision.65 Instead of tripling as planned, by 1969 the number of Danish tourists in 
Bulgaria had dropped to one-third of the 1967 level. Yet even in such a poor year, 
tourism still kept its weight in the balance of payments. In 1969, the CT reported 
its hard-currency income by country relative to export revenues from bilateral 
trade: revenues from Danish tourists were estimated to make up 9 per cent of Bul-
garian exports to the Danish market, while those from Swedish tourists amounted 
to 26 per cent of Bulgarian exports there.66

There was no denying that 1968 was disastrous for international tourism in 
Bulgaria. The previous year, the government had temporarily lifted visas to mark 
the International Tourist Year, and this special provision had then been extended 
to 1968. Nevertheless, a drop of 12 per cent in the number of Western tourists 
and 17 per cent in tourist revenues was registered by the CT.67 As the repercus-
sions from the invasion of Czechoslovakia began to hit, the BCP mobilised the 
diplomatic corps to improve Bulgaria’s image. In May 1969, the Politburo passed 
a resolution calling for greater liaison with the Scandinavian states, and Bulgaria 
finally opened an embassy in Copenhagen. With the assistance of the diplomatic 
corps, the CT managed to sign new contracts with two Danish travel companies 
(Spies and Danropa) and to restart its work with Startour. The new partnerships 
secured the return of 4,600 Danish holidaymakers to Bulgarian resorts in 1970.68

Bulgarian–Danish tourist partnerships in the 1970s: 
opportunities and failures

In the 1960s, Bulgaria had mainly targeted Danish tourists through the travel pro-
grammes of Scandinavian tour operators. In the 1970s, the CT began to pursue a 
more active role in the management of the tourist groups. In the 1960s, bilateral 
partnerships had been negotiated by the small team of four representatives of 
Balkan Airlines and CT stationed in Copenhagen.69 In contrast, in the 1970s new 
actors on the Bulgarian side became involved in brokering international tourism, 
while direct personal contact with foreign firms was replaced by more complex 
partnerships that required the coordination of multiple bureaucratic apparatuses.

One actor joining the promotion of Bulgarian resorts in Denmark was the 
newly opened Bulgarian embassy in Copenhagen. Working with the trade envoy, 
the chargé d’affaires launched a number of initiatives to diversify their tourist 
partnerships and reach out beyond the large travel companies, which were seen as 
monopolising the market and undercutting their Bulgarian partners.70 One of the 
embassy’s first successes was with Folketurist, a travel bureau that had close ties 
to the Danish Communist Party. Folketurist mainly organised holidays to Eastern 
Europe, “above all to popularize the socialist countries” as their director said dur-
ing his meeting at the embassy. Folketurist had previously sent 500–600 people 
in groups to Bulgaria by selling Startour and Jørgensens package tours, but Spies, 
Bulgaria’s main partner in Denmark, refused to take additional groups contracted 
by external travel agencies. Folketurist expressed interest in expanding in Bul-
garia by chartering its own flights, having already established similar programmes 
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in the German Democratic Republic (GDR), the USSR, and Romania, where it 
sent several thousand people a year. Certainly, the partnership was an attractive 
prospect for Bulgaria. Folketurist’s interest in specialising in low-season holidays 
for trade unionists, young people, and party activists fitted well with Bulgaria’s 
attempts to stagger the holiday rush. The broader interest in exploring the country, 
encouraged by Folketurist’s semi-political profile, also chimed with the new Bul-
garian strategy for diversifying its international tourism.

The only problems that the Bulgarian embassy encountered in its preliminary 
negotiations with Folketurist were the company’s competition with Spies and its 
complaints about the high prices of the Bulgarian airlines compared to the Scan-
dinavian carriers. In his efforts to convince Folketurist’s management to concen-
trate on Bulgaria, the Bulgarian chargé d’affaires found an unexpected ally in the 
Bulgarian Central Committee of Anti-Fascist Fighters, which, coincidentally, had 
invited Folketurist’s director to a meeting in one of Bulgaria’s seaside resorts.71

Political expediency and the bonds of socialist solidarity could advance as much 
as injure business interests. In their efforts to increase profits, the Bulgarian tourist 
agencies adopted a business model that had less to do with the socialist credo than 
with capitalist entrepreneurship. Yet, there were limits to the official tolerance 
of activities at variance with their ideological commitments. The collaboration 
with Swedish Folkturist illustrated this, for once it had failed to meet its financial 
obligations to Balkantourist and Balkan Airlines and the two Bulgarian agencies 
threatened to take legal action, the Central Committee of the Swedish Communist 
Party appealed to the Bulgarian embassy in Stockholm to prevent the company’s 
bankruptcy. Under pressure from the MFA, the CT withdrew its ultimatum and 
agreed to reschedule Folkturist’s debt, against its own best interests.72

Apart from such overlaps – and contradictions – between economic and politi-
cal interests, the attempt by various arms of the Bulgarian bureaucracy to work 
together often suffered from a lack of coordination, and business deals were more 
likely to be undermined by incompetence than by political reasoning. On many an 
occasion, the involvement of institutions at home jeopardised what Bulgaria’s for-
eign representatives achieved, bringing a certain dissonance to Bulgarian–Danish  
negotiations. While the CT officials abroad concentrated on actual deals, and 
saw them through from beginning to end, their superiors would often fly in to 
sign the contract without taking the time to study the specific conditions or the 
nature of recent business relations. In 1972, for example, the CT delegation for the 
annual renewal of the tourist contract with Spies, the largest in Denmark, obtained 
“deplorable results” in the words of the local representative. By restarting nego-
tiations from scratch instead of simply signing the agreement that had already 
been approved, the delegation seriously disrupted the smooth operation of this 
long-term deal. Moreover, during its visits to Copenhagen, the delegation did not 
even keep the embassy and the trade mission in the loop.73 This led to the Danish 
company not only rejecting the new demands, but cancelling all the groups that 
were already confirmed for the coming year.

Upheavals because of poor coordination were most frequent in the work of the 
MBDC. Under the supervision of two government bodies – the Danish Committee 
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on Industrial–Technological Cooperation and the Bulgarian State Committee for 
Science and Technical Progress – the MBDC was expected to provide a stable 
framework for bilateral economic relations by facilitating partnerships between 
Bulgarian state enterprises and Danish private companies. The MBDC’s objec-
tives gave it considerable scope; however, it soon became clear that the national 
delegations, having different economic goals, also had very different priorities for 
the MBDC. This clash seemed insurmountable, blocking any real way forward, 
which led the chairman of the Danish party to threaten a boycott of the annual 
sessions. The crux of the problem was that the Bulgarian side avoided committing 
itself on trade (largely because it dared not interfere with foreign trade’s parallel 
chain of command) and focused instead on industrial assistance. In contrast to the 
passivity of the Bulgarians, the Danes, who were not only state officials but also 
private entrepreneurs, were keenly interested in finalising deals that could guar-
antee a financial return.74

The Bulgarian side of the MBDC was tasked with increasing machinery 
exports, and tourism was not initially on its agenda. This perhaps explains one of 
the Bulgarians’ first serious gaffes. At the second session of the MBDC in 1969, 
the Bulgarian delegation was informed of ongoing negotiations between the Bul-
garian airline company and a Danish architect for a seaside hotel. Recognising the 
potential of this contact to grow into a larger economic cooperation venture, both 
parties to the MBDC agreed to set up a special commission with broader institu-
tional participation, including the Bulgarian ambassador and Danish MBDC del-
egates, and possibly enlisting the help of Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS).75 
By the end of the following year, the Danes had fulfilled their commitment, but 
the Bulgarians remained silent and even failed to pay the architect for his work. 
At this point, the head of the Danish party, Knud Hannover, brought the issue to 
the attention of the Bulgarian embassy in Copenhagen.76 In response to the latter’s 
diplomatic memo on the issue, the Bulgarian MBDC party informed the MFA that

there is no trace in the Bulgarian part of the Commission of the matter that 
the memo discusses, it is neither known which is the Danish firm in question, 
nor which Danish representatives have come to Bulgaria in this regard, nor 
with whom they have held negotiations. The efforts made to learn something 
about this issue did not yield any results.77

The issue kept coming up for at least a year, with no progress on the Bulgarian 
side to resolve it, to the growing irritation of their Danish counterparts.78 That 
was the tipping point for the Danish Chairman, and soon after he threatened to 
dismantle the MBDC.

Ideological volatility of Bulgaria’s international tourism

Many of the problems with the organisation of Danish tourism in Bulgaria were 
caused by poor coordination among the institutions mired in the bureaucratism of 
its socialist command economy. However, tourism behind the Iron Curtain also 
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faced problems that were quite mundane in essence, but took on an ideological 
form that sparked political reactions and sometimes even public panic. Such inci-
dents were at times caused by random, unforeseeable factors, at other times by 
business disputes, but in either case their unexpected escalation into an ideologi-
cal clash highlighted the possibility, real or imagined, of Western holidaymakers 
in Eastern Europe caught in the crossfire of Cold War antagonism. On some occa-
sions, the Western press was quick to resort to ideological clichés, inciting public 
fears of the authoritarian environment of socialist Eastern Europe where Western 
tourists could find themselves vulnerable to state harassment and repression. The 
Bulgarian institutions, for their part, were overly sensitive to what they viewed 
as “hostile propaganda,” and often suspected political orchestration when there 
was none.

More than any other form of cooperation across the Iron Curtain, East–West 
tourism was influenced by the conflicting impulses of the Cold War and detente. 
It brought people from both sides of the divide together, and its role as emissary 
in securing a peaceful coexistence was a frequent trope in the rhetoric of tourism. 
In 1966, for example, Petko Todorov, Chairman of the CDT, opened his report to 
Todor Zhivkov with the usual reference to the global surge of international tour-
ism, which led him to the somewhat bizarre conclusion that “In one year alone, in 
the orbit of international tourism, [we see] more people taking part, of their own 
free will and with best intentions, than the number of those involved in the entire 
Second World War.”79

While Bulgaria’s trade and tourist partnerships in the Danish market in many 
ways developed in parallel, complementing one another, there was one signifi-
cant difference in their operation, which became painfully clear after the events 
of 1968. Although both types of business deals were negotiated across the Iron 
Curtain between like-minded professionals whose pragmatic interests superseded 
ideological disagreement, tourist contracts were far more volatile, ideologically 
speaking. Unlike exports of consumer goods, a tourist product tailored to the 
Western client and sold to the Danish market had to be consumed “behind enemy 
lines.” Bulgarian resorts were designed to shelter foreign guests from their sur-
roundings, but any rise in geopolitical tension impacted on the tourists’ sense of 
safety. This was also the case with far more trivial holiday disruptions such as 
flight delays or road accidents.

In 1969, when Western tourists still had the Warsaw Pact invasion of Czecho-
slovakia fresh in their minds, a road accident caused by a Danish tourist coach 
received a great deal of attention in both the Danish media and Bulgarian diplo-
matic correspondence. The Danish driver, who was the owner of the travel bureau 
that had arranged the excursion, hit a little girl on the road (causing injuries lead-
ing to concussion) and was subsequently detained while the accident was inves-
tigated.80 The 24-day arrest of a Danish citizen was covered extensively in the 
Danish press, where his personal account of police harassment and interrogation 
under torture became the main story.81 This took on political overtones because 
of the driver’s insistence that the Bulgarian prosecution suspected a political con-
spiracy was behind the accident, and that his interrogators had tried to force him 
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to admit a political motivation. The Danish side of the story thus echoed Cold War 
spy-novel tropes of authoritarian harassment, while for the Bulgarian diplomatic 
service the “hostile press campaign” smacked of a propaganda operation.82

This two-sided ideological rhetoric completely overshadowed the more prosaic 
aspects of the story: the concerns of a Danish small businessman at the financial 
loss incurred by his arrest, and the fears of a country desperate to attract Western 
tourists about its effect on prospective customers. In the same turbulent year, the 
CT affiliate in Stockholm reported on another incident that threatened to hurt 
its work in the Swedish market: the news of an outbreak of jaundice at Sunny 
Beach was circulating among the Swedish travel firms.83 In a response marked 
“extremely urgent,” the MFA instructed the embassy to immediately put out a 
denial of what it was to describe as a “malicious rumour.”84

Ideological rhetoric and pragmatic considerations played a role, sometimes 
purely opportunistically, in regular business deals in the tourist sector. At the end 
of the 1960s, the relationship with Startour was one example of this interplay 
between business strategy and political rhetoric. In 1968, the company announced 
its refusal to do business with Bulgarians in protest at the invasion of Czechoslo-
vakia. The following year, the Bulgarian embassy reported another cancellation 
by the company, which had apparently resumed its business in Bulgaria after all. 
However, the ambassador, who communicated Startour’s grievances and tried to 
save relations with the company, explained that they had cancelled because of the 
competition from Bulgarian state agencies, which were targeting Danish custom-
ers directly by undercutting Startour’s prices.85

In the years that followed, Scandinavian participation in the Bulgarian tourist 
sector expanded. In 1975, more than 45,000 Scandinavians visited the country.86 
Business disputes occasionally escalated into public mudslinging, complete with 
Cold War stereotypes. In 1975, for instance, Tjæreborg Rejser, the largest Dan-
ish tour operator with branches throughout Scandinavia, decided to terminate its 
partnership with Balkan Airlines. At this point Tjæreborg accounted for around 
70 per cent of Danish tourists in Bulgaria and for an added contingent of West 
Germans flown by Balkan (around 5,500 tourists).87 Tjæreborg found Balkan’s 
timetables inconvenient, and somehow the disagreement spiralled into open con-
flict. The West German news magazine Stern published a lengthy piece on the 
matter, opening with a swift political judgement: “[This is] how the bureaucrats 
from the Eastern bloc (socialist countries) spoil the holiday break of German tour-
ists.”88 Bulgaria took its publication as evidence of “an attempt to use this case for 
political purposes and to blackmail our country.”89

The Bulgarian authorities saw the ideological card as one played to weaken 
their position in business deals or to damage the economic interests of the coun-
try. However, in the context of detente they also sought to exploit it to their ben-
efit. The new phase of European cooperation heralded by the Helsinki Accords 
of 1975 promised new opportunities for East–West tourism. While the Bulgar-
ian regime viewed the “third basket” of the Final Act with growing suspicion 
for its humanitarian focus, the CT welcomed the inclusion of tourism under the 
rubrics of both economic cooperation and human contacts.90 The promotion of 
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international tourism featured in both second and third baskets, in recognition of 
“the interrelationship between the development of tourism and measures taken in 
other areas of economic activity,” and of tourism’s contribution to “the growth of 
understanding among peoples, to the improvement of contacts and to the broader 
use of leisure.”91 For the CT, this recognition encouraged a new approach to attract 
Western visitors, one relying on diplomatic channels far more than on commercial 
partnerships, and on intergovernmental agreements rather than business deals.

Conclusion

In placing Bulgaria’s tourist boom against the Cold War backdrop, RFE’s 1966 
report quoted earlier in this chapter speculated on whether opening up to the West 
might soon be halted because of the political risks it posed to an authoritarian 
regime with anti-capitalist zeal, or whether the financial incentives would prevail 
over ideological fears. Tackling the political implications of Bulgaria’s new eco-
nomic course, as represented by its Western-oriented tourist industry, the report 
even suggested that it might be symptomatic of a larger process of “polycentrism, 
desatellization and the attenuation of the Cold War upon the Eastern European 
countries.”92 This hypothesis was soon proved wrong when in 1968 the Warsaw 
Pact tanks rolled into Czechoslovakia and Bulgarian troops were mobilised to 
join in the invasion. Domestically, the crackdown on the Prague Spring put an 
abrupt end to tentative reforms of Bulgaria’s planned economy, and the country’s 
economic liberalisation was largely curtailed.93

However, RFE’s more pessimistic scenario – that political expediency would 
dictate that Bulgaria downscale its tourist services for Westerners – was not war-
ranted either. While its post-1968 domestic policies were no doubt shaped by 
concern at the political risks that opening up to the West posed to regime stabil-
ity, international tourism enjoyed the unwavering support of the party apparatus 
throughout the 1970s. The expansion of recreational services for foreign guests, 
primarily Westerners, remained an economic priority. While Bulgaria welcomed 
an ever-increasing number of holidaymakers from non-socialist countries, its 
political system remained firmly in the orbit of the Soviet Union and there was no 
intention to pursue any form of “desatellization.”

From the early 1960s, socialist Bulgaria pursued an ambitious programme of 
international tourism that targeted particularly Western visitors who could con-
tribute to the country’s hard-currency revenues. The aims behind the tourist boom 
were closely linked to the country’s economic policies, and especially its foreign 
trade, but the means to that end bound the tourist sector to diplomatic and foreign-
policy endeavours. In Bulgaria’s tourist partnerships with Denmark, the triangle 
of trade, tourism, and diplomacy took on different shapes over time. In the early 
1960s, tourism assisted foreign trade, and the two together were instrumental in 
establishing relations with Denmark, thus paving the way for high-level intergov-
ernmental relations towards the end of the decade. In the 1970s, the tourist sec-
tor continued to act as a vehicle of national image-making, but, reciprocally, the 
diplomatic service became a promoter of international tourism. The close links 
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between tourism and diplomacy, however, showed up in less advantageous ways 
too. Tourism behind the Iron Curtain was easily hampered by any event that could 
be framed as symptomatic of East–West political divergence.
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2  The lure of capitalism

Foreign tourists and the shadow 
economy in Romania, 1960–1989

Adelina Stefan

In 1964, a British newsreel promoting Romania as a tourist destination described 
the country as a blend of tradition and modernity, which despite its location 
beyond the Iron Curtain displayed a capitalist mentality.1 Romanian tourist propa-
ganda sent a similar message when advertising Romania in capitalist countries.2 
In 1976, Vacances en Roumanie, a Romanian tourist magazine published abroad, 
invited Western tourists to spend their holidays on the Romanian “Riviera” of the 
Black Sea. “Roulette, jazz, beauty contests, night shows, music, projections, and 
cocktails” were all part of the holiday package that was supposed to render West-
ern tourists productive for the rest of the year.3 Yet, despite this tourist promotion, 
when it came to encouraging market economy practices in reality, the Romanian 
socialist government was less enthusiastic. This chapter thus examines the ten-
sion between the socialist regime’s goal of attracting Western tourists with their 
coveted hard currency and its fear of capitalist “contamination” at the everyday 
level. More than anything else, international tourism exposed socialist society to 
Western eyes – and capitalist consumption patterns to the Romanian public.

Here, I explore the politics of the Romanian socialist state regarding interna-
tional tourism, and then look at the economic interaction between foreign tour-
ists and Romanian citizens, to gauge the extent to which these contacts eluded 
the state, before examining the ways in which consumer culture in Romania was 
reshaped by contact between tourism workers and Western tourists. I argue that 
the direct contacts between Romanians, and especially tourism workers, and West-
ern tourists triggered significant changes in their taste and dress, and stimulated 
their entrepreneurial mentality. Most of these changes were seen on the Black Sea 
coast, where Western tourists predominated, and in the Transylvanian towns of 
Sibiu and Brasov, home to a sizeable German community.

This chapter adds to the growing literature on the porousness of the Iron Cur-
tain and the role of international tourism in that.4 The cultural turn in Cold War 
studies shifted the discussion from “the culture of the Cold War” to “Cold War 
cultures,” as Rana Mitter and Patrick Major have it;5 that is, from diplomatic and 
political relations between two nominally divergent blocs to the meanings associ-
ated with these relations and their impact at the everyday level. The question of 
international tourism has only recently been raised in this conversation. Recent 
studies by Anne Gorsuch, Diane Koenker, Igor Tchoukarine, and Sune Bechmann 
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Pedersen point to the role of tourism in promoting mobility in the Cold War, either 
within the socialist bloc or between the socialist East and the capitalist West.6 
The present study thus supplements the current literature on tourism by focusing 
on the effects of international tourism on ordinary lives during the Cold War, an 
aspect that current works on tourism have overlooked.

The Cold War was a lived experience for citizens in both the socialist East and 
capitalist West, and while international tourism facilitated direct contact between 
them it still begs the question of the extent to which it consolidated or dismantled 
the official rhetoric about the ‘other camp’, whether the communist regime in 
Romania or the tourists’ capitalist home countries. How far did international tour-
ism help ordinary citizens in both Romania and the capitalist West profit from the 
political and economic divisions between Eastern and Western Europe, if at all?

The politics of international tourism and its limitations

In the early 1960s, the socialist state of Romania was increasingly interested in 
welcoming foreign tourists, especially those from the capitalist countries.7 The 
construction of new modern beach resorts on the Black Sea from the late 1950s 
onwards helped attract Western clients. The number of foreign tourists increased 
from 100,000 in 1960 to about 6 million in the mid-1970s. In the early 1980s, the 
number of foreign tourists peaked at 7 million annually. Although only 35–40 per 
cent of all tourists came from Western capitalist countries (or ‘developed coun-
tries’ as Romanian official rhetoric had it), they brought far greater revenue to the 
Romanian economy than did tourists from socialist countries.8

Tourist collaboration among the socialist countries had begun in the 1950s. 
A summit in Varna in 1955 staked out the general principles, and in 1957 the 
national tourist authorities of the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (Com-
econ) member states held their first conference in Carlsbad in Czechoslovakia to 
discuss the matter in greater detail.9 At first, the discussions focused on interna-
tional tourism within the socialist bloc, but from the 1960s onwards the social-
ist countries also sought to develop international tourism across the East–West 
divide.10

A fourth meeting of tourist organisations from the socialist countries marked a 
change in the Eastern bloc’s tourist policy. The summit took place in 1961 in Mos-
cow and included participants not only from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, 
but also from Mongolia, North Korea, and North Vietnam. The second point on the 
agenda referred to the “importance of developing international tourism between 
socialist and capitalist countries as a means of popularising the accomplishments 
of socialist regimes and of counterattacking the unfriendly imperialist propaganda 
towards socialist countries.”11 The next point on the agenda stated that tourist 
relationships between socialist and capitalist countries should start from the idea 
that socialist states “could be less expensive and more attractive tourist destina-
tions.”12 The meeting also emphasised that socialist countries should find ways to 
promote themselves on the capitalist countries’ tourist market.13 During this meet-
ing, Romania signed tourist agreements for 1962 with Intourist (USSR), Orbis 
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(Poland), Čedok (Czechoslovakia), and Ibusz and Expres (Hungary). However, 
in the early 1960s, Romania was not the strongest voice when it came to tourist 
relationships with capitalist countries. At the meeting in Moscow, for example, 
Romania’s representatives presented a report on “recreational tourism” and the 
prospects for its development within the socialist bloc, because this was Roma-
nia’s main priority.14 Its border-crossing policies closely reflected this stance, 
since in 1964 only tourists from socialist countries could travel without a passport 
to Romania, while in Bulgaria visitors with pre-paid vouchers were already able 
to receive on-the-spot visas without having to declare the currencies and amounts 
they were carrying on their arrival or departure.15

But change was underway. In 1964, the Romanian Council of Ministers 
decided to send a number of tourism specialists to France to receive training in 
hotel and restaurant management and become acquainted with French cuisine. In 
1966, a report by the Ministry of Foreign Trade and International Cooperation 
asked Oficiul Naţional de Turism Carpaţi (ONT Carpaţi), the Romanian Tourist 
Office, to attract tourists from West Germany and the Scandinavian countries, as 
these looked to be the most promising markets. For the same financial reasons it 
also asked ONT Carpaţi to pay more attention to individual tourism as opposed 
to package tours.16 In 1967, to boost international tourism with Western coun-
tries, Romania had already abolished the visa regulations that required potential 
tourists from capitalist countries to visit the Romanian embassy at home, and 
visas became a simple formality, automatically granted at the border.17 Alongside 
the liberalisation of travel there was institutional consolidation. Also in 1967, the 
ONT Carpaţi, previously under the direction of the Ministry of Foreign Trade and 
International Cooperation, became a stand-alone institution similar to a ministry 
under the supervision of the Council of Ministers.18

In addition to sending tourist workers to be trained in Western countries, wel-
coming Western tourists, and creating an institutional framework, a new defini-
tion of tourism started to crystallise at the end of the 1960s. It now encompassed 
an economic dimension; tourism ceased to be simply a recuperative activity that 
improved Romanian workers’ physical condition, and henceforth became a set 
of services designed to meet the needs of potential consumers. Oskar Snak, a top 
official in the Ministry of Tourism and a scholar of tourism, explained, “From 
an economic and social point of view, the development of tourism refers to the 
population’s growing demands for better access to tourist services and consumer 
goods, which in the end stimulates both production and consumption.” Further-
more, Snak emphasised that the growing number of “foreign visitors is beneficial 
for the development of certain tourist areas and of the Romanian economy in 
general.”19

Yet, international tourism seemed to only partially meet the economic expecta-
tions of the Romanian government. Despite the liberalisation of travel and the 
 market-oriented development of tourism, the total income from international 
tourism in Romania in 1982 was just 1.4 per cent of GDP, below the world 
average income of 3.4 per cent of GDP.20 In fact, in 1975 Romania earned only 
$132 million from international tourism, while in 1980 tourism revenues climbed 
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to $324 million only to plummet to $176 million in 1988.21 Corneliu Mănescu, 
a member of the Executive Bureau of the Central Committee of the Romanian 
Communist Party and president of the UN General Assembly in 1967–1968, 
explained the limited success of international tourism in Romania as follows:

We cannot compare ourselves with the Dalmatian Coast, we have abol-
ished the visas but this thing did not bring too many tourists. We have to 
make propaganda, to build tourist circuits, to understand that tourism does 
not mean only the hotel or places such as Eforie and Mangalia, but we can 
develop tourism in other places too.22

The lack of flexibility in the design of international tourism was apparently the 
most important challenge for socialist officials. One possible explanation for this 
inflexibility was the structure of the planned economy, which did not leave much 
room for adjustments over the year, but this alone cannot explain the relatively 
poor performance of international tourism in Romania.23 In fact, the most impor-
tant limitation stemmed from the international market itself. In the late 1970s, the 
world energy crisis and its subsequent inflation in the late 1970s, as well as the 
return of the Cold War rhetoric and the war in Afghanistan influenced the choices 
of Western tourists who could not afford to take extended vacations abroad, or did 
not find it safe enough. Destinations beyond the Iron Curtain like socialist Roma-
nia were affected by these geopolitical developments, and the number of Western 
tourists plummeted in the 1980s. At the same time the Romanian government, 
after having prioritised international tourism in the 1970s, began to cut investment 
in tourist infrastructure in the 1980s and even limited the import of foodstuff for 
international tourism, which was considered too expensive.24

Figure 2.1  Postcard showing new hotels in Mamaia, Romania, in 1961

Source: In author’s possession
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Consuming socialism through international tourism

The Romanian communist regime was critical of conspicuous consumption 
among its own citizens.25 However, the regime displayed a different attitude when 
it came to foreign tourists. In their case, it wanted to encourage their consumption 
when they were on holiday in Romania, for instance through the opening in 1964 
of COMTURIST shops, which specialised in selling merchandise to foreign tour-
ists. In 1969, the revenue generated by tourist shops amounted to $2.6 million, 
but the figure did not impress the regime.26 Compared to the income generated 
by other countries in the socialist bloc, Romania was lagging behind. Bulgaria 
reportedly earned $4.5 million and Czechoslovakia no less than $45 million.27 The 
Executive Bureau of the Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party 
therefore complained that the ONT Carpaţi had failed to achieve its goal, and it 
looked for ways to improve revenues from foreign tourism.28

The proposed solutions ranged from “making available a large array of mer-
chandise from both internal and external production such as cosmetics, food, cars, 
apartments, construction materials, and medicines” to selling those goods at rea-
sonable prices (if possible, at lower prices than in the tourists’ home countries).29 
The main problem seemed to be the difficulty of adjusting to consumer demand, 
which the proposals for improvement did not address in any detail.30

Although the number of tourists increased steadily until the early 1980s, it was 
still below the planned number, and not enough to fill the tourist facilities built 
to accommodate them.31 In 1966, communist officials were dissatisfied because 
the seaside occupancy rate was at only 60–70 per cent during the peak season.32 
According to ONT Carpaţi officials, the problem was a lack of adequate services 
and tourist personnel. This was why they asked for an investment of 3 billion lei 
for the 1966–1971 period and an increase in the number of tourism workers. The 
demand was met with scepticism by some members of the government, including 
the president of the Council of Ministers, Ioan Gheorghe Maurer, yet ultimately 
it was approved.33 What is more, in 1966 the Council of Ministers and the Cen-
tral Committee of the Romanian Communist Party approved a new plan for the 
“systematization” of the Romanian seaside, which called for the building of a new 
resort for foreign (Western) tourists on the southern part of the coast.

Though the Romanian socialist state wanted to have more Western tourists, 
it was also preoccupied with policing the interactions between Western tourists 
and Romanians, because it saw the former as a possible source of “anti-socialist” 
contamination. What worried the communist government were the informal eco-
nomic practices that flourished between foreign tourists and Romanians. Roma-
nia mostly focused on industrial development, and allocated more than 50 per 
cent of its investment to the industrial sector at the expense of agriculture and 
services. Little attention was paid to domestic consumption, and the availability 
of consumer goods remained patchy, with the exception of a short period in the 
late 1960s.34 Moreover, goods made in capitalist countries were far out of the 
reach of ordinary citizens. But the arrival of Western tourists and their access to 
the coveted tourist shops provided an alternative outlet for consumer goods for 
Romanian citizens. The state did not encourage these lucrative interactions as 
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they compromised the image of the socialist regime, and revealed its inability to 
cater for its citizens.

Consequently, the Securitate, the infamous secret police, periodically instructed 
tourism workers, who were more likely to come into contact with tourists from 
capitalist countries, not to accept gifts or engage in economic activities with for-
eign tourists.35 To ‘justify’ its actions, the secret police used patriotic rhetoric as 
it warned citizens that such economic exchanges were a cover for espionage. 
 Securitate’s “Note on the counterrevolutionary preparations of tourism workers 
from Sibiu County” from 1974 told tourism workers to report foreign tourists’ 
suspicious behaviour within 24 hours, or even act themselves if they believed that 
those individuals could endanger national security.36 The note warned tourism 
workers that on various occasions foreign tourists had taken advantage of tourist 
employees’ weaknesses and offered them presents.

The behaviour the Securitate’s note referred to stretched from relatively small 
infractions to complicated networks of foreign or Romanian currency smuggling. 
A common practice especially for smaller hotels was to check tourists in illegally 
or to encourage prostitution. A Securitate report gives detailed examples about 
such activities: “We consider damnable the deed of T.I. and V.V., receptionists 
at Salişte Inn, who illegally checked in numerous individuals, including foreign 
tourists. They erratically registered them, after which they misappropriated the 
payment, and falsified the hotel records.”37 In another situation, which also took 
place at Salişte Inn, T.I. “the director of the inn, instead of helping the militia, 
allowed the prostitutes to escape through the back door.”38

The presence of foreign tourists gave tourism workers access to various mate-
rial resources. For example, it helped them acquire coveted foreign currency. 
Foreign currency was a state monopoly, and possessing only a few dollars or 
Deutschmarks could land a Romanian citizen in prison.39 Yet smuggling hard cur-
rency was a daily occurrence. One such case is the example of a watchman at 
Lebăda Cottage, in Tulcea County in the Danube Delta, who “gave foreign visi-
tors rides with the cottage boat for which he charged them in Deutschmarks, or 
invited tourists to have dinner at his house where he cooked fish dishes, thus gain-
ing their trust.”40 Through his daily contact with foreign tourists, this otherwise 
rather anonymous blue-collar worker in the Danube Delta gained access to hard 
currency, which he could later use to buy goods from the tourist shops.

Currency restrictions also applied to foreign citizens when it came to Romanian 
lei. They were allowed to bring any quantity of hard currency into the country, 
but they were not allowed to take Romanian lei out.41 A 1967 tourist guidebook 
in English advised tourists to exchange their remaining Romanian money at “a 
bank, bureau de change, or the nearest National Tourist Office” before leaving 
Romania.42 Yet this was not economically advantageous for foreign tourists as 
the official rate disproportionally favoured the state.43 When arriving in Romania, 
tourists could exchange money at the “exchange bureau of the National Bank of 
Romania, in big hotels, at airports, ports, and railway stations, as well as at all 
National Tourist Office agencies and branch offices in Bucharest and throughout 
Romania,”44 where tourists also had the option to exchange travellers’ checks. To 
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prove to customs officials that they changed all their lei when leaving the country, 
foreign tourists were instructed to save all their receipts.45

In spite of these measures, the smuggling of both Romanian and foreign curren-
cies was a routine activity from the 1960s to the 1980s. A 1965 secret police report 
noted that, “The cases that we have discovered prove that such illegal transactions 
[smuggling] involve both foreign and Romanian currency.”46 Not surprisingly, 
Western tourists were active participants in the smuggling of Romanian currency, 
as it was a profitable business. The same 1965 Securitate note emphasised that:

Some foreign citizens purchased and took out of the country Romanian cur-
rency with the purpose of selling it abroad at a better price or exchanging it 
for other currencies. The currency exchange took place not only at oversees 
exchange offices, but also between private citizens. These individuals intend 
to visit our country and need Romanian lei.47

Austrians and West Germans who had emigrated from Romania were featured 
large in such transactions. This was the case with Ernst F. from Austria, who 
coordinated illegal currency exchanges with his brother Richard F., a Romanian 
citizen living in Sibiu (Hermannstadt). In one case, Ernst F. carried 200,000 lei 
(the equivalent of $12,000) across the Romanian and Hungarian borders.48 The 
case was discovered when a spiteful neighbour informed on him. When finally 
caught by the Romanian authorities, F. told them that he “only exchanged 80,000 
lei and brought the rest of the money back to invest it in jewellery, as the currency 
exchange business was not that profitable.”49

This was hardly an isolated case. Between 1963 and 1965, another Austrian 
visitor, Iosif H., sold various Western commodities, such as razors, marker pens, 
and tablecloths, to obtain important revenues in Romanian currency. He then used 
the Romanian money to buy goods from a Viennese store that accepted Romanian 
lei, or sold it to prospective tourists bound for Romania.50 His ultimate goal was 
to exchange the Romanian money for dollars. The Viennese shop that accepted 
payments in lei officially sold Romanian folk artefacts, but in the background, it 
actually operated an efficient network of currency exchange. Clearly, the socialist 
state was not the only beneficiary of Romania’s opening up to foreign tourists. In 
addition, some citizens of capitalist countries started to sell Romanian currency 
in the West. As a city perched between the socialist and capitalist blocs, Vienna 
became a very important location in this network. At the end of the 1960s, a rep-
resentative of a foreign travel firm in Romania noted that “passing through Vienna 
I saw that there are large quantities of Romanian money that sell for 20–22 lei per 
one US dollar.”51 This story suggests there was a well-established network for the 
smuggling of Romanian lei – and that the Romanian socialist state was unable to 
halt it. Moreover, it shows how ordinary citizens in Romania and some citizens 
of capitalist countries capitalised on the East–West divisions of the Cold War and 
the Romanian state’s restrictive policies on foreign currency exchange. This hap-
pened against the backdrop of international tourism which could afford to ignore 
the Iron Curtain, but was only partially to the Romanian state’s advantage.
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Fighting the Cold War on the Black Sea Riviera: informal 
relations between tourism workers and Western tourists

A complex set of relationships was established between foreign tourists and 
Romanians, be they tourism workers, domestic tourists, or relatives of foreign 
tourists living in Romania (most of them ethnic German). These networks enabled 
Romanian citizens to circumvent state authority and either run private enterprises 
in a state-socialist economy or simply get access to consumer goods that were not 
available in the shops.52 At the same time, these informal relations developed into 
transnational networks that reached beyond the socialist camp.

The interactions between foreign tourists and Romanians ultimately fostered a 
different view on lifestyle and consumption among ordinary citizens in Romania. 
Tourism workers who came into daily contact with foreign tourists were among 
the Romanian citizens most affected by these changes in mentalities and life-
styles. Doina, one of my interviewees, worked as a maître d’hotel in Neptun, a 
holiday resort built on the Romanian Black Sea coast in the 1970s, after having 
started as a waitress. She recalled that, “When I came here, I thought I was in 
another country.”53 Her story is similar to that of many tourism workers who took 
advantage of the development of tourism in Romania in the 1970s, and enthusias-
tically poured into the newly built holiday resorts.54 Despite the low wages, tour-
ism workers were brought to the coastal resorts by the chance to informally trade 
with foreign tourists and to live in a more cosmopolitan milieu.

Tourism workers’ reminiscences are an excellent source to document the ways 
in which consumption habits changed after taking a job in tourism on the Black 
Sea coast. While Doina (aged 55 at the time of the interview) began to work in the 
early 1970s, a period of a relative political and economic liberalisation, two inter-
viewees (a man aged 44 and a woman aged 42) started work in the mid-1980s, at 
the peak of the consumer goods scarcity in Romania.55

As maître d’hotel in Neptun, a resort where tourists from capitalist countries 
predominated, Doina deems her job in tourism to have been an opportunity com-
pared to how her life would have turned if she had stayed in her home town in 
Moldavia (a region in eastern Romania) and worked in a factory.56 Just seeing 
how female foreign tourists dressed and behaved taught her about fashion and 
modern lifestyles. Yet, the economic restrictions made it difficult for Romanian 
citizens to buy these goods from ordinary shops. The “tourist shops,” which sold 
goods in hard currency and were conveniently located in every major hotel along 
the coast, was one place where tourism workers could buy Western manufactured 
goods. Yet, as tourism workers could not legally own foreign money, they could 
not just go and buy what they wanted; they had to ask their foreign friends to do 
it for them. Doina recalls befriending a foreign tourist from West Germany, who 
agreed to buy a fleece jacket for her, which she describes as being, “A little bit 
more different than what other people wore.”57 Through this shopping by proxy, 
Doina managed to acquire the goods she was yearning for.

Ion T., a waiter at Hotel Doina in Neptun, remembers how at the end of their 
stay the tourists would collect money, buy things from the shop, and offer presents 
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to every tourist employee from the maid to the receptionist. It was also usual for 
most tips to be in foreign currency, which Ion T. would also use to “buy” things 
from the hotel’s shop. The shop played a central role in his recollections, as, like 
Doina, this was where he could access goods that were not available in ordinary 
shops. Although Ion T. had only a very elementary knowledge of German, he was 
still able to strike up contact with foreign tourists with whom he stayed in touch 
after 1990, when they could come and visit him at home.58

Alexandra N. started working in tourism when she was 14 years old. She began 
as a kitchen assistant and reached the peak of her career as a receptionist. She 
met foreign tourists on a daily basis when she worked at Caraiman, a three-star 
hotel in Neptun. Foreign tourists, particularly those in their 60s or 70s, liked the 
way she behaved towards them, and they were always curious to know about her 
age, family, etc. Foreign tourists were quite aware of the scarcity of consumer 
goods in the 1980s, and they used it to get acquainted with tourism workers – 
and consequently to obtain better service. Alexandra N. remembers getting tips 
in foreign currency that tourists “left on the table under the napkin.” She used her 
first money to buy a tracksuit, and after she had saved for a couple of months she 
bought a Grundig dual cassette deck from the tourist shop with the help of foreign 
tourists. In most cases, the tourism workers’ shopping experience was mediated 
by the foreign tourists, and required social skills. The presence of Western tourists 
helped them get the goods they wanted, and to get around the Romanian state, 
which sought to control the public and private lives of its citizens. At the same 
time, the state through its agents (and especially party officials and militia) to 
some degree tolerated this informal system because it supplied the goods that the 
official retail system could not provide.

Conclusions

As Caroline Humphrey argued in her study of personal property in socialist Mon-
golia, material possessions matter, and have both identity and ritualistic signifi-
cance in people’s lives.59 However insignificant the gifts or goods that tourism 
workers received from foreign tourists, they were extremely meaningful in the 
context of the consumer goods shortage in the Romania of the 1970s and 1980s. 
For tourism workers, these goods opened a window onto a world that was not 
physically accessible to them, as they could not easily travel to the West. In most 
cases, the possession of trivial Western items had a symbolic meaning, proving 
their grip on that “world.”

There were limits to what international tourism accomplished in Romania, 
compared to other socialist countries such as Yugoslavia or Czechoslovakia, 
but it definitely put Romania on the world tourist map. As more foreign tour-
ists poured into the country, it became increasingly difficult for the socialist state 
and the Securitate to control the interactions between foreigners and Romanians, 
especially those who worked in the tourist sector. Tourist employees obtained 
privileged access to consumer goods and developed a cosmopolitan consump-
tion pattern at odds with the official ideology of rational socialist consumption.60 
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Furthermore, the boundaries between the official and unofficial economies were 
blurred by the economic interactions between foreign tourists and tourism work-
ers. By using their position in the socialist economy, tourism workers became 
a privileged group, and even displayed a capitalist mentality in their relation-
ships with Western tourists. This ambiguous situation was best explained by the 
anthropologist Alexei Yurchak, who showed that through its agents (in this case 
tourism workers) the state itself overlooked socialist ideology.61 In the long run, 
informal economic relationships between foreign tourists and Romanian citizens 
compromised the legitimacy of the socialist regime, as they not only showed the 
state’s inability to fulfil the citizens’ consumer needs, but they also honed a market 
mentality among tourism worker and their peers. Not surprisingly, then, tourism 
workers were among the first entrepreneurs in the post-1989 period.

Notes

 1 Rumania 1964, www.britishpathe.com/video/rumania.
   I wish to thank Claudiu Oancea and Sune Bechmann Pedersen for commenting on 

this chapter at an early stage; the Central European University’s Institute for Advanced 
Study, where I was a Humanities Initiative Fellow for a year; and for the financial 
support of the PanEur1970s project “Looking West: The European Socialist Regimes 
facing Pan-European Cooperation and the European Community,” financed by the 
European Research Council and based at the European University Institute, Florence.

 2 The news feature may have been sponsored by the Romanian government.
 3 “Casinos et night clubs,” Vacances en Roumanie, no. 49 (1976): 6.
 4 For the Iron Curtain and revisiting the Cold War, see Simo Mikkonen and Pia Koi-

vunen, eds., Beyond the Divide: Entangled Histories of Cold War Europe (London: 
Berghahn, 2015); Peter Romijn, Giles Scott-Smith, and Joel Segal, eds., Divided 
Dreamworlds: The Cultural Cold War in Western and Eastern Europe (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2012); Annette Vowinckel, Marcus Payk, and Thomas 
Linderberger, eds., Cold War Cultures: Perspectives on Eastern and Western European 
Societies (New York: Berghahn, 2012); Sari Autio-Sarasmo and Katalin Miklóssi, eds., 
Reassessing Cold War Europe (London: Routledge, 2011); Gordon Johnston, “Revisit-
ing the Cultural Cold War,” Social History 35, no. 3 (2010): 290–307; Rana Mitter and 
Patrick Major, eds., Across the Blocs: Exploring Comparative Cold War Cultural and 
Social History (London: Frank Cass, 2004).

 5 Mitter and Major, Across the Blocs, 20.
 6 For travel in socialist societies and the Cold War, see Anne E. Gorsuch, All This is Your 

World: Soviet Tourism at Home and Abroad (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); 
Anne E. Gorsuch and Diane P. Koenker, eds., The Socialist Sixties: Crossing Borders 
in the Second World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013); Igor  Tchoukarine, 
“Yugoslavia’s Open-Door Policy and Global Tourism in the 1950s and 1960s,” East 
European Politics & Societies 29, no. 1 (2015): 168–88; Sune Bechmann Pedersen, 
“Eastbound Tourism in the Cold War: The History of the Swedish Communist Travel 
Agency Folkturist,” Journal of Tourism History 10, no. 2 (2018). See also Adelina 
Stefan, “Vacationing in the Cold War: Foreign Tourists to Socialist Romania and 
Franco’s Spain, 1960s–1970s” (PhD diss., University of Pittsburgh, 2016); Adelina 
Stefan, “Postcards Transfer across the Iron Curtain: Foreign Tourists and Transcultural 
Exchanges in Socialist Romania during the 1960s and 1980s,” International Journal 
for History, Culture & Modernity 5, no. 1 (2017): 169–95; Adelina Stefan, “Between 
Limits, Lures, and Excitement: Holidays Abroad in Socialist Romania during the 

http://www.britishpathe.com


The lure of capitalism 57

1960s–1980s,” in Socialist and Post-Socialist Mobilities, ed. Kathy Burrell and Kath-
rin Hörschelmann (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 87–105.

 7 National Archives of Romania (ANIC), Central Committee of Romanian Communist 
Party, Economic Unit, file no. 165/1981, fol. 21, Bucharest, Romania.

 8 ANIC, Central Committee of Romanian Communist Party Collection, Economic Unit, 
file no. 244/1981, fol. 10.

 9 Martin A. Garay, Le tourisme dans les démocraties populaires européennes (Paris: La 
documentation française, 1969), 35; Sune Bechmann Pedersen, “A Passport to Peace? 
Modern Tourism and Internationalist Idealism,” European Review 28, no. 3 (2020).

 10 On the different approaches to international tourism within the socialist bloc see 
Derek R. Hall, “Tourism Development in Contemporary Eastern and Central Europe: 
Challenges for the Industry and Key Issues for Researchers,” Human Geographies – 
 Journal of Studies & Research in Human Geography 5, no. 2 (2011): 5–12.

 11 ANIC, Council of Ministers Collection, file number 29/1961, fol. 6.
 12 Ibid., fol. 7.
 13 Ibid., fol. 10.
 14 Ibid., fol. 39. The Czechoslovak delegation was in charge of the report on tourism with 

capitalist countries.
 15 “European Travel on the Increase,” World Travel – Tourisme Mondial, no. 63 (1964): 3, 15.
 16 ANIC, Central Committee of Romanian Communist Party Collection, Chancellery 

Section, file no. 150/1966, fol. 2.
 17 Colecţia de legi şi decrete (Bucharest: Consiliul de Stat, 1967), HCM 800/1967, 281.
 18 Stefan, “Vacationing in the Cold War,” 58.
 19 Oskar Snak, Economia şi organizarea turismului (Bucharest: Sport Tourism Publish-

ing, 1976), 28–29.
 20 Careba Crişan and Gheorghe Ionel, Tehnica Operaţiunilor de Turism International 

(Bucharest: Sport-Tourism, 1984), 14.
 21 Derek R. Hall, “Evolutionary pattern of tourism development in Eastern Europe and 

the Soviet Union,” in Tourism and Economic Development in Eastern Europe and the 
Soviet Union, ed. Derek R. Hall (London: Belhaven, 1991), 377.

 22 ANIC, Central Committee Collection, Chancellery Unit, file no. 47/1967, fol. 24.
 23 In fact, planning became one feature of Western European states as well. See United 

Nations Archive, Geneva, GX 10/1, 46 (4649).
 24 ANIC, Popular Councils/ Organization Collection, CPCP-DOCALS, file no. 72/1989, 

fol. 2.
 25 Pavel Campeanu, Coada pentru hrană, un mod de viaţă (Bucharest: Editura Litera, 

1994), 185.
 26 Ibid., 4.
 27 ANIC, Central Committee Collection, Chancellery Unit, file no. 92/1969, fol. 3.
 28 Ibid., fol. 5.
 29 Ibid., fol. 6.
 30 In 1965, an Austrian tourist complained that he wanted to buy a leather jacket from the 

shop, but he could not find one available, although the advertising to Romania high-
lighted such goods. See NAR, Council of Ministers Collection, file no. 154/1965, fol. 14.

 31 Romanian Statistical Yearbook (Bucharest: National Institute of Statistics, 1990), 569.
 32 ANIC, Central Committee Collection, Chancellery Unit, file no. 96/1966 fol. 43.
 33 ANIC, Council of Ministers, file no. 227/1965, fol. 32. Maurer was sceptical that inter-

national tourism will pay off and thought that the plan that ONT Carpaţi presented was 
shallow.

 34 Vladimir Pasti, quoted in Bogdan Murgescu, România şi Europa: Acumularea decala-
jelor economice (1500–2010) (Iaşi: Polirom, 2010), 341.

 35 In 1977, the Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party issued a decision 
about the types of presents employees in state-owned enterprises could accept from 



58 Adelina Stefan

foreigners, which included chocolate, but not cigarettes, alcohol, coffee, or electronics. 
See NAR, Collection Popular Councils, File no. 83/1977, fols. 241–42.

 36 Archives of the Council for the Securitate Archives, Sibiu Documentary Fund, file 
no. 8663, vol. 21, fol. 262. A further three decrees were issued between 1970 and 1980 
to regulate the relationship between Romanians and foreigners.

 37 Ibid., fol. 264.
 38 Ibid., fol. 265.
 39 This was common to other socialist states as well. The more liberal Hungary also 

prohibited foreign currency possession. Hence the film Secret House Search  (Titkos 
házkutatás, 1960), about the secret search of private house by the AVH (secret 
police) in order to find contraband such as US dollars or Western goods, while the 
owners were at a spa (394-0-1:1/1, OSA archive, Budapest, Hungary). According to 
Art. 37, Decree no. 210/1960 published in Official Bulletin no. 56 (1972), the failure 
to declare available foreign currencies could see the culprit imprisoned from six 
months to five years.

 40 Archives of the Council for the Securitate Archives, Tulcea Documentary Fund, file 
no. 19661, vol. 4, fol. 55.

 41 Peter Latham, Romania: A Complete Guide (London: Garnstone, 1967), 65.
 42 Ibid., 65.
 43 Richard, American tourist, university professor, personal interview, interviewed 

April 2016. He recalled being approached by a Romanian at the door of an ONT 
Carpaţi office and offered the chance to buy lei more cheaply than the official rate, and 
a similar transaction as he left Romania.

 44 Latham, Romania, 65.
 45 Ibid., 66.
 46 Archives of the Council for the Securitate Archives, Braşov Documentary Fond, File 

no. 1877, vol. 11, fol. 46.
 47 Ibid., 46.
 48 Ibid., 47.
 49 Ibid.
 50 Ibid., 48.
 51 Ibid., 50. This was a better price for tourists; in Romania, $1 was worth 14–18 lei.
 52 “Blat” in the sociologist Alena Ledeneva’s terms in Russia’s Economy of Favors: Blat, 

Networking and Informal Exchange (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).
 53 Doina T., 55, personal interview, March 2013. The first hotels opened in Neptun in 

1972. For this chapter, I interviewed three tourist workers (two women and one man).
 54 Whereas in 1966 there were some 11,000 tourism workers, in 1975 the number of 

tourism workers increased to about 40,000. This was low compared to Yugoslavia, 
where 200,000 were employed in tourism (both permanent and temporary), but far 
higher than countries such as Spain and Italy whose tourism employees only numbered 
around 20,000 people. See Economic Review of World Tourism (Madrid: World Tour-
ism Organization, 1976), 33.

 55 I treat these interviews as what Portelli calls a “dialogic discourse” – a narrative that 
emerges from the dialogue between interviewee and interviewer. My interest is not 
only how accurately they reproduce the chronology of events, but how they express 
certain details, what they forget, and ultimately how they build the discourse of their 
own past. See Alessandro Portelli, The Battle of Valle Giulia: Oral History and the Art 
of Dialogue (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997).

 56 Doina T. interview.
 57 Alexandra N., 42, personal interview, March 2013.
 58 Ion T., 44, personal interview, February 2013.
 59 Caroline Humphrey, “Rituals of Death as a Context for Understanding Personal Prop-

erty in Socialist Mongolia,” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 8, no. 1 
(2002): 65–87.



The lure of capitalism 59

 60 Rationing continued throughout the communist period in Romania. Though officially 
ended in the early 1960s, bread continued to be rationed in some towns until the late 1960s. 
Rationing was reintroduced in 1979 for petrol, and then in the 1980s for most basic goods.

 61 Alexei Yurchak, Everything Was Forever Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Gen-

eration (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005).

References

Autio-Sarasmo, Sari, and Katalin Miklóssi, eds. Reassessing Cold War Europe. London: 
Routledge, 2011.

Bechmann Pedersen, Sune. “A Passport to Peace? Modern Tourism and Internationalist 
Idealism.” European Review 28, no. 3 (2020).

———. “Eastbound Tourism in the Cold War: The History of the Swedish Communist 
Travel Agency Folkturist.” Journal of Tourism History 10, no. 2 (2018): 130–45.

Campeanu, Pavel. Coada pentru hrană, un mod de viaţă (Bucharest: Editura Litera, 1994).
Crişan, Careba, and Gheorghe Ionel. Tehnica Operaţiunilor de Turism International 

(Bucharest: Sport-Tourism, 1984).
Economic Review of World Tourism. Madrid: World Tourism Organisation, 1976.
Garay, Martin A. Le tourisme dans les démocraties populaires européennes. Paris: La doc-

umentation française, 1969.
Gorsuch, Anne E. All This is Your World: Soviet Tourism at Home and Abroad. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2011.
Gorsuch, Anne E., and Diane P. Koenker, eds. The Socialist Sixties: Crossing Borders in 

the Second World. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013.
Johnston, Gordon. “Revisiting the Cultural Cold War.” Social History 35, no. 3 (2010): 

290–307.
Hall, Derek R. “Tourism Development in Contemporary Eastern and Central Europe: Chal-

lenges for the Industry and Key Issues for Researchers.” Human Geographies: Journal 

of Studies & Research in Human Geography 5, no. 2 (2011): 5–12.
Humphrey, Caroline. “Rituals of Death as a Context for Understanding Personal Property 

in Socialist Mongolia.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 8, no. 1 (2002): 
65–87.

Latham, Peter. Romania: A Complete Guide. London: Garnstone, 1967.
Ledeneva, Alena. Russia’s Economy of Favors: Blat, Networking and Informal Exchange. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.
Mikkonen, Simo, and Pia Koivunen, eds. Beyond the Divide: Entangled Histories of Cold 

War Europe. London: Berghahn, 2015.
Mitter, Rana, and Patrick Major, eds. Across the Blocs: Exploring Comparative Cold War 

Cultural and Social History. London: Frank Cass, 2004.
Murgescu, Bogdan. România şi Europa: Acumularea decalajelor economice (1500–2010). 

Iaşi: Polirom, 2010.
Portelli, Alessandro. The Battle of Valle Giulia: Oral History and the Art of Dialogue. 

Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997.
Romijn, Peter, Giles Scott-Smith, and Joel Segal, eds. Divided Dreamworlds: The Cultural 

Cold War in Western and Eastern Europe. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012.
Stefan, Adelina. “Between Limits, Lures, and Excitement: Holidays Abroad in Socialist Roma-

nia during the 1960s – 1980s.” In Socialist and Post-Socialist Mobilities, edited by Kathy 
Burrell and Kathrin Hörschelmann, 87–105. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.



60 Adelina Stefan

———. “Vacationing in the Cold War: Foreign Tourists to Socialist Romania and Franco’s 
Spain, 1960s – 1970s.” PhD diss., University of Pittsburgh, 2016.

———. “Postcards Transfer across the Iron Curtain: Foreign Tourists and Transcultural 
Exchanges in Socialist Romania during the 1960s and 1980s.” International Journal for 

History, Culture & Modernity 5, no. 1 (2017).
Tchoukarine, Igor. “Yugoslavia’s Open-Door Policy and Global Tourism in the 1950s and 

1960s.” East European Politics & Societies 29, no. 1 (2015): 168–88.
Verdery, Katherine. What Was Socialism, and What Comes Next. Princeton: Princeton Uni-

versity Press, 1996.
Vowinckel, Annette, Marcus Payk, and Thomas Linderberger, eds. Cold War Cultures: 

Perspectives on Eastern and Western European Societies. New York: Berghahn, 2012.
Yurchak, Alexei. Everything Was Forever Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Genera-

tion. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005.



3  Experiencing communism, 
bolstering capitalism

Guided bus tours of 1970s East Berlin

Michelle Standley

When it comes to the history of the Cold War and popular culture, tourism has 
been the elephant in the room, so present, so obvious, that it has easily been 
ignored.1 Yet, the era of the Cold War marked a deepening of the connection 
between mass tourism and politics, in capitalist and socialist countries alike.2 
While a few pioneering works examine the links between tourism and post-war 
political reconstruction or between tourism and foreign policy, none have paid 
particular attention to tourism as part of a broader state strategy, East and West, 
to secure political legitimacy. Nor have they, by extension, examined the issue 
of how tourist-citizens engaged with such strategies, much less the question of 
whether or not such strategies were effective.3

In divided Berlin, in particular, mass tourism spanned the ideological and geo-
graphical cleft between the two states and societies. State and party authorities in 
East Berlin, the capital of the German Democratic Republic (GDR), as well as 
state and market leaders in West Berlin, a ward of the Federal Republic of Ger-
many (FRG), both turned to tourism campaigns and to the cultivation of tourism. 
The authorities on both sides of the Wall viewed tourism as an extension of propa-
ganda, and as a potential source of political legitimacy among their own citizens 
and among an international audience.

To help unravel the links between the growth of tourism and political legiti-
macy in the take-off phase of global tourism in the late 1960s and into the 1970s, 
I turn to East Berlin. I focus on official Reisebüro-DDR (Travel Agency GDR) 
bus tours in which only visitors from capitalist countries participated. Here I am 
interested less in the official discourse reproduced by the GDR tour guides, which 
I have considered elsewhere.4 Instead I consider the more nebulous question of 
reception. How, I ask, did day trippers from capitalist countries encounter the East 
German capital? What did they see, feel, or recall while riding on a bus through 
the city? And how did they interpret what they saw and felt? In what ways did 
their visit impact their ideological commitment to capitalism and relationship to 
their home state’s political regime? To answer these questions, I examine monthly 
reports produced by Reisebüro-DDR tour guides, who recorded comments that 
visitors from capitalist countries made during bus tours of East Berlin.

The focus of this study is capitalist visitors to socialist East Berlin, the major-
ity of whom came from either West Berlin or the FRG. However, the limitations 
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of the sources make it difficult to draw specific conclusions that link the recorded 
comments to the visitors’ status or national origins. Generally, the guides did not 
record the guests’ age, class status, gender, occupation, or even their country 
of origin. On occasion the reports note that a guest was a member of a bowl-
ing league or school group from the FRG or an insurance agent from the US 
travelling with friends, but for the most part the reports record a guest’s com-
ment without any additional information. Some inferences are possible based on 
the nature of the comments, such as a visitor stating, “We paid for the restora-
tion of the Berlin Cathedral,” making it evident that they came from the FRG. 
The Reisebüro-DDR statistics preserved in the Landesarchiv Berlin likewise 
lump all travellers from “non-socialist countries” into one category. Given these 
source limitations, I have chosen to maintain the guides’ broad category of “visi-
tors from capitalist countries,” while keeping in mind that most came from West 
Berlin and the FRG.

My argument here is twofold. First, I claim that in order to understand and 
better evaluate the meaning that tourists attach to their perception of a tourist des-
tination, scholars need to integrate into their analysis the experiential aspects of 
the tourist encounter. The point here is not to discount the power of the visual and 
symbolic, articulated most forcefully by scholars of cities such as Walter Benja-
min, Guy DeBord, David Harvey, and Henri Lefebvre, and later made canonical 
in Tourism Studies by John Urry with his notion of the “tourist gaze.” Rather it is 
to add further nuance to their claims, building on recent scholarship that stresses 
the emotional and experiential as important interpretive paradigms for evaluating 
the meaning that tourists attach to what they perceive while engaged in tourist 
activities. Second, based on an analysis of the material that takes the experiential 
into account, I would argue that leisure travel by visitors from capitalist countries 
to East Berlin helped secure capitalism and liberal democracy’s political legiti-
macy at a time when both appeared to be in crisis.5

The rise of tourism globally and in the GDR

Amidst all the turmoil of the late 1960s, perhaps few people outside of those who 
worked in the tourism industry took note of the fact that the UN had declared 1967 
the International Tourist Year. Tourism did not exactly need an official endorse-
ment from the UN, however; between 1960 and 1967 international leisure travel 
had increased dramatically, at a rate of roughly 9.4 per cent yearly.6

As part of the international boom in tourism, rates of travel to East Berlin also 
grew during these years. There were nonetheless some additional factors that led 
to increased travel to East Berlin. First, after 1967, when the GDR introduced the 
five-day working week, more East Germans could undertake weekend excursions 
to their capital. Second, from the early 1970s on, more foreign visitors descended 
on the city. The largest contingent of foreign visitors hailed from Poland, Hun-
gary, and Czechoslovakia, who after 1972 could enter the GDR without visas; the 
second largest group came from West Berlin and from the FRG, who after 1973 
could enter the country with visas.7
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Beginning in the late 1960s, party-state leaders in the GDR saw tourism in 
East Berlin as an important source of propaganda, as a means of bolstering their 
legitimacy, of unifying their population, and of convincing foreign visitors of the 
superiority of their system, the GDR’s version of socialist modernity. With this 
in mind, they poured resources into building up the city’s tourism infrastructure: 
publishing guidebooks in several languages; installing tourist information cen-
tres; producing souvenirs; and establishing restaurants and bars that would cater 
to visitor expectations of the authentically local. They also sought to find ways 
to shape tourist impressions of East Berlin by offering a variety of guided tours, 
installing kiosks with maps and wall texts at key sites, and disseminating pub-
lished material.8

After the Basic Treaty came into effect in June 1973, by which the two German 
states agreed to recognise each other as sovereign states, FRG leaders actively 
encouraged their citizens to travel to the GDR, including facilitating school tours 
and other officially organised visits to the GDR capital. Leaders in West Berlin 
and the FRG promoted travel to the East as part of the policies linked to Ostpoli-
tik. Introduced by former West Berlin mayor and later chancellor, Willy Brandt, 
Ostpolitik represented a shift in foreign policy, advocating for acceptance of the 
status quo of division and for direct engagement with the GDR, and by extension 
with the socialist bloc in general. West Germany’s embrace of Ostpolitik mir-
rored the larger shift in dialogue between the Soviet Union and the US, as part 
of the policies of detente. There was another reason why leaders in the western 
half of the city and country supported travel to East Berlin. They were confident 
that West Berliners and West Germans who witnessed the contrast between the 
GDR and the FRG firsthand would return steadfast in their commitment to the 
capitalist state.9

Such official encouragement aside, both curiosity and a longing for excitement, 
even perceived danger, led many citizens from West Germany as well as those 
from other capitalist countries to visit East Berlin. Many leisure travellers wanted 
to see with their own eyes things such as the Wall that they had read about in the 
press or in spy novels such as John le Carré’s The Spy Who Came in From the 

Cold, or seen depicted in films such as Guy Hamilton’s Funeral in Berlin. This 
desire to experience the thrill of the Cold War as a tourist often put such visi-
tors at odds with official tourist authorities in both East and West Berlin.10 It also 
shaped perceptions of the divided city, likely leading to heightened nerves and an 
impulse towards an ideological, emotional reaction if not to the city – as viewed 
through the tour bus window – then to the official narrative of it as offered by the 
tour guide.

The bus tours

The number of visitors who took bus tours increased dramatically over the 
course of the 1970s. In the high season in 1970, May to September, an aver-
age of some 14,000 visitors toured the city on a Reisebüro-DDR-led bus tour 
each month.11 By 1978 Travel Agency GDR reported that over 87,000 visitors had 
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taken a Travel Agency GDR-led tour in August alone.12 The bus tours represented 
a unique arrangement between the tourism authorities in East and West Berlin. 
The East German authorities granted three West Berlin-based tour companies, 
Berliner Bären (BBS), Severin + Kühn, and Berolina admittance to East Berlin, 
as long as they agreed to a prearranged tour led by an official Reisebüro-DDR 
tour guide.13 Bus tour customers thus got on the bus in the western half of the city 
and crossed the border together into the eastern half. At the border, East German 
police inspected the bus and its passengers’ paperwork. If everything appeared 
to be in order, they allowed the bus to proceed. After crossing the border, the bus 
stopped briefly to allow a Reisebüro-DDR guide to board and begin her narration 
of the city and of its political system.

The Reisebüro-DDR divided up the bus tours according to the visitors’ place 
of origin.14 They grouped visitors from West Berlin and West Germany together, 
assigning them a tour guide who was a member of the Communist Party. Their 
tours began at Invalidenstrasse. Visitors from other capitalist countries began their 
tours at Friedrichstrasse, and visitors from the GDR and other socialist coun-
tries started at Berolinastrasse.15 By dividing up the guests in this manner the 
 Reisebüro-DDR could avoid socialist tourists mingling with capitalists – the GDR 
had the persistent and justified fear that its citizens might make contact to facili-
tate escape or smuggling – and ensure that the guide could tailor her comments to 
the specific audience.

Berliner Bären (BBS), Severin + Kühn, and Berolina offered the option of a 
tour of the western half of Berlin and then, for an additional fee, adding on a brief 
tour of the eastern half. Alternatively, tourists could pay to visit only the east-
ern half.16 For their part, the Reisebüro-DDR offered various tours of the GDR 
capital, ranging from a 75-minute tour to a 6-hour one, which they introduced in 
1978. Designated “Tour 9,” it included lunch, a tour of Arnimplatz (a square that 
was then undergoing reconstruction) and a visit to the Information Centre at the 
TV Tower completed in 1972, three years after the inauguration of the TV Tower 
itself. The Reisebüro-DDR planned to introduce more of these special tours as 
they proved popular and brought in a great deal of foreign currency.17 Both the 
shorter and longer tours started with a stop at the Information Centre at the TV 
Tower, where guests watched a short film. From there they returned to the bus for 
a tour of parts of the city, with stops at the Soviet Memorial at Treptow Park and 
at HOG Zenner and Intershop, before ending at the Pergamon Museum.18

The tour bus constituted a unique sphere of interaction and group identity for-
mation. It shuttled the driver, passengers, and tour guide along the streets of East 
Berlin in an enclosed space, a kind of sociocultural bubble on wheels. This had 
several consequences that shaped the interaction between the members of this 
temporary group and ultimately the visitors’ perceptions of East Berlin as rep-
resentative of the GDR and their own (re)identification with the capitalist West. 
First, the enclosed space necessarily made interaction between the passengers and 
local East Germans rare. Second, it focused the passengers’ attention even more 
than normal on the city guide – the one person everyone on the bus had in com-
mon – adding weight to her role as a representative of the GDR. Third, it kept the 
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passengers spatially confined to their own culture, and thus less likely to bump up 
against situations or persons who might have challenged their preconceived ideas 
about East Berlin and the socialist system.19 The locals and the sites outside the 
tour bus window thus generally remained in the background, functioning as the 
scenery or backdrop to the action on the bus. When the bus did stop, allowing pas-
sengers to alight and briefly engage with the world outside, the group dynamics 
were already firmly in place.20

In all likelihood, bus tour passengers who might have had very little in com-
mon had they encountered one another somewhere in West Berlin or West Ger-
many, suddenly had the common tie of being outsiders: outsiders who shared 
similar ideas about communism and the GDR, and who had consumed similar 

Figure 3.1  Berlin Alexanderplatz in 1964, before the square’s extensive reconstruction as 
the showcase of “socialist modernity”

Source: © SLUB Dresden, Deutsche Fotothek, Richard Peter



66 Michelle Standley

West German propaganda and anti-communist popular culture. Although many 
came as part of a group – school groups, bowling clubs, or friends – they likely 
adhered more closely not only to one another but to their fellow bus tour pas-
sengers, brought together by the fact of their being Western outsiders in a foreign 
landscape.

It has been argued that when attempts to maintain respect or connect with a 
tour group fail, or if a guide is clearly perceived negatively, this may push tour-
ists closer together, against the guide.21 In the case of the East Berlin bus tours 
this was a regular occurrence. Troublesome disruptions almost always originated 
from an individual or individuals who were travelling as a group. City guides 
complained that groups travelling together were much harder to deal with and 
more likely to be confrontational. It was particularly difficult, city guides noted, 
to convince groups of the veracity of the guide’s narrative – in part because many 
of the passengers had taken part in a “Wall Tour” of West Berlin beforehand, thus 
predisposing them to a negative reaction to their tour of East Berlin. Individu-
als travelling as part of a group, they commented, tended to be less open to new 
information or a perspective that ran counter to the opinions of their travelling 
companions.22

What visitors saw: dirt and grey

Many bus tour participants commented on the appearance of dirt. Some made neg-
ative comments about the appearance of the city in general, calling the streets dirty 
or comparing it negatively to the western half of the city. “In West Berlin,” one 
guest stated, “everything is a lot cleaner.”23 Some complained about the Pergamon 
Museum, calling attention to the dirt and weeds at the front entrance and declar-
ing its toilets filthy. It was surprising, noted one tourist, to find that the entrance 
to a museum that housed such treasures was so neglected. Someone, the visitor 
suggested, should at least use some weed killer on the front steps.24 “This dirty 
square,” announced another visitor, “changes my entire impression of your city.”25

Other bus tour passengers complained about the dirty conditions at the official 
restaurant stop, HOG Zenner. “Zenner is really not a representative showpiece!” 
declared some passengers from Itzehoe, West Germany.26 Built in 1821–22 as 
“The New Garden House on the Spree,” Zenner is a two-story structure with a dark 
wood interior that shares the shore with the Spree River cruise line, the “White 
Fleet.”27 Many commented on Zenner’s dilapidated exterior, including its dam-
aged façade and the dirty appearance of the square in front. They found the toilets 
and bathroom towels grimy, and complained that the doors to the stalls would 
not shut. “I do not want to eat here!” exclaimed one visitor. Another announced, 
“It looks like crap here!”28 On one occasion, the city guide overheard what she 
described as an unpleasant discussion among guests about the fact that they had 
caught a glimpse through an open window of the “appallingly filthy” kitchen.29 
In her monthly report from July 1978, one city guide observed that Zenner did 
indeed look very dirty at precisely the place where guests alighted from the tour 
buses. “This absolutely needs to be changed!” she concluded.30
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The city guide’s evident concern about Zenner’s dirty exterior suggests that she 
and the passengers understood the symbolic importance of the dirt in evidence 
during Reisebüro-DDR tours. HOG Zenner was a state-run restaurant, after all, 
and an official, prearranged stop. Dirt in this context was neither rustic, of the 
type tourists might have encountered during a ramble in the French countryside, 
nor historic, of the sort they might have seen during a tour of ancient Roman 
ruins; this was official, “socialist dirt,” a dirt whose very presence undermined 
the authority of the tour guide and the legitimacy of the state and system that the 
guide was trying to promote and defend.

In addition to voicing their impression that the streets and official stops were 
dirty, bus tour passengers also commented on the city’s overall appearance, saying 
it was dilapidated in parts, grey, and sad. Many of the bus tour participants turned 
their attention to the war-damaged, and in some cases crumbling, buildings, or to 
the potholes along the route. “You still see ruins here,” noted one. “How is it pos-
sible,” she asked, “that you still have not rebuilt everything after thirty years?”31 
Note that the word “still” (the German noch) surfaces in these comments, under-
scoring some visitors’ mental yardstick of progress against which they measured 
their host country. That some passengers mentioned this at all is all the more 
surprising considering that the Reisebüro-DDR deliberately planned a route to 
avoid such areas, and the city guides sought to direct their attention to the newly 
constructed skyscrapers lining Alexanderplatz and the renovated exteriors of the 
historic buildings along Unter den Linden.

Other visitors saw East Berlin as devoid of colour. “Here everything is grey on 
grey,” observed one visitor, who then added, “It’s horrible to live here. Don’t you 
have any paint or why is [it like] that?” In this case, the visitor linked the lack of 
colour with a poor quality of life, equating grey with a “horrible” life. Other visi-
tors did too. One visitor posed the rhetorical question, “Why is there so much grey 
and sadness in your cityscape?”32 That many bus tour participants connected the 
GDR’s supposed colourlessness with weaknesses in the political system is also 
apparent in comments such as, “It looks sad here. Long live socialism!”33

What they felt and how they interpreted their experience

The impression that visitors took away from their brief tour of East Berlin was 
based not only on what they saw but also on how they felt. For example, even 
if the tour bus did not drive along the Wall and the tour guide remained point-
edly silent on the subject, just being in East Berlin conjured up a sense of being 
imprisoned. Not the site, but the perceived presence of the Wall inspired a feeling 
of oppression in guests. Members of a bowling league from Paderborn, West Ger-
many, observed, “When you cross through the Wall, you have to be afraid that you 
will be arrested.”34 At the Treptow Memorial, a teacher from the FRG informed 
the city guide that whenever he visited East Berlin he had the oppressive feeling 
that he was in prison. Another West German visitor told the city guide that they 
found the border crossing depressing, “One has the feeling of being imprisoned.” 
They then added, “We are sorry to see how you live in such unfreedom.”35 Other 
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visitors also used on the metaphor of jail to describe their impression of the GDR. 
One group, primarily from Munich, told their city guide that the citizens of the 
GDR were behind bars: “You live in prison here and are not allowed out.”36

Regardless of what they saw from the tour bus windows or at one of the des-
ignated stops – be it new skyscrapers or war-damaged blocks of flats – many 
filtered it through a pre-existing schema of progress versus backwardness. Some, 
for example, stated quite openly that they thought that the GDR was a “less devel-
oped” country. “The GDR,” one bus tour participant remarked, “is still in the 
beginning phase of its economic development.”37 Such a comment is based on 
an implicit comparison. The GDR could only seem “less developed” in contrast 
to somewhere else. In this case, it is not difficult to surmise which country was 
the object of comparison: most bus tour passengers had started their tour in West 
Berlin, and would therefore have had fresh in their minds the contrast between the 
eastern and western sides of Berlin. Many guests explicitly compared West and 
East Berlin, contrasting the abundance on display on the Kurfürstendamm, with 
the bread lines in the East. One passenger declared, “The living standard in the 
FRG is higher than in the GDR. Live in the FRG for half a year and then you will 
stop glorifying socialism!”38

Moreover, guests did not see GDR successes as stemming from socialist devel-
opment, but as evidence that “The GDR is finally catching up with the FRG and 
West Berlin.”39 Even when passengers saw something they thought might be evi-
dence of progress, such as the restored Berlin Cathedral or the rebuilt city centre, it 
did not challenge their fundamental notion of the backwardness, and ultimately the 
inferiority, of the GDR. The rebuilding of Berlin Cathedral and the city centre, visi-
tors noted, was only possible because of foreign assistance – either Western loans 
or direct assistance from the Soviets. A Berolina bus tour passenger announced 
to the guide, “The Berlin Cathedral can only be rebuilt because of funds from the 
West!”40 On the same tour another passenger said, “You have told us a lot about 
your city. But do you also know how much debt the GDR has in the FRG?”41

Simply being in East Berlin, on a tour narrated by an official representative of 
the GDR, also conjured up images of East Berlin taken from the media, thus rein-
forcing passengers’ perceptions of the GDR as backward. They frequently com-
mented to the city guides on things they could not see – GDR’s infamous queues 
for shops, and the poor quality and selection of consumer goods – as evidence 
of the GDR’s supposedly non-existent development. “We cannot,” one declared, 
“understand that people here still stand in lines.”42 Here the inclusion of “still” 
again underscores that bus tour participants saw queuing as a sign of backward-
ness, or a delayed arrival at the abundance already on offer in the capitalist West. 
“Why do you have lines in front of the bakeries?” some bus tour participants 
asked, then adding that the sight of the meagre displays in the GDR shops made 
them feel sorry for the citizens of the GDR.43 Others even asked if food was 
still rationed, not realising that the GDR had ceased to ration food over a decade 
before.44

What is instructive about the frequent references to GDR citizens lining up for 
goods is that in all likelihood the guests did not actually witness any such thing 
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during their visit to the GDR capital. Nowhere in their reports did the city guides 
mention anything about awkward encounters with queues, whereas they did men-
tion their frustration at encounters with beggars and unsightly dirt. Furthermore, 
the Reisebüro-DDR carefully orchestrated the bus tours. The tour buses had to 
stick to a prescribed route, focused on the attractive parts of the city, and the 
Reisebüro-DDR had prearranged all of the stops. Thus, what the frequent com-
ments about the presence of queues suggests is that there were not visible queues, 
but what might instead be termed “queues in the head,” which bus tour passengers 
had seen in photographs or read about in newspapers beforehand. Their visit to 
East Berlin then conjured up latent images, overlaid on the actual sites, stirring 
the passengers’ imagination. Whether or not it was true that the GDR, like other 
socialist countries, had queues is not relevant in this context; what matters here 
is that the visit to the host country, the socialist GDR, was an occasion to marry 
image with place, making what was once abstract very real.

In another context, tourists from capitalist countries might have viewed traces 
of dirt or even grey and the presence of older structures as romantic emblems 
from the pre-war past. At a time when the popular press was rife with complaints 
about the sterility of modern architecture, the eastern half of the city had the bulk 
of the Prussian architectural treasures. Furthermore, the 1970s also marked the 
advent of a growing interest in historical preservation and, by extension, heritage 
tourism. Nonetheless, if passengers did have such thoughts they either kept them 
to themselves, or the GDR tour guides did not feel the need to record them, as no 
such references appear in the archival record. Most likely, as the comments seem 
to indicate, the assumed economic and cultural superiority of the capitalist tour-
ists, coupled with their overwhelmingly anti-communist orientation, stifled any 
potential impulse to view East Berlin with nostalgia.

Without further research one can only speculate what their reactions might 
have been a decade later, in the 1980s. By then, party-state authorities in the GDR 
had begun to respond to the groundswell of popular interest in the pre-war past 
and, by extension, in heritage tourism. Beginning in the early 1980s, they had 
officially rehabilitated those parts of the Prussian past that could be integrated into 
the general narrative of the GDR as the legitimate heir of the best of the German 
past. This return to a pre-war past included the previously unthinkable celebra-
tion of Prussian heroes such as Otto von Bismarck and religious ones such as 
Martin Luther, culminating in the complete restoration of a working-class street, 
Husemannstraße in Prenzlauer Berg, and an entire district, the Nikolaiviertel in 
the city centre, in time for the 750th anniversary celebrations of the founding of 
Berlin in 1987.45

Implicit criticism of capitalist society: a potential opening?

Comments from bus tour passengers hinted at what points of comparison were on 
their minds: student activism, the energy crisis, unemployment, and terrorism. In 
a report from 1971, some guests asked the guides why East Berlin did not have 
any problems with students, asking how authorities succeeded in keeping young 
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people off the streets. In a report of July 1979, at the peak of the Second Oil Crisis, 
a city guide noted that there were numerous questions about the GDR’s energy 
policy, such as “Are there conservation measures in view of a future energy pol-
icy?” and “How dependent is the GDR on oil imports?”46 Or “How much of the 
oil imports come from the Soviet Union and how much from OPEC countries?” 
Other visitors asked about inflation (“Are there signs of inflation in the GDR?”). 
Guests also discussed terrorism, asking how the GDR dealt with it. One guest 
even expressed admiration for the state’s “strong hand” in preventing terrorism 
and drug smuggling.47

According to one report, bus tour passengers who had been affected by the 
economic crisis in the FRG and West Berlin were more likely to express positive 
opinions about the GDR’s social advances. This broad category included small-
business owners and small farmers, students, workers, and interns who either had 
lost their positions or were under threat of losing them. Such visitors, the guides 
claimed, were also the most likely to voice criticism about social conditions in the 
FRG and West Berlin. One visitor from West Berlin described West Berlin as a 
dying city, which was gradually being abandoned by big industry. In the context 
of such comments, noted the report, bus tour participants even asked whether it 
would be possible for citizens of the FRG or West Berlin to work, study, or train 
in the GDR.48

In their reports, some city guides noted that guests who had not been to East 
Berlin for many years were pleasantly surprised by the GDR capital, and wanted 
to know how the state was able to provide social services and low prices. Ques-
tions such as these, the guides noted, gave them the opportunity to explain the 
oppositional principles underlying the two social systems in the FRG and GDR.49 
A report from early 1977 noted that some bus tour passengers from the FRG and 
West Berlin were “surprised and impressed” by the GDR’s achievements. In gen-
eral, according to another report, guests now showed greater curiosity about East 
Berlin and “various aspects of its social life.”50

Fixated on the surface

Even the bus tour passengers with whom city guides could discuss the benefits of 
the GDR’s version of socialist modernity showed time and again that they were 
only really interested in comparing the superficialities of life in the GDR with 
their country of origin. Guests from the FRG, the tour guides complained, wanted 
to limit the discussion to the contrasts in appearance “here and there.”51 Many 
visitors, said the report, were simply unable to contextualise these superficial dif-
ferences, refusing to see the social causes that inspired such differences. Nor were 
they open to discussing the fundamental social processes and class contrasts in 
the FRG and GDR. Visitors from the FRG or West Berlin did not see the signs of 
economic crisis in the FRG as fundamental to the capitalist order, for example; 
they saw them as temporary “barren spells” or “hard times.”

As the tour guides saw it, visitors from the Federal Republic and West Berlin 
“shared an anti-communist orientation” that the guides struggled to get past. Even 
when visitors from West Berlin and the FRG showed interest in East Berlin and 
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the GDR, even when they expressed admiration for its successes and criticism 
of current conditions in West Berlin and the FRG, they nonetheless persisted in 
believing that capitalism and the FRG were ultimately preferable to what social-
ism and the German Democratic Republic had to offer. While the guides encour-
aged bus tour passengers to contrast the two states and systems, the guides and the 
passengers disagreed on the ground rules for the comparison, with the passengers 
remaining largely focused on contrasting appearances – the grey of the East with 
the colour of the West.

Conclusion

Visitors’ reactions to the capital of the GDR ranged from curiosity and admiration 
to outright hostility and anger. Despite this, it is clear from their comments and 
behaviour on the bus tours that the experience of being in East Berlin inspired 
feelings (fear, imprisonment, superiority) and stirred memories (of past events 
and of images seen in the media) that had a powerful ideological impact that mere 
armchair travellers did not experience. Some bus tour passengers made comments 
that suggested that their visit to East Berlin was an occasion to question capitalism 
or the politics of their home country (asking about homelessness, rates of unem-
ployment, and domestic terrorism). These openings were fleeting, however; most 
bus tour passengers seemed to have ended their tours of East Berlin confirmed in 
their conviction that, despite its flaws, capitalism was superior to communism.

In the 1970s, increased rates of unemployment, the oil crisis, terrorism, the 
aftermath of decolonisation, the student movement, and a decline in the moral 
authority of the US following the Vietnam War and Watergate all contributed to 
a sense that capitalism, liberal democracy, and the stability of the US-led global 
order were under threat. Tourism, however, helped salve some of those wounds 
and even suture potential ruptures. Just as globalisation and neo-liberalism – forces 
that would truly challenge the post-war order – began to emerge, “experiencing” 
communism on a bus tour through East Berlin served to blunt potential criticism 
and accept the flaws of capitalism. Witnessing the greyness, the fear, and the sad-
ness reinforced a sense among capitalist day trippers that they not only lived on 
the right side of the Wall, but on the right side of history. It was with a sigh of 
relief that many of the bus tour passengers crossed back over the border into the 
West, happy to see the neon, the gaudy wares, the raucous street life, and general 
urban clamour on display in West Berlin, the showcase of capitalism next door.
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4  The Artek camp for Young 
Pioneers and the many faces  
of socialist internationalism

Kathleen Beger

Shortly after its foundation, Artek, the holiday camp for Young Pioneers, was 
made the flagship for the Soviet Union’s achievements in the fields of child wel-
fare, pedagogy, and internationalism, celebrated in an enormous amount of lit-
erature and visual media. A passage taken from a photo book published in 1976 
recorded the impressions of a young Soviet girl who had stayed there:

I am thankful to Artek for everything. Here, I truly understood the role our 
country plays in the world. Here, I got to know children from Vietnam. In 
their lands bombs are exploding, schools are burning. All honest people help 
Vietnam. Our Fatherland always stands for peace. And for us, guys, it is clear 
that children want peace, friendship for the entire world. Nadia Plekhanova, 
Chelyabinskaya oblast.1

Although the authenticity of this statement is questionable, it tells us what image 
Artek was supposed to communicate to both its domestic and foreign audiences. 
The message was fairly obvious: the Soviet Union wanted to be perceived as a 
country fighting for peace, international solidarity, and friendship.

This chapter seeks to shed light on Artek’s multinational character and the 
many facets of its socialist internationalism, focusing on the period between the 
late 1950s and 1980s. It describes the strains that arose from the camp visitors’ 
multi-ethnic and multinational composition, and compares different perspectives: 
those of the children and adolescents from Soviet, socialist, and capitalist back-
grounds as well as those of the camp’s Pioneer leaders and directors.

Founded by the Russian Red Cross Society in 1925, Artek was initially intended 
for working- and peasant-class children suffering from tuberculosis.2 Due to its 
innovative combination of recreational and educational measures and its pictur-
esque setting on Crimea’s Black Sea coast, it became a model for other Pioneer 
camps.3 As Artek grew and became better equipped over the course of its first 
decade, Soviet Pioneers were soon sent there based on their behaviour and good 
contacts rather than their health. From the mid-1930s onwards, a holiday at Artek 
was considered an honour, rewarding heroic deeds, excellent school results, and 
Pioneer achievements.4 The camp’s increasing prestige made it a popular summer 
destination for the party elite’s offspring as well.5
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However, Artek did not only welcome Soviet Pioneers. Serving as a political 
showcase for the promotion of communism and demonstrating its superiority over 
capitalism from the very beginning, its leadership also invited foreign children’s 
delegations.6 This function took on a new significance after Nikita Khrushchev 
came to power. The de-Stalinisation campaigns put an end to the country’s isola-
tionism, which had begun in the second half of the 1930s and reached its climax 
during late Stalinism. Calling for “peaceful coexistence” at the 20th Communist 
Party Congress in 1956, Khrushchev paved the way for a new level of interna-
tional relations with both socialist and capitalist countries. He emphasised the 
importance of mutual trust, development, and support and revived the model of 
internationalism favoured in the 1920s and early 1930s.7

Soviet citizens were now allowed to travel abroad, yet though numerous cul-
tural exchange agreements were signed with socialist and capitalist countries, it 
did not mean that citizens could go abroad easily. Rather the opposite.8 Khrush-
chev’s primary intention for raising the Iron Curtain was not so much to move 
people, but to enable the transfer and exchange of professional knowledge and, to 
some degree, culture.9 Informal encounters between Soviet citizens and foreigners 
were anything but welcome, and the chances of coming across a “real” foreigner 
remained extremely unlikely for the vast majority of the country’s population.

Under these circumstances, Artek can be considered a special place, which 
benefited exceptionally from Khrushchev’s turn in foreign policy. From 1957 
onwards, the camp held yearly “international summer weeks” to which it invited 
children’s and youth groups from socialist and capitalist countries. In 1966, for 
example, the camp was visited by 365 children and adolescents plus 40 delegation 
leaders from 34 capitalist countries, as well as 359 Pioneers and 27 Pioneer lead-
ers from ten socialist countries.10 During their stay, they were obliged to take part 
in events designed to foster friendship, solidarity, and peace. Over time, the inter-
national summer weeks became something of an institution, following a highly 
ritualised pattern. To present the Soviet state and Artek in the best light and to 
reduce the risk of importing “Trojan horses,” the activities during these weeks 
were meticulously organised to keep the camp’s internal order under control 
and to prevent undesired outcomes.11 The international summer weeks are best 
understood as examples of what Erving Goffman has called “front region” and 
“front-stage behavior.”12 Drawing on Dean MacCannell, who refined Goffman’s 
concept, I will demonstrate that Artek’s temporary inhabitants, Soviet and foreign, 
attached far more importance to the unofficial, “backstage,” or “off-stage” get-
togethers than to any staged celebration of international friendship, solidarity, and 
peace.13 Consequently, they found ways to establish close, spontaneous contacts 
with their peers from all over the world. As their ambitions and interests often 
ran counter to the camp’s official objectives, Artek faced challenging situations. 
In trying the solve them, the camp’s leadership often came up with measures that 
were contradictory and ineffective, with at times paradoxical results.

I have based my discussion on the records held in the Russian State Archive of 
Socio-Political History (RGASPI), the Russian State Archive (GARF), the Bun-
desarchiv in Berlin-Lichterfelde (SAPMO-BArch), primary (official) sources, and 
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secondary literature. Moreover, I use seven biographical interviews, which I con-
ducted in Russia and Germany between 2015 and 2017.14 Four of the respondents 
come from the former Soviet Union, two from the Federal Republic of Germany 
(FRG), and one from the former German Democratic Republic (GDR). As there is 
no archival material on Artek for the late 1970s onwards, and since such archival 
material as survives provides little insight into how individual visitors experi-
enced staying at the camp, the primary purpose of these interviews was to gener-
ate additional historical data.15

Staging socialist internationalism

Immediately after the October Revolution, internationalism became one of the 
main ideological mainstays of the Soviet Union. To promote communism, the 
Soviet state maintained close contacts with foreign socialist and communist par-
ties.16 Soviet children were educated in the spirit of internationalism and urged to 
“stand up for the cause of the working class in its struggle for the liberation of the 
workers and peasants of the entire world.”17 Thus, in the 1920s and early 1930s, 
the country’s Pioneers were expected to assist their peers abroad in their fight for 
communism by holding parades and demonstrations, or initiating charitable col-
lections.18 However, when it became apparent that the expected class wars would 
not occur, Stalin abandoned the idea of the “world revolution,” and replaced it 
with the theory of “socialism in one country.”19 Since the early 1930s, interna-
tionalism noticeably merged with Soviet patriotism in the shape of the so-called 
“druzhba narodov,” the friendship among Soviet and later socialist nations.20 After 
Stalin’s death in 1953, however, Khrushchev re-introduced the model of “prole-

tarian (in relation to international communist parties in power) and socialist inter-
nationalism (towards the rest of the world)” but combined these concepts with a 
new cultural internationalism.21

The children’s internationalism of the 1920s and early 1930s was directed at the 
promotion of communism. In contrast, post-war internationalism was predomi-
nantly concentrated on the demand for peace.22 The Great Soviet Encyclopaedia of 
1972 defined “socialist internationalism” as a “new type of international relations, 
formed and developed on the basis of friendship, equality, mutual respect, . . . 
fraternal cooperation, political, economic, military and cultural mutual support of 
nations and nationalities who embarked upon the path of socialism.”23

During the Thaw, the Soviet concept of the enemy underwent a significant 
change too. Ted Hopf has argued that “The principle of ‘who is not against us 
is potentially with us’ replaced the Stalinist principle of ‘who is not with us is 
against us,’ ” intensifying above all Soviet relationships with countries in Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America, and later on with Western states.24 Building on this, 
Pia Koivunen has shown that “once clear and strict boundaries between friends 
and enemies became blurry, and instead of the old binary model a new cate-
gory emerged: ‘a potential friend.’ ”25 This new approach in foreign policy was 
reflected in the set-up of Artek’s international summer weeks, as the Komsomol 
invited children and youth delegations consisting of young people aged 12 to 
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15 years, both from socialist and capitalist countries. Those from Western states, 
however, were always delegates of socialist or communist youth organisations, 
which meant that the plan was for international friendship to be celebrated with 
like-minded foreigners.26

The daily schedule of the international summer weeks barely varied before the 
late 1980s. Each year, all delegations were expected to contribute to the so-called 
“days of international friendship” and “national days,” to participate in political 
discussions and camp-wide sports competitions. When sending out invitations to 
foreign organisations, the Komsomol also informed them about the international 
summer weeks’ programme and activities so that they could prepare their mem-
bers for their stay.27 Usually, these weeks either carried a specific motto or com-
memorated an anniversary of great significance. Those of 1969 and 1976 were 
dedicated to Lenin’s 100th birthday and the 60th anniversary of the October Rev-
olution respectively, while the weeks of 1977 focused on the theme “For a happy 
childhood in a world of peace.”28

According to three of my interviewees, one from the GDR and two from the 
FRG, the children and adolescents in their delegations took their stay at Artek 
seriously, performing preliminary activities and informative discussions several 
months before their departure.29 It was particularly important to prepare for the 
celebration of various national days, which provided each delegation with the 
opportunity to put on an exhibition about its homeland. Such exhibitions pro-
vided not only general information, but also presented traditions, folklore, music, 
food or aspects of daily life, leisure, and hobbies. For this purpose, the delega-
tions’ members started to collect specific information, photographs or newspaper 
articles, and took them to Artek. The official reason for these exhibitions was to 
impart knowledge about different countries to the camp’s young visitors.30

During the days of international friendship, all delegations came together in 
Artek’s stadium, where one or two representatives of each group would give a 
speech about how they contributed to the preservation of peace in their home coun-
tries. In the 1960s and 1970s, special attention was given to Vietnam and Chile – 
countries which were living in a state of war and violence.31 Some of the delivered 
speeches may have been quite empathic and emotional, but the days of international 
friendship as a whole were still highly ritualised. As Alexei Yurchak has demon-
strated, the Soviet discourse of public ritual, in general, “became increasingly 
standardized, following a unified and centrally orchestrated scheme” in the late 
1950s.32 Once “designed and conducted by local social, cultural, and educational 
institutions,” civic rituals, Yurchak argues, “became united into one centralized 
‘system of rituals’ run by the party.”33 The same held true for Artek’s international 
summer weeks whose programme, compiled by Komsomol officials in Moscow 
together with the camp’s local leadership in Crimea, consisted of well-planned and 
standardised events which essentially did not change until the late 1980s.

In this context, language played a crucial role. Finding a common understand-
ing proved difficult as not all foreign delegations spoke Russian. Upon arrival 
at the camp, each foreign group was assigned one or two Soviet interpreters as 
well as Soviet Pioneer leaders. Despite this, understanding one another was still 
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challenging. A GDR’s delegation leader, who had accompanied a group of Pio-
neers to Artek in summer of 1963, remarked in his final report that some of the 
planned activities could not be attempted because of communication problems. 
For instance, the camp’s international children’s council consisting of young rep-
resentatives from each foreign and Soviet delegation was not always able to work 
independently – meaning without the help of adult supervisors.34

Except for the days of international friendship, political discussions on a smaller 
scale in which only a few delegations participated were organised as “friendship 
meetings.” In the summer of 1963, a group of GDR Pioneers came together with 
peers from the FRG to exchange their views regarding the issue of German reuni-
fication. As the GDR’s delegation leader noted in his report, his Pioneers were not 
able to answer the question “correctly.” Hence he felt the need to instruct them sev-
eral times so that they could “adequately” take part in the discussion. Highlighting 
this incident, he called for a more careful selection of potential Artek candidates. 
According to him, some of his delegation members were not worthy to travel to the 
Soviet Union’s most prestigious Pioneer camp, either because they were unable to 
take firm political–ideological positions or because they were physically too weak 
to bear the hardships of the journey.35 His summary reveals at least two important 
features. Firstly, in some cases, the Soviet leadership of Artek was less concerned 
with controlling international gatherings as one might expect. Secondly, not only 
the Soviet Union, but also other socialist states used Artek’s international summer 
weeks to present themselves in the best light and to win recognition.

Intercultural clashes

Even the most careful preparation could not completely eliminate undesired and 
unintended outcomes. International gatherings always bore the risk of confronta-
tion. The sheer number of young people from various backgrounds, traditions, 
and cultural habits gathering in the camp inevitably led to tension. A variety of 
misunderstandings between Soviet hosts and their guests occurred during the very 
first two international summer weeks of 1956 and 1957, as a report written by 
the camp’s deputy director revealed. The document provides a fascinating insight 
into the camp’s multinational character, because it depicted each foreign group 
and subjectively listed both positive and negative aspects of each delegation’s 
behaviour and demeanour.36

The author focused on the behaviour of the children and their group leaders. For 
instance, the Belgian delegation leader was criticised for her loving interaction 
with children. As Soviet pedagogy rested upon strictness and discipline, kissing 
children and tenderly stroking the children’s heads was met with incomprehension 
by Artek’s deputy director.37 He also disapproved the pedagogy of Yugoslavia, the 
FRG, Austria, and Sweden for leaving all the decisions up to the children them-
selves. Referring to the Yugoslav delegation, his report remarked that

The group leaders’ educational principles . . . lead to total ‘freedom’, i.e. in 
our view to the complete anarchy of the child’s soul. . . . For 45 minutes they 



84 Kathleen Beger

did not come out of the water, wore dirty training clothes, reached poor results 
in sports competitions, did not know a lot of songs etc. . . . In all discussions 
they expressed anguish concerning the Yugoslav–Soviet Split of 1948, spoke 
evil of Stalin, exorbitantly praised Tito, considered him a ‘second Lenin.’38

From the author’s Soviet perspective, this “pedagogical freedom” did not bring 
positive results. Instead, it led to bad behaviour and poor physical and mental skills. 
The pedagogical frames of reference in the Khrushchev era, based on  nineteenth- 
century and a few early-Soviet pedagogical theorists, were only “lightly reversed 
versions of Stalinist originals.”39 Soviet pedagogy remained teacher-centred and 
expected students to handle an excessive workload.40 Children and adolescents 
were expected to be disciplined and to subordinate their own interests to those of 
the collective.41 Moreover, it was politically sensitive to praise Tito as it shook the 
foundations of Soviet ideology, according to which Tito could never be regarded 
a “second Lenin.” Although Khrushchev had discredited Stalin about six months 
before the arrival of the Yugoslavian group in Artek, criticising the Soviet system 
or Stalin himself was still unacceptable.

Interestingly, the reports of 1956 and 1957 directed criticism at Soviet Pioneers 
too. The camp’s deputy directory was ashamed to hear that they had behaved arro-
gantly and disrespectfully towards their Hungarian peers. The latter were insulted 
by some Soviet Pioneers’ assertion that Hungary was unable to exist without 
Soviet support, and that Soviet soccer players were much better than Hungar-
ian ones.42 At first glance, statements such as these seem to be typically childish 
confrontations. Yet, they were also a product of a patriotic upbringing, which had 
become an important part of Soviet pedagogy. Children were supposed to love 
their country, to be proud of its achievements, to value its efforts in terms of child 
welfare, and to understand how fortunate they were.43

There were also misunderstandings during the numerous competitions that 
were an integral part of Artek’s daily activities. Competition was not only a driv-
ing force in capitalist societies; it existed under socialism as well, even though it 
possessed other forms and obeyed a different logic. By declaring that “competi-
tion would allow workers to ‘display their abilities, develop capacities, and reveal 
those talents’ suppressed under capitalism,” Lenin had hoped to motivate workers 
to enthusiastically do their jobs without any means of control.44 Competition was 
supposed to increase “both economic production and productivity” and, by doing 
so, to build “the ideal communist society.”45 In contrast to its capitalist counter-
part, socialist competition was regarded “pure and unselfish.”46 Not individual and 
egoistic, though; only those interests that benefited society as a whole were to be 
privileged.47

At Artek, competitions between different delegations were held at all levels. 
Basically, any aspect of daily life could be turned into a contest, measured, and 
then used to evaluate the groups’ behaviour and achievements. Emerging victori-
ous from these competitions was the main reason why it was almost only Soviet 
“shock” Pioneers – those who attained the best grades and excelled in all areas – 
who were allowed to visit the camp during the summer months. The outcome 
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was that Artek’s international summer weeks were increasingly a stage for Soviet 
self-representation, as was noted by the other socialist countries. A meeting of the 
GDR’s Ernst Thälmann Pioneer Organization secretariat concluded that not all the 
children it had sent to Artek in the summer of 1963 had met the camp’s require-
ments.48 Five years later, this problem was still an issue. According to one Ger-
man Pioneer leader, it was not possible anymore to win a contest with “rank and 
file” Pioneers as they could not keep up with the competition. He recommended 
sending those children and adolescents who had already won local, regional, or 
national contests.49 Thus, to present themselves in the best way possible and to 
impress the “big brother,” Pioneers from other socialist countries had to pass 
through a strict selection process similar to that of their Soviet peers.

By contrast, self-presentation was less important to delegations from capital-
ist countries. While socialist groups were considered official representatives of 
their states, capitalist ones usually did not have this status or the responsibility 
that came with it. Western youth organisations did belong to a specific political 
party, and hence did not feel obliged to act in the name of the whole country. The 
Socialist Youth of Germany – The Falcons – from West Germany, for instance, 
was an independent youth organisation, although it temporarily shared political 
views with the Social Democratic Party (SPD). Peter, a former Falcons’ leader 
who had accompanied a group to Artek in 1977, told me that his organisation had 
a different attitude towards the selection process of potential Artek candidates. As 
the Falcons consisted of stable local groups distributed over the whole country, 
each year one of these groups was chosen to travel to the Soviet Union, regardless 
of the group members’ performance at school, in sports or the arts. Peter’s group 
consisted of five boys and five girls from Gelsenkirchen. Most of them attended 
secondary schools; one boy went to a special needs school. None of them had ever 
been abroad before. Sure enough, during the competitions there was an imbalance 
between the Soviet and other socialist delegations and their capitalist peers, as 
Peter said:

In Artek, we came together only with the country’s children’s elite. Thus, 
our two worlds clashed. . . . Once, M. [in Peter’s group] had to participate 
in a quiz but she did not know who Rembrandt was. Most likely, the inter-
preter . . . did such a good job so that nobody noticed that she actually did not 
know the answer. Hence, she won the first prize.50

Due to this disparity, the competitions at Artek were mostly fought out between 
socialist states.51 In order not to annoy some of their foreign guests, the Soviet 
personnel sometimes had to take extraordinary measures. However, Peter was 
generally astonished by the fact that “there was nothing that one does just because 
it is fun. Everything was embedded into competitions.”52

Indeed, the peculiar Soviet understanding of (youth) tourism as a rational and 
purposeful leisure activity seemed somewhat strange to foreigners, especially 
those from capitalist countries. Holidaymakers, no matter whether children, ado-
lescents or adults, were expected to further their personal development, to extend 
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their knowledge, and to gain new strengths so that when returned to school or 
work, they would be able to work even more productively to build communism.53 
In this sense, competitions were not only a means for self-improvement but also 
for engaging in socially useful work. It was the well-being of society that was 
paramount, not individual pleasure.

That said, Artek’s guests usually found ways to evade the official requirements. 
It seemed that, unlike their socialist peers, the children from capitalist countries 
did not feel the need to hide their incomprehension and simply refused to join in 
Artek’s countless competitions. Monika, a young member of the Falcons who vis-
ited Artek in 1978, emphasised that her group always received positive or nega-
tive credits for certain behaviour or non-behaviour, for instance, for cleaning their 
rooms, marching in formation to the dining hall, or for singing. Monika’s Soviet 
Pioneer leader insisted that they complete several competitive tasks every day. 
The adolescents mostly ignored her rules:

It annoyed us. I assume that she [the Soviet Pioneer leader] was criticized 
because her delegation did what it wanted. But then . . . we decided we will 
do this at least once, just to show that we are able to do it. . . . The beds were 
made up, everything was clean and tidy, we were singing and marching . . . 
and won the challenge cup. The next day, we did as before. For us, it was 
important to demonstrate that we can if we want, but we do not like this.54

If nothing else, following all Artek’s guidelines for the international summer 
weeks was a tough job when the group consisted predominantly of children and 
adolescents from capitalist states. Soviet Pioneer leaders had to learn to compro-
mise if they wanted to create a pleasant atmosphere for all.

Another problematic topic was the (foreign) girls’ interest in fashion and cos-
metics, something that Komsomol officials often tried to supress.55 In the Soviet 
Union, the question of appearance had already been widely discussed during the 
period of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in the 1920s, when political leaders 
praised fashion asceticism and condemned all signs of a “bourgeois look” such 
as high heels. Young Komsomol activists were required to take the working class 
as their example in all spheres of life, including fashion. A proper, modest outfit 
or look was supposed to emphasise their belonging to the state, which claimed 
to be ruled by the working class.56 However, even under Stalin this ideal was 
fairly ambivalent as “the Soviet person was encouraged to enjoy consumption of 
personal ‘bourgeois’ pleasures (dresses, wristwatches, lipstick) as long as they 
were not used for egoistic goals of social prestige, careerism, and so forth, but as 
elements of ‘cultural life’ and due rewards for hard work.”57 In the post-war years, 
when Soviet youth began to listen to foreign radio channels and were more and 
more interested in Western dance, film, music and fashion, the question resurfaced 
as a political issue.58 The Soviet regime’s paradoxical, paranoid attitude towards 
Western influences made it difficult to distinguish between what was desirable 
and what was not.59
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At Artek, conflicts of this kind occurred constantly, and were primarily caused 
by the fact that everyone – Soviet and foreign children and group leaders – was 
expected to wear a uniform. Immediately on arrival they had to hand over their 
own clothes in exchange for a uniform of shirts and trousers or skirts (a procedure 
which dated back to 1925). As appearance and individuality are typically impor-
tant for adolescents, the Artek uniform faced stiff resistance from all quarters, 
whether Soviet, socialist, or capitalist. Gisela, who accompanied a group from the 
GDR to Artek in 1976 as a group leader, confirmed this:

Our girls had nail varnish. This had to be removed! [The nails] were 
cut. . . . We had to hand over our suitcases and received a uniform. We 
took only personal things and underwear with us. . . . Our children did not 
really like this procedure, always the same clothes. . . . But after a while, 
they got used to it.60

According to a report by one GDR delegation leader who visited Artek in the sum-
mer of 1968, the camp organised a beauty contest that year. The first prize was 
awarded to a girl in his group.61 While it is unclear whether competitions of this 
kind took place in subsequent years or not, the beauty contest of 1968 – and any 
later ones – seems to have been embedded in Artek’s culture of competitions, and 
took place under the Soviet Pioneer leaders’ surveillance and guidance.

In a study on former Soviet Pioneers who visited Artek in the late 1970s or 
1980s, Anna Kozlova’s interviewees remembered the uniforms as “fashionable, 
beautiful, and comfortable.”62 Yet Inna, one of my respondents from the former 
Soviet Union, who was at the camp in June 1977, brought up an interesting point. 
She suspected that in order to window dress the camp, it was equipped with new 
and better clothing for the international summer weeks only. As Inna stayed there 
just before the foreign groups arrived, she remembered wearing second-hand uni-
forms.63 Boris, another Soviet Pioneer who was at Artek in the autumn of 1986 
or 1987, hated his uniform and said it was “not fitting, worn, old and dirty.”64 In 
contrast, Monika was very impressed by the turquoise anoraks, to the point where 
she regretted her group’s refusal to wear the Artek uniforms.65

While Soviet Pioneers and those from other socialist states had to wear the 
uniform, delegations from capitalist states had some leeway. The preferences of 
capitalist groups or their leaders determined whether they would wear uniform or 
not. As Grigorii, a former Soviet Pioneer leader and director of Artek’s Diamond 
sub-camp, put it:

The most important thing was to not forbid anything . . . I told each of the 
group leaders: ‘We don’t want to deprive you of your personality. We just 
want you to feel comfortable because the uniforms will be changed. Other-
wise, you must wash them yourself, and this is difficult.’ . . . After two, three 
days their personal clothes were dwindling, nobody wanted to wash, and, 
finally, all of them started to wear the uniform. . . . My predecessors said: 
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‘Under no circumstances, this is a rule!’ But I said: ‘If you want you can wear 
[your own clothes],’ because I knew that this would stop after a while.66

However, Grigorii’s method was not always successful. Peter’s and Monika’s 
groups wore their own clothes throughout, for example.67 As an article in the Ger-
man newspaper Stuttgarter Zeitung illustrates, it was not only the Falcons, but 
also delegations from other Western countries that were unwilling:

For foreign children, the intrusive and military-like ceremonial of the ‘Young 
Pioneers’ with goose step, roll calls and salutes is stupid. Those from Gelsen-
kirchen – like other Westerners – who kept aloof from this refused to wear 
the uniform shirts and were met with understanding from the Soviet side.68

The uniform was a recurring issue. Delegations from capitalist countries saw it as 
a symbol of militarism and oppression, designed to make individuals compliant, 
to indoctrinate them, to subsume them into the masses, and deprive them of their 
freedom. Groups from socialist states were generally less likely to take offence, as 
many were already used to it because of similar practices in their home countries. 
Beyond that, uniforms were deemed a legitimate means to blur the differences 
between children and adolescents from various backgrounds. For the camp’s lead-
ership, this was an important point. People from all over the world visited Artek, 
and the Komsomol officials wanted to ensure some degree of equality. There was 
a practical consideration too: the camp’s architecture was designed for collective 
life, and dormitories were so small that there was neither place for privacy nor 
storage for personal belongings.69

Benefitting from internationalism
The regulations notwithstanding, Artek was still a rather liberal Pioneer camp. 
Similar Soviet institutions elsewhere operated along far stricter lines. As Peter 
said, a group of the Falcons found this out when they stayed at the Orlenok camp 
on the Black Sea coast in the region of Krasnodar. Instead of contact with Soviet 
Pioneers, they were only allowed to form ties with another Western delegation 
from France.70 At Artek, however, the children from capitalist states were usually 
not separated from those from socialist ones. They were assigned to the same 
organisational units (called otriad) and shared dormitories. Monika’s otriad, for 
instance, consisted of children from the FRG, the Soviet Union, the US, and South 
Africa. She remembers falling in love with a Soviet Pioneer, Igor, at first. But after 
the arrival of the American group, Oscar from New York won her affections.71

As travelling abroad was out of reach for the vast majority of Soviet Pioneers, 
close contact with people their own age from all over the world made a lasting 
impression. Svetlana, who attended the international summer weeks in 1982, still 
vividly remembers one boy from Japan:

He had invited me . . . we sat down, observed the stars and talked to each other. 
He spoke Japanese, I spoke Russian. It is difficult to say that we understood 
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each other, but the presents he gave to me, I keep until today. At home I have 
a small box. . . . Today it is funny. There are small coloured balls made of 
glass and . . . cranes made of paper.72

Although a Soviet Pioneer’s stay in the camp was supposed to be a one-time 
occurrence, some managed to return as professionals. One of them was Grigorii 
who had first been there as a teenage boy in spring of 1974. Overwhelmed by the 
atmosphere, he had sworn he would come back. After finishing school, he began 
to study English language and literature. One day, he decided to take his destiny 
into his own hands, travelled to Crimea, introduced himself to Artek’s leader-
ship, and was eventually offered a job as a student interpreter for the international 
summer weeks. Starting in the early 1980s, he first worked as a Pioneer leader 
and later as the director of the Diamond sub-camp. For him and other language 
students, Artek provided ideal conditions for interacting with native speakers, and 
practising and improving their foreign-language skills. Grigorii benefited greatly 
from this unique privilege:

In camp Diamond . . . I supervised 420 children and about 70 employees. . . . 
Here, I worked together with delegations from the USA, the GDR, Angola, 
Poland, Finland, Sweden, Algeria. I . . . really enjoyed the work during the 
international summer weeks, because I invited all foreign group leaders for a 
cup of tea to my office in the evening, where we had nice conversations. . . . 
My task was to guarantee good relationships between the Pioneer leaders, the 
foreign group leaders and the translators . . . In the Soviet Union, you could 
not go anywhere, it was difficult to make a tourist trip. That is why Artek was 
such a unique place. I could talk to everybody, to whom I wanted, my English 
skills helped me a lot and nobody controlled me regarding what I said to 
whom and why.73

Because he spoke English, Grigorii was able to have direct contact with the for-
eign delegations’ leaders. In his own words, his work even gave him a sense of 
personal freedom. At a time when foreign travel was impossible for most Soviet 
citizens, Artek was a golden opportunity for a select few. However, as Anna 
Kozlova has shown, former Artek employees generally tend to understate or 
deny the camp’s political-ideological character. Due to its exotic location on the 
Soviet periphery, staff members often distinguished it from the Soviet centre and 
its ideology, emphasising the experience of an “autonomous” childhood or job, 
and saying it was an “ ‘exception’ from the usual Soviet everyday life.”74 Para-
doxically, people like Grigorii, who first came as Pioneers and then returned as 
professionals, can be regarded the perfect “product” of Artek’s mission: educating 
the Soviet Union’s future political elite. Then again, his responsibilities notwith-
standing, Grigorii never insisted on obeying the camp rules. He was fairly open-
minded when it came to negotiations. This attitude was not unselfish. Although 
Grigorii had to take his foreign guests’ wishes into account to guarantee a pleasant 
atmosphere in his camp, he was very interested in their well-being because it was 
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the essential precondition for having contact with them.75 By working at the camp 
from the late 1970s onwards, Grigorii built up a worldwide network of friends he 
had made at Artek. He was able to benefit from it years later during perestroika 
and after the Soviet Union’s collapse. In 1990, he was invited to the US to speak to 
an association that organises worldwide youth camps. Thus, Grigorii was success-
ful in transferring the cultural, social, and symbolic capital he had gained under 
Soviet conditions into post-Soviet life. Today he works for one of the world’s 
leading associations for international youth exchanges. Grigorii’s time at Artek as 
a young Pioneer turned out to be the first step in a successful international career.76

As the experiences of Grigorii, Svetlana, and Monika reveal, officially staged 
events at Artek did not hold their attention. What really mattered to them was 
the spontaneous, close contact with peers and colleagues from around the globe. 
At least, this is how they remember it when interviewed today. Due to its mul-
tinational composition and its beautiful subtropical setting, surrounded by the 
Black Sea coast and the Crimean Mountains, Artek was understood to be an 
exotic and extraordinary site, or, using a term coined by Anne E. Gorsuch, a 
“Soviet abroad.”77

Limits of internationalism

Making new friends at Artek was one thing, keeping those ties alive after Artek 
was another. Love affairs, especially those between people from the Soviet Union 
and capitalist states, most clearly displayed the limits of international friendship. 
While at Artek, these relationships were widely accepted; the problems occurred 
after people returned home and tried to stay in touch. Oksana, who participated in 
the international summer weeks of 1961, faced such a situation:

And there I met my first love, a boy from Austria, and, of course, after that [I 
had] a very bad feeling because we could not write to each other, i.e. at the 
beginning we wrote each other. But then, . . . my parents . . . said that I should 
better stop writing. But I remember his address to this day, in Vienna.78

Oksana explained that the reason she had to stop corresponding was not only 
because her parents were afraid of regularly receiving letters from a capitalist 
country. They were also concerned about their daughter’s feelings and wanted to 
protect her from heartbreak. Oksana and her parents knew that, things being what 
they were, there was no chance she would see the Austrian boy again.79

Restrictions existed between socialist states too. While a student, Grigorii 
worked not only at Artek, but also at the Pioneer Republic Wilhelm Pieck near 
East Berlin, where he fell in love with a woman from the GDR:

When I worked in the Pioneer Republic, I met a remarkable young woman. 
To leave the Soviet Union a special visa was required, . . . an “exit visa.” But 
they did not issue me that visa. If they had given it to me, I would have had 
a German wife today.80
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In general, Soviet rulers viewed “real” interpersonal relationships between people 
of different nationalities and across borders with scepticism. In fact, such relation-
ships rarely went beyond staged and controlled events that are best described with 
Anne E. Gorsuch’s phrase as “ ‘friendship’ at a distance.”81 Furthermore, camp 
directors like Grigorii had to take into consideration their guests’ foreign-policy 
interests in order to avoid conflict:

Of course, . . . the leadership of Artek distributed the various foreign del-
egations with regard to the global political situation. The delegation from 
Israel in Camp Cypress wanted to be far away from groups coming from 
Arab countries so that their paths did not cross. . . . We also had a delegation 
from Algeria. Its leader was always against Israel, against the USA, against 
everything, even though, in our camp, Algeria, the USA and Israel lived far 
away from each other.82

Likewise, for delegations from the GDR and the FRG, coming into contact was 
difficult, if not impossible. Usually, encounters only took place during official, 
carefully staged meetings. Peter mentioned that his Falcons did not have a single 
encounter with their peers from the GDR at Artek, and while Monika recalled 
that she did indeed meet GDR Pioneers there, it was at an official get-together, 
accompanied by several group leaders.83 The meeting left Monika with a strange 
feeling, as they had nothing but good to say about their lives in the GDR, where 
everything was said to be great, but she did not believe their exaggerated stories 
and reckoned the event was ideologically driven and rather counterproductive.

Conclusion

Khrushchev’s change in foreign policy enabled the Artek Pioneer camp to organ-
ise yearly large-scale international summer weeks, in which children’s and youth 
delegations from around the globe took part. Using the camp as a stage, the Soviet 
Union sought to improve its image, demonstrate its superiority, and impress its 
foreign guests. This was most evident on international friendship days, which 
were designed to promote solidarity and peace.

Implementing the Soviet branding presented a challenge to Soviet Pioneer 
leaders and camp directors, though, as they had to ensure the well-being of all 
domestic and foreign delegations and at the same time dispose of all undesired 
foreign influences. The discrepancy between Artek’s official objectives and visi-
tor expectations meant the camp staff ended up having to square the circle. Their 
attempts often resulted in misunderstandings, confrontations, and paradoxical 
situations – such as the official ban of cosmetics and the requirement to wear 
Artek uniform, followed by holding a beauty contest. Welcoming people of dif-
ferent national, cultural, and traditional backgrounds to Artek, the camp staff 
could not expect that all guests would follow the regulations to the letter. Living 
together at Artek entailed constant negotiation, and the inevitable redefinitions 
of its rules.
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The camp’s principles and official activities did not transform foreigners, espe-
cially those from capitalist states, into enthusiasts for socialism. That is not to 
say that they disliked their stay at Artek. But unlike the girl quoted at the very 
beginning of this chapter, visitors either remembered the official events such as 
the international friendship days as highly ritualised, stereotyped performances, 
or forgot them altogether. Artek’s visitors were driven by a search for greater 
authenticity, for “real” face-to-face encounters with their peer group from abroad. 
This did not necessarily exclude the Soviet Pioneers and their leaders, or even the 
camp’s directors. The Soviet Union’s campaigns to promote friendly, solidary, 
and peaceful relations with people from other countries provided the ideological 
justification for such encounters. Over time, Soviet citizens began to appropri-
ate the discourse of socialist internationalism, linking it to understandings and 
interpretations of their own. In an era when informal get-togethers with foreign-
ers were unimaginable for Soviet citizens, Artek was a unique space where such 
encounters were possible. Soviet Pioneers, Pioneer leaders, and camp directors 
found ways of circumventing the official requirements, asserting their own inter-
ests by establishing personal, informal contacts with foreigners. However, Artek 
was a law unto itself in many ways. “Real” interpersonal relationships between 
Soviet and foreign citizens were unacceptable to the Soviet authorities, and many 
camp participants were forced to drop their contacts. As in other realms, the late 
Soviet system found itself struggling with the consequences of social practices 
that it had generated with its own propaganda. In this sense, the Artek camp for 
Young Pioneers was an impressive example of what Alexei Yurchak has observed, 
namely that Soviet discourses such as the discourse of internationalism, and 
Soviet rituals such as its uniforms, could create alternative spaces for personal 
freedom and cross-national encounters, engendered in the interaction between the 
young travellers and their Soviet hosts.
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lifestyle, the Baltic republic gave Soviet tourists a feeling of being abroad.

 78 Interview with Oksana, 27 May 2015. Oksana, from the Soviet Baltic region, vis-
ited Artek as a Pioneer in the summer of 1961. Today she is a university professor in 
Russia.

 79 Ibid.
 80 Interview with Grigorii.
 81 Anne E. Gorsuch, “Time Travellers: Soviet Tourists to Eastern Europe,” in Turizm: The 

Russian and East European Tourist under Capitalism and Socialism, ed. Anne E. Gor-
such and Diane P. Koenker (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), 216 attributes 
the expression to an incident during an “evening of friendship” arranged for a group 
of Soviet tourists in Hungary. One of them preferred to sit with the Hungarian musi-
cians instead of staying with his own group – a decision he was harshly criticized for 
afterwards.

 82 Interview with Grigorii.
 83 Interview with Peter; interview with Monika.
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5  Foreign tourists, domestic encounters

Human rights travel to Soviet  
Jewish homes

Shaul Kelner

The first impression Marge Gordon had of Leningrad was of a “beautiful city with 
its many bridges and canals formed by Czarist buildings and palaces.”1 Arriving 
there with her husband Bob on a Monday afternoon in July 1975, the Boston-area 
artist found the summer weather to be “cool and changeable; one minute it would 
be bright and sunny; the next minute we would be caught in a sudden downpour.” 
She was glad to have brought her compact umbrella. Peter the Great’s imperial 
city made a better impression than Moscow, the first stop on the couple’s two-
week visit to the USSR. Introducing the Soviet capital at the start of her five-page 
travelogue, Gordon, with a painter’s preference for colour and beauty, and a pal-
ette full of American Cold War tropes, wrote,

Moscow struck me as being a cold, gray, impersonal and unaesthetic city. 
The people on the streets seemed colorless, and drab, their expressions blank 
and even hostile. No one was helpful to us, seemed friendly or even curious 
towards us as foreigners. Everywhere there were cues [sic] – lines of people 
waiting in stores, for taxis, and of course there was a tremendous long cue to 
go into Lenin’s Mausoleum.2

This is about all that Gordon wrote about the cityscapes. Although she and her 
husband toured the major attractions, sightseeing was incidental to their visit. “We 
had decided to spend the first day in each city with our tour group; so Tuesday 
July 8 was spent on a bus tour. . . . By Tuesday evening, we were anxious to begin 
the real purpose of our trip – to make contact with Jewish activists.”3 Over the 
next ten days in Moscow, Leningrad, and Kiev, the couple made 16 separate visits 
to the apartments of nine different families who were involved in the struggle for 
Soviet Jewish emigration rights. Some they visited as many as three times.4 In 
most instances, the visits brought the Gordons into contact not only with those 
who lived in the apartments, but also with other Soviet Jewish activists who came 
round to talk with the Americans.

Gordon was one of thousands of Westerners who visited the Soviet Union in the 
1970s and 1980s as part of a human rights campaign to aid persecuted Jews who 
had been denied the right to emigrate (known as otkazniki in Russian and refuse-
niks in English). Her travelogue, solicited by and filed with an American advocacy 
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group for Soviet Jewish emigration rights, is now held in its archives along with 
thousands of similar journals and trip reports.5 In a manner that is representa-
tive of this unique set of Cold War-era testimonies, Gordon’s travelogue devotes 
only minimal space to the postcard-like scenes of Red Square and the Hermitage, 
focusing instead on the intimate spaces of domestic life, where individuals shared 
their personal stories. Other than her brief comments about Leningrad’s beauty 
and her short aside on the weather, Gordon said no more about the city in general. 
Instead, her narrative shifted to describe spaces that few tourists ever saw:

Tuesday evening we went to see Zhanna K. who [the refusenik] Kim Fridman 
in Kiev recommended we see. Zhanna lives in a tiny apartment and shares the 
kitchen and bathroom with a married couple who become violent when drunk 
which is most of the time. Zhanna had told us that her last American visitor 
had a chair thrown at him from three stories up by her drunken neighbors. 
We were more fortunate as there was no sign of them while we were there.6

The “tourist gaze” has been understood as an act of semiotic engagement, a read-
ing of places as symbols of themselves in an effort to make meaning of them.7 Dur-
ing the Cold War era, Western travellers used visits to the Soviet Union as a means 
of directing the tourist gaze at the Cold War itself, using the country as a theatre of 
signifiers of the geopolitical conflict that divided the globe. But whereas the major-
ity of Western sightseers in the USSR engaged in this Cold War tourism only in 
their consumption of Soviet public space, Marge Gordon and other human rights 
tourists constructed their understanding by turning their gaze on Soviet domestic 
spaces as well. Thus, while Gordon’s comment about the huge queues for Lenin’s 
Mausoleum reproduced an image of Russia so common among American travel-
lers that it even found its way into children’s books,8 she was also able to turn her 
tourist gaze away from the glass casket that displayed Lenin’s remains and make a 
tourist attraction out of a different glass case, hidden from public view:

As we all sat across from Zhanna in her tiny, rectangular room, I gazed at the 
similarly proportioned rectangular fish tank above her minuscule table. The 
large fish swimming around and around reminded me of those Refuseniks 
similarly entrapped.9

Detente, tourism, and Soviet domestic space

In 1974, one year before the Gordons’ visit, Fodor’s published its first travel guide 
to the Soviet Union. The superpowers were pursuing detente, and policymakers 
and industry representatives alike were touting the notion that tourism could forge 
human relationships to undergird the government rapprochement.10 Fodor’s editors 
took up the “peace through tourism” refrain in the introduction to their new volume:

This is, after all, the season of détente, an ideal which we heartily endorse. 
We believe it essential for those of us engaged in encouraging tourism to 
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support all sincere attempts at People-to-People contact, no matter where or 
with whom, and specifically without regard to political differences between 
nations. We rejoice at the prospect of the lessening of tensions, as we feel 
this is conducive to more travel and that travel means, we think, more 
understanding.11

Similar claims were enshrined in Helsinki the following year, as the signatories to 
the Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) 
committed themselves to “encourage increased tourism” based on the recognition 
“of the contribution made by international tourism to the development of mutual 
understanding among peoples.” It was a point reinforced for Soviet audiences in 
the pages of Literaturnaia Gazeta in 1976 by the head of Intourist, Sergei Nikitin, 
who praised tourism for its role in fostering a “material reduction of tensions” 
between East and West.12

Technology and commerce conspired to translate detente’s political impera-
tive into an actual flow of sightseers across Cold War borders. The British airline 
BOAC had brought commercial transatlantic travel into the jet age in 1958, and 
ten years later, in July 1968, Pan Am and Aeroflot signed a deal to inaugurate 
direct flights between New York and Moscow.13 The arrangement helped increase 
the number of American visitors to the USSR by over 700 per cent, from 14,000 
in 1964 to 76,000 in 1970, and on to 114,000 in 1975, and the number of Soviet 
visitors to the US from 12,000 in 1970 to 28,000 in 1975.14

Although the rhetoric associated with this surge in cross-bloc travel celebrated 
tourism as a way of promoting mutual understanding and solidifying detente, the 
reality was more complex. Even after reopening the USSR to Western tourism 
in 1955, Soviet leaders never shed their concerns about the corrupting influence 
of contact with Westerners and of the potential for the US and its allies to use 
tourism as a channel for espionage. Soviet tourism authorities maintained tight 
controls on travellers going abroad and on foreign travellers entering the USSR 
in order to minimise the possibility of unsupervised contact between Soviet citi-
zens and Westerners.15 Their concerns were not unfounded. In the detente years, 
which coincided with the so-called Brezhnevian Stagnation, exposure to the West 
did help undermine Soviet citizens’ confidence in their own system.16 Moreover, 
Western governments were as inclined as the Kremlin to enlist tourists and par-
ticipants in cultural exchanges as agents of the state, using them to engage in 
cultural diplomacy and to quietly gather information from and about their Cold 
War rivals.17

As for the notion of tourism as the handmaiden of detente, perhaps nowhere 
was the gap between rhetoric and reality more evident than in the fact that human 
rights groups seized on the expansion of tourism to move Western activists into 
the USSR. Once there, travellers did indeed strike up people-to-people relation-
ships with Soviet citizens, but not as detente’s paeans to tourism had envisioned. 
Instead, human rights tourists built ties with dissidents, would-be émigrés, and 
victims of government abuse determined to make their voices heard in the West. 
From the mid-1970s onwards, the transnational alliances that tourism helped 
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forge between human rights activists on both sides of the Iron Curtain ratcheted 
up the pressure for liberalising reforms that, once underway, culminated in the 
fall of communism.18 It was one of the ironies of detente that tourism, imagined 
as an interpersonal practice that would help stabilise the superpower relationship 
and create a durable, manageable Cold War equilibrium, instead had a destabilis-
ing effect that helped hasten the collapse of the USSR, bringing the Cold War to 
an end.

This is the end of the story as far as scholars of international relations are con-
cerned. For sociologists and social historians trying to understand the diversity 
of Cold War culture, by contrast, human rights tourism is notable less for any 
contribution to the fall of communism it may have had, than for the fact that for 
two decades it provided thousands of ordinary Westerners the rarest of vantage 
points into Soviet life: the view from inside Soviet homes. Even in an era when 
Westerners’ understandings of the Soviet Union could increasingly be informed 
by first-person experiences made possible by tourism, most tourists’ impressions 
of the USSR came from viewing its public space. Politically driven restrictions on 
contact between tourists and locals were partly responsible for this, but much of 
it was also due to the economic efficiencies of package tourism. Circumventing 
Intourist, however, Western organisations working for Soviet Jewish emigration 
rights collaborated with Jewish activists in the USSR to create an alternative tour-
ist track that regularly opened Soviet apartments to Western visitors. Prior to the 
tourists’ departure, the organisations provided them with Soviet Jews’ addresses 
and phone numbers and instructed them on how to break away from the package 
tours, use Soviet payphones to initiate contact, and navigate the Soviet metro and 
taxi systems. Contrary to the hopes of those who saw tourism as a means of foster-
ing goodwill, the encounters in Soviet apartments tended to reinforce rather than 
mitigate the negative Cold War imagery of the Soviet Union.

Activism and tourism

When the Gordons visited the Soviet Union, they did so with the help of Action for 
Soviet Jewry, a Boston-area human rights organisation that campaigned for perse-
cuted Soviet Jews (Bob Gordon was a co-founder of the group). Such organisations 
were found throughout the West, wherever sizeable Jewish communities existed. 
The groups constituted one-third of a transnational campaign, the others being the 
informal networks of Jewish activists in the USSR and a semi-clandestine agency 
of the Israeli government, known as Nativ (Hebrew for “Pathway” or “Route”).19 
The first Soviet Jewry advocacy organisation in the US, the Cleveland Committee 
on Soviet Anti-Semitism, had been founded in 1963 by members of a synagogue 
book club in Ohio. By the time of the Gordons’ trip in 1975 ( just weeks before the 
Helsinki Accords were signed), the network of organisations had spread around 
the world, and had succeeded in raising public awareness and mobilising West-
ern government opposition to anti-Jewish policies in the USSR. And the list was 
long. There were bans on the baking of unleavened bread (matzah) for Passover; 
government publications vilified the Jewish religion as “racist,” “reactionary,” 
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“anti-Soviet,” and “hostile to the fundamentals of socialist morals;”20 all but a 
token few Jewish cultural institutions – synagogues, theatres, newspapers, and 
schools – had been closed;21 there were Jewish quotas in universities; there was 
workplace discrimination; and there were reprisals against those who sought to 
escape their situation by applying for permission to emigrate (loss of work, police 
harassment, arrest, and imprisonment).22 As a result of an energetic effort by the 
transnational campaign, what activists referred to as the “plight” of Soviet Jewry 
made newspaper headlines, was testified to in Congressional hearings, negotiated 
over in US–Soviet diplomatic contacts, and shouted about in public protests, the 
largest of which – a December 1987 rally in Washington, DC – numbered over a 
quarter of a million.23

The Western campaign for Soviet Jews had two strands: supporting Jewish cul-
ture inside the USSR and helping Jews emigrate. It was an effort that brought 
NGOs and Western governments together in partnership.24 The Israeli government 
played a crucial role in launching the campaign, establishing Nativ in 1952 to 
provide direct support for Soviet Jews and to foster grassroots activism in other 
countries throughout the West.25

Nativ was the first of the organisations to recognise tourism’s potential as a 
resource, enlisting it to open a line of communication with Jews on the far side 
of the Iron Curtain. In 1966, it began supporting efforts to send Israeli citizens as 
“tourist-emissaries.” After the Soviets severed diplomatic relations with Israel as 
a result of the Arab–Israeli Six Day War in June 1967, Nativ turned to recruiting 
Jewish tourists from Europe and North America instead, sending its first groups 
from London and Stockholm in late 1967, from Paris in spring 1968, and from 
New York that autumn.26 Within two to three years, NGOs such as the New York-
based National Conference on Soviet Jewry (NCSJ), the Union of Councils for 
Soviet Jews (headquartered at the time in Cleveland), the Women’s Campaign 
for Soviet Jewry in London, the Comité des Quinze in Paris, the Aktionskom-
mittén för Sovjets judar in Stockholm, and others began following suit. The 
Union of Councils began contemplating systematic efforts to mobilize tourism in 
1970, with initial attempts at implementation beginning in late 1971. The NCSJ 
announced its own tourism effort in January 1972.27

The NGOs worked with three main types of travellers: the likes of the Gordons, 
who were travelling at the behest of the organisations for the primary purpose 
of meeting Soviet Jews; members of government and official delegations who 
met Soviet Jews as part of their missions; and general travellers (holidaymakers, 
conference-goers, students, etc.) whose visit had nothing to do with Soviet Jewry, 
but who were interested, or at least willing, to meet local Jews while in the USSR. 
Some of the latter sought out Soviet Jewry NGOs for assistance, while others 
were recruited when activists learned of their travel plans.

Although Russian-speaking tourists were prized recruits, they were few in 
number. As a result, conversations tended to be held in a combination of West-
ern and Jewish languages, with running translations into and out of Russian 
provided by multilingual refuseniks. Yiddish, which had been the vernacular of 
Eastern European Jewry until the war, was the shared language for older tourists 
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and refuseniks, who had learned some of the language from their parents and 
grandparents.28 The younger generations relied more on Modern Israeli Hebrew, 
a language that, if spoken at all, would typically have been acquired by hosts and 
guests alike as a second language.29 Most American travellers spoke in English, 
as the refuseniks’ English tended to be better than the visitors’ Russian. English-
speakers with a knowledge of French and German found these languages useful 
as well.

To support the travellers and facilitate their contact with Soviet Jews, NGOs 
prepared guidebooks with instructions on how to find synagogues, use payphones, 
decode the Cyrillic alphabet, tip taxi drivers, navigate the metro, smuggle things 
through customs, and slip away from tour groups without arousing suspicion.30 
Activists briefed and debriefed travellers, providing them with refuseniks’ names, 
phone numbers, addresses, and biographies, along with directions to their apart-
ments from the nearest metro stations. They also provided tailored lists of items 
needed by the people they were to visit – tourists helped refuseniks by bringing 
in books and medicine, office supplies to support local activism, and goods to sell 
on the black market (since refuseniks were often struggling financially, having 
been fired from their jobs).31 Tourists also helped by bringing information out, 
often in the form of trip reports ranging from a few paragraphs to a hundred pages 
in length. The information provided by returning tourists enabled the NGOs to 
compile databases with details of each refusenik’s legal status, health, material 
needs, and more. There are thousands of these trip reports in the archives, the bulk 
of which – including Marge Gordon’s – are now held by the American Jewish 
Historical Society’s Archive of the American Soviet Jewry Movement.32

Despite the platitudes about tourism reducing Cold War stereotypes and foster-
ing goodwill, the mobilisation of tourism by the Western campaigns for Soviet 
Jews tended to accomplish the opposite. The standard practice in this type of 
tourism involved vanishing from the organised Intourist groups in order to meet 
refuseniks in their homes. There, conversations centred on the hosts’ desire to 
emigrate (usually to Israel) and their negative experiences with the government, 
which both motivated and resulted from their efforts to leave.

Customs agents, Intourist guides, the police, and the KGB were aware of what 
tourists were doing, and tourists usually suspected and sometimes knew that they 
were being watched. Most travellers passed through customs on arrival and depar-
ture without encountering problems, but this ran so counter to their expectations 
that travellers were surprised at how easy it was. “For unexplainable reasons,” 
one traveller wrote, “we walked through customs without being stopped or exam-
ined. It proved that ‘in Russia, the rule is that there is no rule.’ You never know 
when you are [going to be] taken apart at customs or simply ignored.”33 In many 
instances, however, tourists did, in fact, have difficult encounters with Soviet offi-
cials. The most common report was of being singled out for invasive searches and 
harsh questioning at customs. Some also reported being followed by plainclothes 
police, or being harassed in their hotel rooms (receiving midnight calls with no 
voice at the other end of the line, or returning to their rooms to find that their lug-
gage had been opened and searched). In a handful of instances – not more than 
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5 per cent of the trips reported on – people were arrested and interrogated. A few 
of these individuals were expelled from the country, and some of the expulsions 
were followed by denunciations by name in the Soviet press.34

Unrepresentative populations

Scholars who have looked at Westerners’ visits to communist-bloc homes have 
concentrated on who had the privilege of taking part, for neither hosts nor guests 
were representative of their countries’ broader populations. State-sponsored 
city-twinning programmes between Soviet satellite countries and Western states 
created some opportunities for municipal leaders to be hosted by their Eastern 
European counterparts.35 Exchange programmes with the Soviet Komsomol youth 
movement gained some young people from the West a glimpse of life in Soviet 
apartments or dormitories.36 In the 1970s, Intourist began offering itineraries that 
included “structured ‘evenings of friendship’ ” for “freely improvised” conver-
sations on particular themes.37 As for privately initiated, unstructured domestic 
encounters, these were class-biased: Western participants tended to come from 
an elite group of journalists, diplomats, and academics in residence in the USSR; 
hosts, from an equivalent social stratum of educated Soviet professionals, primar-
ily in Moscow and Leningrad, including government officials and human rights 
activists (though probably not at the same gatherings).38 Westerners in the Soviet 
Union on short-term tourist visas generally did not find homes opened to them in 
this manner. Human rights tourists were a notable exception.

Soviet Jewry movement tourism expanded the range of Westerners who had a 
glimpse of Soviet home life, even as the profile of its travellers remained distinc-
tive: business people, teachers, non-profit workers, clergy, doctors, and lawyers, 
most of them Jewish.39 Their Soviet hosts, being Jewish activists pressing to emi-
grate to Israel, were in their own way unrepresentative of the broader population 
(and even of the broader Soviet Jewish population, most of whom were not activ-
ists, and who, when given the choice, tended to opt for the US over Israel).40 While 
most Soviet Jewish hosts were from Moscow and Leningrad, many were not. Of 
the 3,500 or so tourists whose trips from the 1970s and 1980s are accounted for 
in Soviet Jewry NGO files, over 90 per cent visited refuseniks in Moscow, about 
85 per cent in Leningrad. A quarter went to Kiev. Overall, slightly under half 
(approximately 45 per cent) travelled beyond these three cities to visit refuse-
niks in cities across the Ukraine, the Baltics, Georgia, and the Caucasus. Tbilisi, 
Odessa, Riga, and Vilnius each received about 8 per cent of the visitors (between 
275–300 people each), Minsk 7 per cent, Tashkent 5 per cent, and Samarkand, 
Yerevan, and Tallinn about 4 per cent each (around 130 people).41

By providing contacts in the USSR and guidance on arranging meetings with 
refuseniks, the Soviet Jewry movement created one of the few modes of tourism 
that regularly opened Soviet domestic spaces to Americans and Western Euro-
peans visiting the country on short-term tourist visas. Moreover, by encourag-
ing them to write up their encounters, the movement extended the immediate 
meaning-making of the tourist gaze into a more sustained process of second-order 
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reflection via narration of the travel experience. Thousands of normal tourists took 
up their pens and became, for a moment, Cold War era travel writers, their rep-
resentations of the Soviet Union informed by experiences inside Soviet homes.42

The semiotics of “authenticity” in tourism

In analysing how home visits figured into travellers’ representations of the Soviet 
Union, it is important to remember just how much visits to people’s homes occupy 
a privileged position in the semiotics of international tourism. Tourism is, among 
other things, a way of learning about foreign places, of making the unfamiliar 
familiar. Much of the tourism industry is premised on catering to this, represent-
ing places and putting meanings on display. But the very fact that an industry has 
arisen to serve tourists has helped to create the imperative to “escape the tourist 
bubble” and “get off the beaten track,” to see sites untouched by the tourism 
industry.43 Of these so-called “authentic” travel experiences, few are more prized 
than an invitation from locals to join them in their homes. There are sound socio-
logical reasons for this, as Dean MacCannell shows in a classic work that draws 
on Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical notion of front-stage and back-stage regions:

Having a back region generates the belief that there is something more than 
meets the eye, even when there are no secrets actually kept. . . . Being ‘one 
of them,’ [i.e. a local] or at one with ‘them,’ means, in part, being permitted 
to share back regions with ‘them.’ This is a sharing which allows one to see 
behind the others’ mere performances.44

In the general context of international tourism’s symbolic economy, refuseniks’ 
apartments were well positioned to serve as sites that would enable visitors to 
feel they were “discovering” an “authentic” Soviet Union. To the extent that it is 
possible to speak of an “elusive private sphere” in the USSR, apartments were the 
closest approximation to a back stage where the locals’ private lives unfolded.45 
If not entirely beyond the reach of the state, they were at least decidedly beyond 
the control of the Soviet tourism industry. The travellers’ belief that they were 
“off the beaten path” was informed by the difficulties they encountered in trying 
to find the apartments. The difficulty of making their way alone to a refusenik’s 
apartment was a common theme in the reports:

The next morning before breakfast we decided to walk to [refusenik Vladimir] 
Slepak’s flat. There are no accurate and detailed Russian maps available to 
tourists – probably to discourage people such as we, and on our incomplete 
map, Slepak’s flat appeared to be just on the other side of Red Square. After 
walking at least one and one half hours without finding his place and feel-
ing cold and discouraged, we returned to the hotel. After breakfast we again 
set out again and this time finally were successful. We felt such relief when 
Slepak came to his door and welcomed us into his apartment.

(Marge Gordon, 1975)46
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I took the Metro for one station, walked the area for an hour, asking direc-
tions several times, finally gave up, spent another half hour trying to hail a 
cab back to the hotel, walked into my hotel room, disgusted with myself, 
disgusted with my American friends who gave me the names and addresses, 
disgusted with Soviet Jewry when the phone rang:

– Hello. This is Ivan. I received your cable.
– Thank God. I was beginning to think that you were a fictitious character 

from a James Bond novel.
We met two hours later in front of a store, I with an orange kerchief so that 

he could identify me.
(Ruth Nordlicht, 1975)47

I strongly recommend that the traveler prepare himself before going off alone. 
He should spend some time learning the Cyrillic alphabet and a few Russian 
phrases. It is otherwise very difficult to wander from the group or make visits 
to people’s homes. It is also wise to purchase, in advance, maps of the major 
cities. American- and European-published maps are available showing street 
names and metro stops in both Cyrillic and Roman letters. They will not be 
easily available in the USSR.

(Harriet Goldberg, 1979)48

And yet representations of Soviet Jewish domestic spaces are contradictory, 
because in spite of the aura of authenticity generally ascribed to back regions, 
travelogues tended not to use descriptions of apartments to make explicit gen-
eralised assertions about the Soviet Union. This was in marked contrast to 
the representations of public space. Travelogues were full of generalising 
 descriptions – “Most of the streets are teeming with masses of people at all 
times”49 – or guidebook-style overviews like Marge Gordon’s – “We were struck 
by how different [Kiev] was from Moscow. It was warmer and prettier perhaps 
because of the many flowers in bloom, and because of the scenic Dnieper River 
with its many bridges. The people seemed more Western to us and more styl-
ish (miniskirts and even platform shoes were not unusual).”50 Domestic spaces 
tended not to be accorded similar treatment. One young attorney’s travelogue 
from 1979 was a rare exception:

The visits to refuseniks showed another side of things . . . [and] brought to 
life some of the things that the Soviet In-Tourist guides discussed. We were 
often told, for example, about the acute housing shortage in the Soviet Union 
and the national goal of providing nine square meters of space for every citi-
zen. . . . My visits to two Soviet apartments showed me that nine square 
meters provides little space and less privacy.

(Harriet Goldberg, 1979)51

In fact, one of the most striking things about the representation of domestic space 
in the travelogues is how often it was not represented at all. In the majority of 
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travelogues, reports on conversations in refuseniks’ homes covered the content of 
the discussions without offering any description of the physical setting in which 
the discussions took place. All that readers learn, in most instances, is that so-and-
so’s apartment was the venue for the meeting.

Behind this tendency to write about the content of a conversation while ignor-
ing its setting was the imperative of genre and audience. The reports were written 
for organisations whose briefing and debriefing materials clearly communicated a 
preference for certain types of information over others. The National Conference 
on Soviet Jewry was one of several organisations that provided travellers with 
fill-in-the-blank questionnaires: two pages summarising the details of the trip, 
and two pages each per refusenik visit, to include the city, name of person visited, 
address, phone number, how contacted, items left, requests for assistance, and 
items brought out, with space at the end for additional remarks.52 Descriptions of 
apartments were not on this list, and one can surmise that travellers understood 
that the organisations were culling information for their databases.53 What would 
be helpful for the movement was to provide information that would be “useful.”

What, then, are we to make of the fact that a sizeable minority of travellers 
did choose to describe the apartments they visited? The answer, I believe, lies 
in recognising that although Soviet Jewry NGOs only sought specific types of 
information, they also created an imperative to write, and in so doing set up the 
conditions that generated more than they had asked for – not merely data but nar-
ratives, stories that were not in themselves immediately useful to their informa-
tion processing purposes. Travellers ended up putting pen to paper not only for 
the organisations that sent them, but also for themselves. They narrated the stories 
of their journey as a form of self-expression, making sense of their experience 
engaging in activism not from afar, but in the presence of refuseniks in the Soviet 
Union itself.54

Descriptions of refuseniks’ apartments figured in this sense-making in a vari-
ety of ways. They helped travellers grasp the refuseniks’ situation as one of pro-
fessional success abandoned for the hope of a life elsewhere. They also helped 
travellers discover evidence that could affirm the value of their own presence in 
the Soviet Union. Perhaps most important, the representation of Soviet Jewish 
domestic space both as a haven from the Soviet world outside and as penetrated 
by that world helped travellers reinforce classic Cold War understandings of the 
Soviet Union as an oppressive society.

Gazing on the other, gazing on the self

Domestic spaces, when they were written about in the reports, tended not to serve 
as focal points of the narrative. Only occasionally written as symbols of them-
selves, they were more often presented incidentally, as the setting for interactions 
and conversations that were the narrator’s main focus. It is the writers’ casual 
attention to the issue that makes their accounts of domestic space especially 
revealing, because one can interpret them as moments of slippage that reveal 
assumptions and implicit meanings that the writers themselves might not have 
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been aware of in discursive consciousness. As the British humourist, Douglas 
Adams, put it, “Words used carelessly, as if they did not matter in any serious way, 
often [allow] otherwise well-guarded truths to seep through.”55

The collection of travelogues reveals that certain aspects of Soviet domestic 
space were remarked on by many different travellers. These included, most promi-
nently, hospitality, domestic surveillance, relations with neighbours, and apartment 
size, upkeep, décor, and furnishings. Not all of this served to represent the Soviet 
Union per se (although the assemblage of synonyms noting the “small,” “patheti-
cally small,” “humble,” or “tiny” size of the apartments certainly did).56 Descrip-
tions of décor and furnishings, for instance, mainly served the rhetorical function 
of characterisation, presenting the apartments’ occupants as cultured men and 
women who were navigating the consequences of their resistance. Bookshelves 
and their contents were high on the list. Russian books signified high levels of edu-
cation and professional attainment, the latter now redundant; Hebrew books signi-
fied Jewish commitment; English and other foreign-language literature, including 
Western newspapers, magazines and scientific journals, offered evidence of a life-
line from the West and a determination to remain professionally engaged despite 
 unemployment – signifiers of the refuseniks’ success in coping with their situation.

Typically, any such signalling was brief, as in these two July 1975 descriptions 
of the books in Vladimir and Masha Slepak’s Moscow apartment:

I was also impressed with the English books and publications on his shelves. 
It seemed that he had a well-stocked up-to-date library.

(Marge Gordon, 1975)57

They have an extensive English Judaica library, including the most recent 
copy of ‘Commentary Magazine.’

(Trudy Shecter and Debbie Shecter, 1975)58

In rare instances, writers made the implicit explicit, acknowledging that they were 
treating refuseniks’ libraries as signifiers of deeper meaning, as in this stream-of-
consciousness, composite portrait written by Rochelle Ginsburg, an elementary 
school educator who visited a decade later, in 1986:

Our eyes, moving in every direction at once, work to sort out our surround-
ings. The things of every household stuffed onto shelves and into corners. 
A mixture of necessities and mementos. Obvious signs of other visitors – 
cards, photographs, foreign magazines, collected and displayed. Cups and 
saucers stacked on shelves behind glass. But, most of all, books. Books lining 
every shelf and surface and table top available. Books in Russian, Hebrew, 
English. Textbooks, paperbacks, leatherbound volumes. Technical books, 
literary works, religious books. How could such small spaces contain so 
many books? While listening to the voices around me it is hard not to drift 
into contemplation about the books on the shelves. They tell a kind of story 
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in themselves. The past. The education and technical training. The level of 
expertise achieved. These are the students, and in some cases, the authors. 
The religious books, language primers, prayer books, and commentaries. The 
entry into a Jewish life that may or may not have developed until recently. 
The classic literary works and contemporary popular works – contact with a 
more cosmopolitan world. The current journals and special interest and news 
magazines – Reassurance that there is a pulse, there is a heartbeat, and they 
can still feel it.59

The “obvious signs of other visitors” mentioned by Ginsburg were also noted 
by other travellers. In June 1973, a New York ophthalmologist, Dennis Freilich, 
called attention to the decidedly non-Soviet political slogan decorating the Lenin-
grad apartment of 18-year-old Chanoch (Yevgeny) K.:

The first thing that could be noticed in the room was a large banner on the 
wall saying ‘Don’t Blame Me, I voted for McGovern.’ This was given to him 
by an American student, Seth [A.], who was present there on Passover.60

The banner was a visual non sequitur, but Freilich let that pass without comment. 
Readers in American Soviet Jewry organisations would recognise the slogan and 
its humour. It was popular with members of the Democratic Party, whose presi-
dential candidate, George McGovern, had just lost in a landslide to the incumbent 
Republican, Richard M. Nixon, in the elections of November 1972. (American 
Jews, including those active in the campaign for Soviet Jewry, tended not to look 
favourably on Nixon.)61 Six months after Freilich’s visit, Jerry Lewis, a former 
clerk to Britain’s All Parliamentary Committee for the Release of Soviet Jewry, 
offered these observations:

Most of the flats have maps of Israel on the walls, and postcards from over-
seas sent by wellwishers displayed on mantelpieces or alongside the maps. 
They also proudly show the photographs of activists working for them in 
other countries, and treasured the presents and trinkets sent to them by their 
overseas wellwishers.62

In these descriptions, the conventional relationship between tourist and souvenir 
was seen to be inverted. While the tourists may have later displayed souvenirs of 
their travels once they had returned home, during their stay in the Soviet Union 
they noticed that it was the locals who were commemorating the tourists’ visits 
by displaying mementos left in Russia by other travellers. In this, the tourists not 
only represented Soviet Jews as successfully remaining hopeful and sustaining 
social connections in spite of their circumstances, but more important, they were 
also telling themselves that their visits mattered, and that their support was val-
ued. Travellers saw in Soviet Jewish apartment décor an unspoken affirmation of 
the importance of their own presence there.



110 Shaul Kelner

The antithesis of Soviet space

In travellers’ accounts of their home visits, refuseniks’ apartments were typically 
presented as sites of warm hospitality. This emphasis took on a broader signifi-
cance given that the rhetorical function of such descriptions was not to exemplify 
the Soviet Union writ large as a warm, vibrant, colourful country, but to establish 
a contrast that reinforced the Cold War imagery of a cold, impersonal, inhospita-
ble place.

The travelogue written by Victor Borden, an obstetrician and gynaecologist 
from New Jersey who visited the USSR with his wife, Frani, in July 1985, is 
illustrative. It contains a running theme common to many of the trip reports: the 
American Cold War stereotype of homo sovieticus as a grey, unsmiling automa-
ton. The trope is present even in its opening lines:

We land at Moscow on July 4th. How ironic that on the day we celebrate our 
independence, we arrive in the Soviet Union. . . . I notice that none of the 
arriving passengers from our flight exhibit any joy or happiness at having 
arrived at Moscow. There seem to be no families waiting to welcome home 
those arriving passengers. This is our first indication of what we later find to 
be prevalent in all of Russia. There is no joy.63

Several pages on, however, Borden did find families and joy in Russia – not in 
public, but in the domestic realm, in refuseniks’ homes. He described his visit 
with Frani to the apartment of the activists Alec and Rosa Ioffe, for their son 
Dmitry’s wedding.

In this small little room, filled with bookcases, approximately thirty people 
crowd in to witness the wedding. It is oppressively hot and uncomfortable, 
but the emotions of the moment far exceed the discomfort. We are standing 
so close that Frani is actually under the tallit [prayer-shawl wedding canopy], 
and we can easily observe the bride weeping with joy during the ceremony. 
I cry when I hear Dimitry, in Hebrew, say, “I take thee for my lawful wedded 
wife.” A huge, ‘Mazel tov!’ erupts from everyone in the room when the glass 
is broken. . . . Rosa, Alec’s wife, has put out large quantities of cake and wine, 
which we partake of after the ceremony. . . . Rosa serves different salads, dev-
iled eggs, hot peppers, fish, and challah (over which our cover is used).64 We 
can see that a lot of preparation was necessary for this meal. Large quantities 
of wine and Vodka are present. There are at least twenty people sitting along 
side this table. There is hardly any elbow room for any of us, but no one cares, 
as we all are thrilled to be able to sit so close to each other and share in these 
precious few moments together.65

The morning after the wedding, the Bordens were back with their tour, out in 
public spaces, their gaze taking in other people who were crowded together – the 
anonymous Soviet masses:
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After a few hours of sleep, we get up, and have the same breakfast as yes-
terday. Leaving the hotel, we walk to GUM, a huge department store located 
near Red Square. . . . There are huge crowds of people throughout the store, 
many waiting in lines, especially for shoes and cosmetics. We find nothing 
stylish in any of the departments of the store. As an example, we can find no 
leather goods, only those of vinyl, yet people are lined up for this terrible 
merchandise. In order to purchase an item, a customer must stand in three 
lines, one to look at the item and get its exact price, the second to pay for the 
item, and the last to pick it up once he shows a receipt. All of this seems to 
take forever.66

The text continues alternating in this way, establishing a binary contrast between 
Soviet public space and private Jewish domestic space. Unsmiling Russians, 
an anonymous, undifferentiated crowd, waiting in long queues for low-quality 
mass-produced goods; joyous Jews, named and individuated, packed together 
and enjoying home-cooked delicacies in small apartments, havens of warmth and 
camaraderie in an otherwise cold and unfriendly country. Victor Borden himself 
made the contrast explicit at various points of his travelogue:

I must now take some time to give some impressions of the Russian people, 
not the refuseniks, we have met. They walk or rather march along as if they 
are robots. They are expressionless zombies, their demeanor reflecting no 
pleasure or joy in their existence. They work not to achieve but because they 
have to.67

My G–d, how I miss seeing people smile! The only laughter we’ve heard 
other than at a refusenik’s home has been at the circus. A person can’t help 
but laugh at the circus, but the moment we walked outside everyone again 
wore grim unhappy expressions.68

When Frani mentions that all the people we observe on the street seem 
emotionless, but the Refuseniks we have met, in spite of their awful pre-
dicaments, exhibit a greater variety of emotions, Evgeny responds by saying 
that once he and the other Refuseniks decided to apply for exit visas they 
inwardly became free. A great burden was taken from them. It is that inner 
sense of freedom that makes them better off than the rest.69

It is important to recognise that there are other ways the writer might have inter-
preted the experiences in the refuseniks’ apartments. Borden could have con-
cluded that his initial impressions about a joyless Soviet Union were a Cold War 
stereotype. In fact, there was joy. In fact, there were smiles. He had seen it at 
first hand. He could have declared that his initial impression that Soviets were 
joyless resulted from the mistake of looking only at their behaviour in public. 
He might have suggested that Soviets behaved differently in public and private, 
being reserved with strangers, effusive with friends. But to draw this conclusion, 
he would have had to have seen the refuseniks as Soviets just like the strangers 
on the street.
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Why was it so hard to see them in this way? Jews were othered in the USSR, 
refuseniks especially so, and those trying to help them emigrate took the fact of this 
othering for granted. Moreover, with no access to the homes of Soviet gentiles, Bor-
den’s only experience of them was in public. The result was an interpretation of the 
experience in Soviet Jewish apartments not as representative of the Soviet Union, 
but as one half of a set of related dichotomies: Jewish/domestic space/warmth/joy 
were mapped onto one side; Soviet Russian (gentile)/public space/cold/joyless, the 
other. In this way, domestic encounters, which under other circumstances might 
have undermined Western Cold War preconceptions, ended up reinforcing them.

Public encroachments on private space

If the focus on warmth and hospitality showed the Soviet Union in a negative light 
by portraying refuseniks’ apartments as havens from the hostile country beyond, 
negative representations of this outside world were also communicated in por-
trayals of these havens as insecure. Visitors commonly represented Soviet Jewish 
homes as sites where the public sphere penetrated private lives, making domes-
tic space into a site of state surveillance. Sometimes, this was written about by 
relating refuseniks’ reports of police and KGB entry into their homes to conduct 
searches or make arrests:

Natasha and her husband, Mikhail, are very active in refusenik activities. He 
teaches Hebrew, they have met with American Congressmen, and in general, 
coordinate refusenik battles with officials. Their flat has been searched many 
times by the KGB with materials occasionally confiscated. They worry con-
stantly about being arrested and imprisoned, but, nevertheless, they continue 
on with their activities.

(Victor Borden, 1985)70

In other instances, travellers portrayed Soviet Jewish domestic space as sites of 
state surveillance by describing their own sightings of KGB watchers stationed 
outside or entering apartment buildings.

Arriving at Professor Lerner’s apartment house, we found two KGB agents 
in the lobby – and a smiling Lerner at his door. . . . We talked freely, if care-
fully, knowing there were two cars with KGB men keeping surveillance of 
the building.

(Nat Kameny, 1974)71

[Dorian and Anya H., of Riga] both stated that their phone is tapped and that 
they are constantly being followed and harassed. I did personally witness a 
‘plumber’ appearing at their apartment at 8:30 p.m. to supposedly fix pipes. 
They claim they had called for no one, and I can only assume that the trans-
mission of our conversation was not coming through clearly.

(Jules Lippert, 1973)72
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A third way that travellers represented Soviet apartments as something other 
than private havens was by describing behaviour by their hosts that seemed to 
indicate that the refuseniks themselves suspected they were under surveillance. 
For example, when refuseniks sometimes moved their conversations out of their 
apartments, travellers were wont to interpret this as a sign that the domestic space 
had been penetrated by the surveillance state and was unsafe for open discussion. 
“We went to see Professor Lerner,” wrote Ahaviah Scheindlin and Bill Aron in 
1981. “We had a good visit. We discussed all meetings, etc. in the park across the 
street (we couldn’t speak in anybody’s home in Moscow!).”73

At the other extreme were refuseniks who framed their domestic space as thor-
oughly compromised by surveillance, not by holding their tongues, but by demon-
strably making a show of not concealing information. Whether this was done with 
humour or with defiance, the implication was that since it was impossible to keep 
anything secret from government watchers, homes were no less safe for conver-
sation than anywhere else. Visiting two of the most internationally well-known 
refuseniks, Vladimir and Masha Slepak, Marge Gordon wrote, “It impressed me 
that they spoke so freely and openly about their situation even though they assume 
that their apartment is bugged. In fact, on occasion Slepak would look up at his 
wall and speak jokingly at an imaginary spot where his bugging device might be 
(since he does not know its real location).”74

Between the two extremes of avoiding conversation and speaking directly into 
the presumed microphones was the most commonly reported type of behaviour: 
the taking of modest precautions.

Before entering the apartment, [refusenik Yosef T.] warned us not to speak 
in the passage ways, we entered the apartment, he quickly put on the radio 
loudly and closed all of the window shades.

(Dennis Freilich, 1973)75

Mrs R. thought that the apartment was bugged through the telephone, and she 
turned the dial and inserted a pencil in it.

(Joel Sprayregen, 1970)76

Pavel unplugs his phone as soon as we enter his apartment.
(Victor Borden, 1985)77

Travelogues rarely evaluated the efficacy of these efforts. They simply noted them. 
But in noticing and writing about these small attempts to protect the boundaries 
that made domestic space private, travel writers invoked the authority of the locals 
to represent the Soviet state as possessing a penetrating panoptic power. Such a 
view accorded with their own preconceptions, as evidenced by thousands of sepa-
rate accounts of travellers’ nervous preparations for hiding their meetings from 
customs officials, Intourist guides, and others. But observing how refuseniks took 
precautions of their own served in the travel narratives to validate these appre-
hensions by suggesting that Soviet Jews shared them too, even in –  especially 
in – their own homes.
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Conclusion

From the mid-1950s onwards, and with increasing momentum with detente, West-
erners used tourism as a way of engaging personally with the Cold War. This was 
not simply tourism in the Cold War era, or tourism in a Cold War context, but 
tourism of the Cold War, positioning the Cold War itself as a tourist destination. 
Fundamental to the Western construction of the Cold War as a tourist attraction 
was the notion of the Soviet Union as a closed society, hidden and inaccessi-
ble behind its Iron Curtain. Its spaces, forbidden and foreboding, were for that 
very reason alluring. The promise of tourism was the promise of penetrating these 
spaces to see behind the Iron Curtain, as it were. It was, of course, a chimera. Cold 
War frontiers were omnipresent, and not coterminous with the geopolitical border. 
The fact of entering the Soviet Union did not render all its spaces accessible. On 
the contrary, government control over visitors’ itineraries constrained Western-
ers’ ability to see much beyond the public spaces that were open to viewing.78 
In this sense, tourism merely moved the frontier, pushing back the realm of the 
forbidden. Domestic space remained largely inaccessible to most travellers, as 
did the unstructured contact with locals that such spaces afforded. In the symbolic 
economy of Cold War tourism, home visits, unofficial and unsanctioned, were the 
ultimate “off the beaten track,” and were valued accordingly.

Human rights tourism is notable in the annals of Cold War culture as one of 
the few modes of travel that regularly opened Soviet domestic space to a Western 
gaze. Organisations working to enable Soviet Jewish emigration provided thou-
sands of tourists an opportunity to tour the Cold War from an unusual vantage 
point. From inside refuseniks’ apartments, human rights tourists tried to make 
sense of the USSR by examining how such homes stood in relation to the society 
at large. Their writings reveal that they tended to see this domestic space both 
as an antithesis to Soviet space – a warm and hospitable haven in the midst of a 
cold and hostile land – and as a Soviet space in its own right – a socialist creation 
penetrated by a police state. These representations took negative Western images 
of the Soviet Union and re-energised them, imbuing them with all the symbolic 
power associated with the tourist impulse to go behind the scenes. “There are bars 
on the one window in the small living room,” Victor Borden wrote of a refusenik’s 
apartment in Leningrad. “It truly reminds me of the prison that it is.”79

It was one of the ironies of the Cold War that detente itself paved the way 
for this, widening the tourist channels, which human rights groups seized on to 
advance their cause. The encounters that took place in refuseniks’ apartments fos-
tered little tolerance for, much less acceptance of, the Soviet system. Rather, they 
reinforced transnational solidarity among those committed to challenging Soviet 
power from both sides of the Iron Curtain.
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garnered 65 per cent of the American Jewish vote; Nixon 35 per cent. Moreover, 
American Jewish activists in the campaign for Soviet Jewry opposed a normaliza-
tion of US–Soviet relations that ignored Soviet human rights abuses (hence the Jack-
son–Vanik Amendment, linking American trade preferences to Soviet respect for 
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Newly Uncovered Nixon Comments on the Subjects of Jews and Black People,”  
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6  “Much more freedom of thought 
than expected there”

Rosey E. Pool, a Dutch fellow traveller 
on holiday in the Soviet Union (1965)

Lonneke Geerlings

“Much more freedom of thought than expected there,” the Dutch translator Rosey 
E. Pool (1905–1971) wrote to a friend. It was late 1965 and she had just trav-
elled across the Soviet Union, together with her life partner, Ursel “Isa” Isen-
burg (1901–1987). The trip provided a “most interesting experience from many 
angles,” Pool wrote, perhaps hinting at their multilayered personalities that made 
them receptive to different perspectives on marginalised communities.1

Pool and Isenburg were a lesbian couple; both were Jewish; both were followers 
of the Baha’i faith;2 and both were experienced world travellers. Moreover, Pool’s 
experience in interwar Popular Front movements and their shared anti-racist 
activism greatly influenced their conception of, encounters with, and interpreta-
tions of Soviet society. This chapter provides an individual, biographical approach 
to Soviet travel during the Cold War. Their journeys and their travel writing reveal 
a heterogeneous message about the Soviet Union, which becomes clear through a 
close reading. Fellow travellers used positive remarks about the Soviet Union to 
affirm political sympathies, while the careful mention of public figures was meant 
to show which side of the political spectrum they were on – all applied in such a 
way as to maintain plausible deniability. This chapter actively reads their writings 
and correspondence “against the grain” to detect subtle meanings.

Rosey E. Pool was not only a translator, educator, and anthologist of African-
American poetry. She was also an expatriate, a migrant, and at times, a tourist. Her 
transnational life brought her to various hotbeds of history: Berlin, as the Weimar 
Republic became Nazi Germany; Amsterdam during the war, where she taught 
Anne Frank before she went into hiding; a Nazi transit camp, from which she 
miraculously escaped; Mississippi in the midst of the civil rights movement. In the 
late 1940s she moved to London, sharing a home with Isenburg, a German Jewish 
radiologist who had fled Nazi Germany in the 1930s. Isenburg and Pool knew each 
other from their Berlin days in the 1920s and now they reconnected. Until Pool’s 
death in 1971 they spent the rest of their lives together – at home and on the road 
for over 23 years. To the outside world they were inseparable friends. Pool referred 
to her in letters as “my dear friend,” her “flatmate” or “my living and business part-
ner.” To close friends, however, it was obvious that they were a couple.

In the 1950s and 1960s the two travelled extensively. For a short time they 
even ran their own travel agency in London, “Allways [sic] Travel Service.”3 
Although they closed the agency after a few years, the two women continued 
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to “allways” travel. As travel experts they now organised and booked their own 
trips and travelled independently around the globe. Their holidays included Israel, 
Greece (1954), Mexico, France (1960), Norway (1961), the West Indies, Haiti, 
Jamaica, Canada (1963), Greece, Yugoslavia, North Africa, Italy (1964), Latin 
America (1967), and Turkey (1968). Moreover, Pool also travelled on her own 
to the US (as a Fulbright scholar in 1959–60, and to spend several semesters 
as a visiting scholar in the Southern US between 1962 and 1967), and attended 
festivals and conferences in Nigeria, Ghana (1961), and Senegal (1966). Because 
Pool spoke several languages she thought of “many parts of the world as a kind of 
home,” seeing herself as a sort of “gypsy.”4 Isenburg, Prussian by birth, was not 
a polyglot like Pool, but nonetheless shared her passion for travel. She attended 
international radiology conferences and frequently visited Paris, which she had 
“adopted” as her hometown of choice. “Isa never feels a holiday is complete with-
out her beloved Paris,” Pool wrote.5 As individual travellers who moved between 

Figure 6.1  Pool (right) and Isenburg on the balcony of their home in London in the 1960s

Source: © Jewish Historical Museum, Amsterdam
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countries, cultures, and contexts, they experienced unhomeliness and ambiguity 
of place, and their sense of belonging and identity could be transitional.

Their 1965 holiday to the Soviet Union was part of an increased interest in 
travelling behind the Iron Curtain. Khrushchev’s Thaw saw the lifting of travel 
restrictions, which enabled Western tourists and students to visit the Soviet Union 
in great numbers.6 It was often organised by Soviet friendship organisations that 
had emerged in the West in previous decades. Vernu-reizen, the travel agency 
of the Dutch friendship organisation Vereniging Nederland-USSR (1947–1997), 
claimed that in 1963 no fewer than 800,000 foreigners visited the Soviet Union 
for a holiday – mostly Americans, but also some from the Netherlands. “Travel 
behind the Iron Curtain is ‘hot,’ ” one Dutch newspaper reported.7 It neverthe-
less remained an unusual travel destination. Vernu-reizen assured the Amsterdam 
newspaper Het Parool that visiting the Soviet Union was “not spooky at all.”8 The 
weekly flight between Amsterdam and Leningrad launched in 1968 was just one 
sign of an increased interest in life behind the Iron Curtain, which attracted more 
tourists to the Soviet Union.

Biographical approach in the history of tourism

This chapter situates Pool’s comments on the Soviet Union within her diverse 
positioning, and sheds a light on (local) power relations.9 The focus on individual 
travellers makes not only “invisible” subjects visible, but also their individual 
and subjective perceptions, which can counter standardised tourist narratives.10 
By acknowledging differences among tourists, this biographical case study also 
shows that the personal is inherently political.

Far from being passive spectators, even small interactions between tourists and 
locals can constitute cultural production, as tourism co-creates liminal, in-between 
spaces that can contest their world and the other(s).11 Although such individual 
travels might seem marginal, and thus insignificant, individual travels can expose 
both travellers and locals to different worldviews. In her 1968 autobiography, 
Pool explained her role as a temporary visitor in the American South. Locals often 
told their deepest personal secrets to her, perhaps because she “vanished to some 
place three or four thousand miles away” after a few weeks – back to London. Her 
in-between position as a “non-dangerous witness” meant that people confided in 
her. “Secrets are safe with me,” was her explanation.12 Clearly it is worthwhile to 
delve further into her short-stay holidays, and not just her longer trips.

Travel in the Soviet Union during the Cold War was symbolic and filled with 
significance. Especially for political tourists and (closet) homosexuals, it could be 
a transformative experience, a pilgrimage, and almost invigorating.13 This chap-
ter will explore Pool and Isenburg’s encounters, looking for insights into tourist 
interactions with Soviet citizens.

Travellers and fellow travellers

From the mid-1920s to the 1960s Pool and Isenburg were fellow travellers: part 
of a broad group of Western left-wing intellectuals who shared a critical stance 
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towards Western society, and who were broadly sympathetic towards socialism, 
and sometimes communism and the USSR too.14 Pool had experienced the inter-
war Popular Front movements, and especially during the war she leaned heavily 
towards communism.15 Although Pool never became a party member, her experi-
ences with the old left, in an anti-fascist resistance group during the war and as a 
Holocaust survivor, left her sympathetic to communist beliefs.

Still, Pool’s interest in Russia and the Soviet Union had been marginal up to 
that point. She had translated some of Tchaikovsky’s correspondence and learned 
some Russian phrases to entertain friends at cocktail parties. That makes it dif-
ficult to pinpoint what she “truly” felt about the Soviet Union around 1965. As 
Pool mostly operated in (African-)American circles, predominantly on the left, 
her behaviour was firmly rooted in a specific US context of the 1950s. According 
to historian James Smethurst, Cold War–era leftists adapted a pattern of locu-
tion, as they “generally assumed that their correspondence was being read at least 
occasionally by various intelligence agencies.”16 Leftist intellectuals like Pool 
self-censored their public and personal writings accordingly. With the political 
relationship between East and West changing frequently during Khrushchev’s 
leadership (1956–64), political outspokenness remained an ongoing concern for 
many fellow travellers and leftists. And even when the immediate threat of McCa-
rthyism was gone, many leftists remained cautious throughout the 1960s. Sme-
thurst calls Pool’s correspondence “fascinating documents of Cold War political 
circumspection,” as “the correspondents cautiously come out of their political 
closets,” mostly by mentioning the names (W. E. B. Du Bois, Shirley Graham, 
David Du Bois, Walter Lowenfels) that revealed their sympathies, while not 
revealing too much at the same time.17 And in her public appearances, Pool often 
concealed her former socialist and communist sympathies. As a result she chose 
not to publish travel accounts from her experiences in the Soviet Union, even 
though she consistently published accounts of all her other journeys. This forced 
me to read her and Isenburg’s few comments in their letters “against the grain” in 
order to detect subtle or hidden messages.18

This “other” reading makes it clear that the visit had a great impact. Pool wrote 
to a friend afterward that “The USSR . . . was a great experience and killed many 
prejudices.”19 One of those prejudices was about Siberia: “we almost passed out 
with the heat in Siberia,” Pool wrote afterwards, “although one’s association with 
Siberia is snow and ice.”20 Not even fellow travellers were immune to negative 
stereotypes about the Soviet Union. Elsewhere, the two women used positive 
remarks about the Soviet Union to affirm their political sympathies, while care-
fully mentioning public figures in order to maintain plausible deniability.21

Interesting conversations, fine scenery
From 24 May to mid-June 1965, Pool and Isenburg enjoyed a four-week holi-
day in the Soviet Union. They travelled around the northern half of the globe, 
departing from the US, via Japan across Asia towards London – an impressive 
13,000 miles. The majority of the trip was spent in the Soviet Union, which they 
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travelled “to the (almost) entire length and width,” Pool wrote, “from Nakhodka 
(near Vladivostok) all the way through Siberia and Ural [sic], to Moscow, to the 
Crimes [sic], and Caucasus, [the] Republic of Georgia and onward to Leningrad 
and home by Russian boat from there to London.” This journey included the leg-
endary Trans-Siberian Railway between Irkutsk and Moscow. Pool described the 
train journey as “some of the most revealing 3½ days in my life, wonderful people 

Figure 6.2  Pool (left) and Isenburg, summer of 1947

Source: © Rudi Wesselius



128 Lonneke Geerlings

met, interesting conversations, fine scenery.”22 Pool, fluent in Dutch, German, and 
English, and with a working knowledge of French, Italian, and Norwegian, had 
memorised some Russian words and phrases so she could engage in small talk 
with locals. They communicated with other passengers by using words from vari-
ous languages: “I made myself nicely misunderstood with [a] little Russian, their 
smatterings of English, French and German, and a dictionary.”23 If that did not 
help, they used hand gestures.

It is hard to see this rudimentary communication as an actual exchange with 
Soviet citizens. Yet, Pool experienced the train ride as an almost transformative 
experience: “The four days in that small railway community from Irkutsk to Mos-
cow were an education in itself.” Nevertheless, the limitations were obvious and 
frustrated the two women: “How many times I exclaimed, heavens to Betsy, how 
do I explain that to them!”24 Pool’s story suggests that there were mainly Russian 
travellers on the train who were friendly towards these tourists. In fact, the two 
women travelled the way Soviet citizens liked it best: in an educational and useful 
manner, travelling from one place to another,25 which probably contributed to the 
kindness they encountered.

A bourgeois crime: lesbians in the Soviet Union

Their cautious attitudes with American correspondents was also practised in the 
flesh during their holiday in the Soviet Union, where they also had to be careful, 
but now on a completely different level as lesbian travellers. It is unlikely that 
Pool and Isenburg highlighted their sexuality during these encounters – not only 
were they unable to do so due to language barriers, but it was also wise to keep 
silent. Despite a lack of historical research on lesbian tourism, it is safe to say that 
Pool and Isenburg had to be extremely careful.26

Homosexuality was punishable in the Soviet Union from the 1930s onwards. 
By the 1960s it was seen as “shameful” or a “bourgeois crime,” but most of all 
it was considered perverse.27 The era of de-Stalinisation was actually one of the 
most conservative periods in Soviet society for homosexuals. The 1960s showed 
a sharp increase in annual convictions for sodomy; same-sex relations between 
women were known as vialotekushaia shizofreniia (“sluggishly manifesting 
schizophrenia”).28 Although not punishable by law, lesbians could be brought 
before “comrades’ courts,” where if convicted they could be sentenced to forced 
hospitalisation, psychiatric drugs, psychological therapy, or the loss of some civil 
rights.29 As a result, lesbianism was surrounded by a “conspiracy of silence” until 
the 1980s, and lesbians remained largely invisible.

As tourists moved around in-between spaces they remained largely invisible as 
well, especially to the comrades’ courts. Pool and Isenburg probably went along 
with the “silence” on the topic. It must have been a familiar situation. During 
their American travels, Pool often said that she was accompanied by her “best 
friend” – not an uncommon thing for lesbians to say on either side of the Iron 
Curtain. The attitude they adopted during their holiday was thus perhaps not so 
different from their ordinary lives in the UK. Even back in London, they often 
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left their relationship unspecified, because Pool, according to a family member, 
was “a bit prude.” Pool despised the Dutch word vriendin (girlfriend); it was too 
“piquant” to her taste.30

Despite her secrecy, Pool has been described as an advocate of lesbian and gay 
emancipation.31 Some of the reasons the Soviet Union appealed to many left-wing 
Westerners was because of its idealised progressive stance toward homosexuals 
(largely untrue) and towards gender equality (partially true, for although Soviet 
women in general had better career options than their peers in the West, they 
experienced a double burden of work and housework).32 This image of gender 
equality also attracted many (non-political) female travellers. From the 1920s to 
the 1940s, almost 40 per cent of tourists to the Soviet Union were women travel-
ling independently.33 Two “single” middle-aged women travelling together would 
not have been all that strange.

In this respect Pool and Isenburg were not so uncommon. However, the route 
they took, the distance they covered, and the means of transportation were more 
unusual. A month-long holiday was considerably longer than most Vernu-reizen 
trips (which usually lasted seven to twelve days).34 Moreover, the return from 
Leningrad to London was made by boat instead of the usual train journey via 
Berlin: “[I completed] the cycle,” Pool wrote to a friend, “by crossing over from 
the latter city [Leningrad] to London in a magnificent new Russian ship via Hel-
sinki and Gothenburg in Sweden.”35 This made their holiday considerably more 
expensive, although it was not an insurmountable problem. After all, their sexual 
identity not only imposed limitations, it also offered opportunities. They were two 
working women without children, and thus had a considerable disposable income 
to travel “the other half of our magnificent world.”

A country without racism: African Americans  
and the Soviet Union

Since the 1920s Pool had been an advocate of black emancipation. After the war 
she never hesitated to compare European anti-Semitism with American racism, 
often saying that racial segregation was a first step towards another Holocaust.36 
Pool was thus a vocal critic of Western racial attitudes, comparable to other fellow 
travellers and radical African-American intellectuals. Many of the latter regarded 
the Soviet Union as a promised land.37 Some even described it as “the country 
without racism” where there was “no Jim Crow.”38

Pool was certainly aware of the special place that the Soviet Union had in the 
minds of many African American intellectuals. In 1962 she wrote a critical arti-
cle for a Soviet women’s magazine on American racial segregation.39 She also 
corresponded with many African Americans who had visited or would visit the 
Soviet Union, including the poet Langston Hughes (in 1932–33), the publisher 
Dudley Randall (in 1966), Vera C. Foster of the Tuskegee Institute, Alabama (in 
1964), Charles “Chuck” Anderson (probably 1963), and the poet and artist Mar-
garet Burroughs (in 1965 and 1966).40 Some of them were fellow travellers, some 
outspoken communists. The famous scholar W. E. B. Du Bois and his wife, the 
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playwright Shirley Graham, went to stay with Pool in London before continuing 
their trip to the Soviet Union and China in 1958.41

It is not unthinkable that Pool visited a number of well-connected Soviet citi-
zens of African and African American descent, such as Lloyd Patterson, who lived 
in Komsomolsk-na-Amure in the Russian Far East. Perhaps she visited the Afro-
Soviet historian Lily Golden (1934–2010) in Moscow, whom she knew person-
ally.42 Possibly they even met Margaret Burroughs (1915–2010), who was also 
travelling in the Soviet Union in 1965, the country where her husband had spent 
his childhood.43 However, there are no records of such meetings. Contacts with 
American progressive radicals could be dangerous if the couple ever wanted to 
visit the US again. McCarthyism was a thing of the past by the mid-1960s, but 
since several of her close friends had been questioned by the McCarthy commit-
tee, the episode was still fresh in everyone’s minds. The political tide could easily 
turn against progressive leftists again. The majority of their trip went unmen-
tioned in their letters to friends. A short reference to Tashkent (in Uzbekistan), 
which was not on their route, shows that they kept a good deal of their experiences 
to themselves. Nevertheless, Pool wrote proudly to some friends and acquaint-
ances that she had visited the USSR.44 In anti-racist circles it was certainly no bad 
thing to have seen this “promised land” with her own eyes.

Museums of religion: Baha’is and Jews in the Soviet Union

Pool and Isenburg both had similar multilayered identities that usually remained 
invisible, especially as tourists passing through. Both women were secular Jews, 
but in the 1960s they started a spiritual quest. They eventually found religious 
fulfilment in the Baha’i faith, which they joined in May 1965 while in Huntsville, 
Alabama, shortly before travelling on to the USSR. The Baha’i faith, a mono-
theistic religion that stresses the spiritual unity of all humankind, originated in 
Persia in the nineteenth century.45 Ever since the Baha’i faith spread in Russia in 
the 1880s, its supporters there had been severely persecuted.46 In 1928 the Baha’i 
faith was seen as “anti-Soviet,” and the government decided that it had an “espio-
nage character” and therefore needed to be wiped out within the borders of the 
USSR.47 The religion was forbidden in 1938.

The two new converts kept an eye open for other Baha’is, whom Pool regarded 
as her new “family.” After her conversion she visited Baha’is all across the world, 
starting immediately in Japan, at the beginning of their trip. In Kyoto, Pool had a 
phone call with American–Hawaiian author and Baha’i follower Agnes Alexander 
(1875–1971) before heading into the city: “We spent most of our time in Kyoto 
visiting shrines and temples and people outside, and the evenings in the city,” Pool 
wrote. “Fascinations [sic], enormously fascinating all of it.”

Religion thus became an important focal point for their Russian trip. In the mid-
1960s there were only two small isolated Baha’i communities left (in Tashkent 
and Fergana, both in Uzbekistan), about 200 Russian Baha’is in total.48 However, 
Pool remained largely uncritical of their oppression; instead, she praised the toler-
ance of religion in the USSR:
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Then the trek across Russia, four weeks on Russian soil. We generally found 
much more interest in religious matters than we anticipated. Even the fact that 
so many people come to see the ‘museums’ of religion, which are established 
in inactive churches, is significant. I found several fully attended orthodox 
churches, a very full mosque in Leningrad (a beauty too, true copy of the 
ruined one of Tashkent).49

Pool was clearly amazed that religious traditions had survived in a “disenchanted” 
Soviet Union. Was it the amazement of a Western traveller, or a praise from a fel-
low traveller? Her admiration for the tolerance of the Soviet government towards 
religious “dissidents” was unmistakable, though. The government not only toler-
ated the existence of churches as “museums” – a thing of the past – but also let 
people practise their religion. Her remarks amounted to support for the Soviet 
Union. The Western world frequently reported on the persecution of religion in 
the USSR.50 This intolerance was indeed the case in the Stalinist period. Despite 
it, religious practices, faith, and discourses became more widespread even during 
the anti-religious campaign in the 1950s.51 In fact, after Brezhnev came to power 
in 1964 both private and public religion was indeed tolerated, or at least ignored. 
It was not full acceptance of the kind Pool seemed to suggest, however.

In that same letter, Pool also referred to the position of the Jews, another perse-
cuted minority. Pool noted:

mass attendance at an open air concert in a park in Sochi in the Caucasus 
for artists from Vilnius, Jews, singing Yiddish, and Hebrew, even songs to 
beautiful texts of Bialik, first in Hebrew, then in Yiddish, and from the laugh-
ter about jokes in folksongs, wedding tunes etc. one could gather how well 
understood it all was.52

Historians have looked askance at the non-critical stance of many fellow travel-
lers towards the USSR: many praised Soviet society in every possible way in their 
travel reports, while being highly critical of Western regimes.53 This unquestion-
ing and naïve stance on the Soviet Union is also evident in Pool’s reflections on 
her journey: “Much more freedom of thought than expected there, the people 
opener, more outgoing, warmer, welcoming beyond expectation.”54 This obvi-
ously raises questions. How could Pool ignore the discrimination, the persecution 
of both Baha’is and, more subtly, the Jews in the Soviet Union?

Upon closer inspection a different reading becomes possible. Her mention 
of Hebrew, a marginalised language,55 the seemingly casual mention of Bialik, 
was not just a coincidence; it was Pool showing her political colours. The fact 
that she referred to the liberal Jewish poet Hayim Nahman Bialik (1873–1934) 
was especially telling. Bialik, the so-called “national poet” of the Zionist move-
ment, condemned anti-Semitic violence and was forced to live for many years in 
exile in Germany and Palestine. Pool’s suggestion that such dissident voices were 
accepted, and that modern Hebrew was spoken in the Caucasus, was a sign that 
she opposed the Western view of the USSR as one monolithic bloc. To that extent 
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she debunked the myths about socialism, although very carefully, and invisibly to 
the untrained eye.

Concluding remarks

Pool and Isenburg interpreted the Soviet Union within their own frameworks as 
Western European, post-1956 (former) fellow travellers. Like other fellow travel-
lers, Pool always sympathised with the underdog – in this case the Soviet Union 
itself – and dismissed negative images of the Soviet Union by only paying atten-
tion to the positive aspects of Soviet society. Western leftists of this type saw the 
USSR as a country that offered (greater) equality for Blacks, women, and other 
minorities. Paradoxically, the minority groups that Pool and Isenburg could relate 
to (lesbians, Baha’is, Jews) often remained invisible in Soviet society because 
they were persecuted.

Since tourists inhabit an in-between space, Pool and Isenburg often remained 
invisible as well. Communication consisted of a few words of Russian, other 
European languages, and some basic expressive gestures. The cultural exchange 
was thus extremely limited. Her background and the lack of communication made 
Pool very uncritical, perhaps even naïve, especially when compared to her opin-
ion on Western societies.

Yet their remarks in their letters, read against the grain, reveal some subtle 
or hidden messages. When she mentioned that many of their prejudices about 
Siberia disappeared, and that the train ride was a transformative experience, they 
were cautiously positive remarks that enabled her to maintain plausible deniabil-
ity. The mentioning of poet-in-exile Bialik was one of the most outspoken of her 
comments. A close reading includes reading between the lines, and gives valuable 
information about what could be implied by tourists to the Soviet Union.
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7  The Stalinist utopia of the Adriatic

Swedish tourists in communist Albania

Francesco Zavatti

We did a telephone interview with the first group of travellers in Albania. However, 
the telephone just rang. Albania only has a telephone connection with the outer 
world at 10–10.45 and 14–15. Eventually we got in touch with our group leader 
there. . . . The water was 22 degrees, the air was 27 in the shadow . . . ‘good’ . . . 
‘shocking prices’ . . . ‘sun’ . . . ‘the Albanians.’ The words bounced and crackled 
on the telephone. . . . You too can travel there now. Planes leave every Friday all 
summer long. The trips are cheap, because Albania is cheap and undiscovered.1

With these words, the Danish tourist bureau Danresor advertised to the Swed-
ish public in May 1969 that a new tourist spot had just appeared on the map 
of Europe: Albania, an undiscovered tourist destination with pleasant summer 
weather. Such an isolated country, the advert suggested, was also far away from 
the inconveniences of mass tourism.

The advert was a deliberate simplification of the reality of such holidays. First, 
the official name of the country was absent: the state referred to as “Albania” 
was actually the People’s Republic of Albania. Second, it did not mention that 
the organiser, Albturist, was the official travel agency of the People’s Republic 
of Albania.2 Both were deliberate attempts to downplay the socialist identity of 
Albania. The isolation had little to do with its geographical location, squeezed 
between Yugoslavia, Greece, and the Adriatic Sea. Instead, it owed everything 
to the Albanian communist leader Enver Hoxha’s decision to cut off the “outer 
world.” In the 1960s, Albania’s only international alliance at a global level was 
with the anti-revisionist People’s Republic of China.3

In the 1960s, Maoist China had become a new point of reference for the Western 
anti-revisionist Marxists-Leninists, who longed for liberation from the imperialism 
of both the Soviet Union and the US. Between 1967 and 1970, these Western radi-
cals founded parties and friendship associations loyal to China. Because of its alli-
ance with China, Albania had also become an international talking point – a close 
one, too, on the shores of the Adriatic Sea. The same radical groups founded sev-
eral pro-Albanian parties and friendship associations during this period. In contrast 
to Mao’s pragmatic international politics, Hoxha considered the Western European 
anti-revisionist parties an asset for Albanian foreign politics, and set about actively 
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influencing them.4 In this, the Albanian regime could count on the support of its 
Western sympathisers for institutionalising propaganda in the shape of “friendship 
visits” – organised tourist trips that were intended to create durable trans-systemic 
relations across the “semipermeable membrane” of the Iron Curtain.5

The dynamics of these trans-systemic propaganda initiatives raise questions 
about the expectations generated by the tourist adverts and the actual travel expe-
riences. How was tourist travel in Albania sold, and what feedback did these ini-
tiatives receive from tourists? The aim of this chapter is thus twofold. First, it 
investigates the international propaganda initiatives of the Albanian communist 
regime by focusing on the tourist activity of one foreign “friendship” association; 
namely, the tourist packages organised, promoted, and implemented by the Swed-
ish–Albanian Association (Svensk–Albanska Föreningen – hereafter the Asso-
ciation). These will be analysed with the support of travel adverts and sources 
from the Association’s archive. Second, the chapter scrutinises the perception of 
Albania by Swedish participants in such friendship tours. Travel adverts and tour-
ist feedback are the main sources for analysing how messages were propagated 
and how the audience reacted. By analysing the efforts of a relatively small and 
unknown friendship association in advertising holiday travels, it is possible to 
shed light on how trans-systemic propaganda initiatives worked and what results 
they achieved. The chapter argues that the tours were organised jointly, with the 
aim of establishing the international legitimacy of an otherwise politically iso-
lated country. In advertising the package tours, the Association conveyed a dual 
image of Albania as a tourist paradise and as a successful revolutionary experi-
ment. The attempt was not always successful once Swedish tourists could see 
Albania with their own eyes.

Organising friendship tourism

Members of KFML (Kommunistiska Förbundet Marxist-Leninisterna), a pro-
Chinese splinter party of the Left Party–The Communists (Vänsterpartiet kom-
munisterna), established the Association in Stockholm in 1970.6 One of the 
Association’s main activities was the organisation of tourist travel, open to all 
Swedish citizens. Despite the Swedish radical left’s political marginality and the 
irrelevance of Enverism as a political movement, the tourist activities of the Asso-
ciation are worth analysing for the numbers of tourists attracted every year to 
Albania, since they ranged from a few dozen to several hundred.7

Historians have pointed out that the Sweden–GDR Association (discussed by 
Birgitta Almgren) and the Swedish–Chinese Association (Anne Hedén) received 
financial contributions and propaganda materials from the socialist countries, 
which therefore could have influenced the associations’ main activities and 
their cultural diplomacy in Sweden. The main tactic used by those two associa-
tions was to present themselves not as political movements, but as civil society 
organisations, open to whoever was interested in the language and culture of the 
“friendship country.”8 The associations translated, published, and distributed texts 
prepared in the friendship country, from literature to political propaganda; they 
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organised study circles and cultural exhibitions on the history, politics, and culture 
of the country: organised travel, when it started, supplemented these activities, 
and was ostensibly open to anyone interested. The Swedish–Albanian Association 
did not differ from this model.

In 1969, one group of architecture students and one group of art students from 
the Royal Swedish Academy of Fine Arts travelled to the People’s Republic of 
Albania.9 After their journey, some of them advertised the forthcoming establish-
ment of a Swedish–Albanian Association.10 The sources do not tell us if anyone 
responded to the invitation. However, in 1970, those early visitors to communist 
Albania edited the book Albanien (‘Albania’), published by the newly founded 
socialist press, Ordfront.

Some of them succeeded in creating enduring relations with the Albanian 
regime. The Albanian Committee for Cultural and Friendship Relations with For-
eign Countries, an Albanian state organ, suggested the creation of a friendship 
association to some of those early “friends of Albania” (Albanienvänner), who 
reacted positively in March 1970.11 At that stage, the Association could count on 
the sympathies of pro-Albanian communists and Maoists more generally, but it 
also attracted the support of some of the politically aligned artists and architects 
who had visited the country the previous year. Per-Olof Ultvedt, an internation-
ally renowned artist and professor at the Royal Academy, who had led his stu-
dents to Albania on the trip of 1969, accepted the role of secretary-general of the 
Association.

Enthusiasm for Albania in the radical left milieu encouraged about two hun-
dred people to book holidays organised by Gnistan, the KFML periodical. The 
Association supported Gnistan’s trips by setting up study circles on the Albanian 
economy, politics, literature, and language for the tourists, so that they would 
arrive prepared for their daily study visits.12 For the Association, inviting people 
to see Albania with their own eyes and to experience it at first hand was the most 
powerful means of spreading knowledge about it in Sweden. The destiny of the 
Association, like that of the image of the People’s Republic of Albania, hinged on 
the satisfaction of those Swedish tourists.

In April 1970, the Association took responsibility for organising a group of twenty 
to visit in August. This was a trial, with a view of taking over responsibility for 
all the Swedish package holidays to Albania. The Association chose to work with 
Spies Rejser, a Danish travel agency based in Copenhagen. Initially, it had wanted 
Albturist, as in 1969, but interestingly, Albturist had suggested that the Association 
would do better to deal with a larger travel agency.13 This “suggestion” probably 
reflected the interests of the Albanian regime (to whom Albturist belonged), which 
sought cooperation with bigger commercial travel agencies.14 Hence the Associa-
tion chose the comparatively cheap deals offered by Spies Rejser.15

The adverts targeted both leisure tourists and political pilgrims by focusing 
on the leisure opportunities and the political peculiarities of the Albanian regime. 
The Association travel brochure for 1970 included “visits to factories, farms, 
schools, nurseries, news bureaus, publishing houses, other activities at a house of 
culture . . . genuine popular music shows or meeting someone who could speak 
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on areas such as the economy, culture, education, and to whom we can put ques-
tions.”16 The board of the Association was conscious that the very different objec-
tives of political pilgrimages and leisure tourism had somehow to be reconciled. 
Since the tourists wanted (as always) a relaxing beach holiday, an important task 
for Association members, as stated in an internal document in the Association’s 
archive, was to “relate with those who want [only] to bathe and to rest.”17 The tac-
tic was to turn politically indifferent tourists into people interested in Albania and 
the Albanians, with the ultimate goal of persuading them to join the Association.

After the trial trip in 1970, the Association was ready to take over responsibil-
ity for all trips to Albania under the aegis of Gnistan, and thus of turning tourists 
into friends of Albania.18 The Association had the monopoly on Swedish package 
tours to Albania, and this allowed it to take 200 Swedish tourists to Albania in 
1971. From the available data, it seems that the Association’s activism paid off 
in terms of membership. In 1972, the Association grew from 385 to 625. In the 
same year, the first Albanian embassy in a Nordic country opened in Stockholm. 
Consequently, the Association invited representatives of the Finnish, Danish, and 
Norwegian friendship associations to Stockholm in order to meet the Albanian 
ambassador, Sami Baholli.19 During that meeting, the Association took on the 
coordination of tourist travel for all the Albanian friendship associations in the 
Nordic countries.20

The presence of the Albanian embassy in Stockholm and the collaboration with 
the other Nordic associations coincided with the search for a new business partner. 
From 1973, the Association organised its tours with Reso, the Swedish labour 
movement’s travel agency. Reso offered accommodation with full board in two 
different hotels in Durrës: the Association could thus diversify a little. At the same 
time, however, participation was now limited to those who had been members 
for at least a year. Officially, the restriction was intended to strengthen the study-
trip character of the visits. Yet it is also possible that it had been prompted by a 
demonstration by one of the 1971 tourists: Wilgot Fritzon, a theology student, 
had arrived in Albania with forty Bibles in Albanian and some pamphlets with the 
schedule for the Christian radio Monte Carlo, which he handed out around Tirana. 
Once discovered, he admitted responsibility and was immediately expelled from 
the country.21 The change in policy may also have been intended to improve mem-
bers’ chances of visiting the country, as due to the Association’s growth, many of 
them had not yet had the opportunity; however, non-members were accepted for 
tours in subsequent years, even though the number of members continued to grow, 
reaching 896 in 1976.22

In 1978, the breaking of the Sino-Albanian alliance had consequences for the 
Swedish left. The Maoists left the Association, cutting its membership to 350.23 
Travel to Albania continued nonetheless. In 1979, 90 tourists visited Albania with 
the Association, while in 1980 there were 150.24 The devaluation of the  Swedish 
krona in 1981–82 sharply increased the cost of foreign travel.25 To reduce its 
prices, the Association planned to travel by train and bus, and shared visits with 
the other Nordic associations. All this led to a sudden fall in tourist numbers, and 
only 24 people travelled to Albania in 1982.26 From 1984 until the late 1980s, 
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package tours continued in collaboration with the other Nordic associations. 
Despite the organisational adjustments, they attracted only 40 or so a year.27 After 
the death of Enver Hoxha in 1984, the new leader Ramiz Alia decided in 1986 to 
improve relations with Western countries. Consequently, in 1987 the Association 
and its business partners lost their monopoly on travel to Albania. Another travel 
agency, Fritidsresor, immediately became the main competitor, and succeeded in 
attracting 700 tourists in the summer of 1987.28 Meanwhile, the number of tourists 
travelling with the Association fell even further in subsequent years.

Tourist paradise, Stalinist utopia

From the start the Association advertised Albania both as a tourist paradise and as 
the realisation of a Stalinist utopia. In November 1970, the Association launched 
a publicity campaign in Stockholm in cooperation with KFML and the socialist 
organisation Clarté. Its advertising paid off. With the help of public events on 
Albanian culture, art exhibitions, the distribution of the Albanian bimonthly New 

Albania, and publication of the first travel report, Albansk Utmaning (Albania 

Defiant) by its famous members Gun Kessle and Jan Myrdal, the Association 
succeeded in recruiting 118 new members. The adverts promoted the revolution-
ary struggles of the Albanian comrades and presented the country as a “China in 
miniature.”29 It promised that travellers would meet Albanians going about their 
everyday lives, and that they would take part, for one day, in voluntary work, 
building a railway.

When the Association took over from Clarté in 1971, it attempted to sell the 
visits to Albania both as travels into an “interesting country from which even 
the Swedish people can learn” and as “a restful relaxation from everyday life.”30 
The visits included excursions to natural wonders and cultural heritage sites 
that the regime considered worthy of international promotion: the coastal city of 
Vlora, the archaeological ruins of Butrint, and the historical city of Girokaster. 
In addition, as extras the tourists could visit the capital Tirana with its museums 
and shopping centres, the old capital Kruja with its castle, the ancient towns of 
Skhodra and Berat, the archaeological sites of Fieri, the factories and markets of 
Korça, and the agricultural plant of Sukth. Tourists could enjoy sports facilities, 
and rent deckchairs and parasols on the beaches in front of the hotels.31 Low-cost 
but quality consumerism was also mentioned as an attraction, with the adverts 
stressing the quality of the Albanian and international cuisine served in the hotels 
and the low price of consumer goods.32 In the evenings, the advert promised, tour-
ists could gather on the terrace of their hotel and enjoy ice creams, drinks, and 
cakes while listening to a live band playing Albanian traditional songs or Western 
pop music. A nightclub was also available. The trip was also presented as a chance 
to buy souvenirs in wood and copper, carpets, sheepskin coats and gloves, books, 
posters, and sweets, all at keen prices. As for the natural beauty of the country, the 
advert made much of the Adriatic and Ionian seas, the huge variety of vegetation, 
and the weather, with its “mild climate near the coasts but also eternally snow-
capped alps.”33
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However, as pointed out by Derek Hall, the tourists were always accommo-
dated in the same hotels run by Albturist, and were only allowed to visit a limited 
number of the country’s attractions.34 In general, the travel format proposed by the 
Association was similar to that of all the Albanian friendship associations, a fact 
not mentioned in the adverts.35

Dos and don’ts in Albania

After the split with the Soviet Union, Albania looked to tourism as both a propa-
ganda tool and a source of hard currency, the latter being instrumental in guaran-
teeing the country’s self-sufficiency. Evidently, the Albanian regime was adamant 
that the influx of tourists must not cause ideological contamination; the reverse in 
fact, as tourism existed to convince Western visitors that communist Albania was 
superior to their home countries.36 These dynamics are visible in the brochures 
that the Swedish travellers received some weeks before departing. The tourists 
were provided with a detailed itinerary, which included a list of dos and don’ts, 
as specified in a letter sent to the Swedish travellers.37 The letter claimed that the 
Albanians “do not view tourism as it is viewed in other places. They are not out 
to fleece tourists. Instead, they want to present their country to their guests.”38 The 
letter did not give examples of such “other places,” but the reference was argu-
ably aimed at its capitalist neighbours Italy and Greece, and its main competitor 
in tourism and politics, “deviationist” Yugoslavia. Contrary to the tourist models 
of those countries, Albanians were allegedly not interested in “profit,” but wanted 
to “take care of their friends as guests,” and expected “respect for Albanian tra-
ditions and culture” from them in return.39 The letter introduced tourists to the 
philosophy of “friendship travel,” but also to the formal rules and requirements 
which were effectively demanded of foreign visitors.

The tourists’ first contact with Albania was at customs. In Tirana, a customs 
inspector would verify the decency of their clothes and hair and check their lug-
gage for banned literature. Hair and dress codes were strict in Albania: beards and 
sideburns were considered reactionary, while long hair for men was considered “a 
capitalist tendency which aims at making the working class passive.”40 A barber 
was on hand at the airport to ensure they could comply on the spot. By contrast, “a 
neat well-grown moustache” was considered “acceptable.”41 Although it was not 
expressly forbidden to wear “extreme fashion,” travellers were informed that they 
would “risk getting stared at if one does.” Shorts and summer dresses were “normal 
on the beaches but not in the lunchrooms and on the daily excursions.”42 Women 
could instead wear long skirts or trousers, since “short skirts in Albania are consid-
ered an expression of women’s exploitation” and “the Albanians are offended by 
short skirts.”43 Tourists could avoid outraging their hosts’ sensibilities by changing 
on the spot or buying very cheap Albanian jeans on sale in the airport. They were 
also told it was forbidden to bring “religious, Trotskyite or revisionist literature” 
into the country, which after the Sino-Albanian split turned into a proscription 
against “pornographic and religious or anti-Albanian publications . . . [and] news-
papers from Trotskyite or pro-Soviet/Chinese groups and parties.”44
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The limitations on dress and hair were the same for all foreigners visiting Alba-
nia. Philip Ward, the first to write an English travel guide to Albania in 1983, 
described his experience at the border with his clothes and hair in very similar 
terms.45 Tourists who visited Albania with Ward’s travel guide found it confiscated 
at the border, since Ward was accused of misrepresenting Albania.46

After the checks, the group would meet the Association’s representative in 
Albania and the local guides, and travel with them to the hotel.47 At the hotel, the 
guides would explain that the tourists could not move around independently, since 
the group had a collective visa. Apparently, the practice of issuing collective visas 
instead of individual ones for foreign tourists started after some of them, on an 
unspecified tour in 1969, had “behaved very badly,” giving money and chewing 
gum to children.48 The anecdote served to remind the group that it was obliged 
to stay together and that any deviation from the rules and customs was forbidden 
and offensive to their hosts. The guides also explained that photography was only 
permitted with their authorisation.49

By advertising the sunny beaches and warm sand, the Association explicitly 
invited along Swedish tourists who were not interested in anything else than 
swimming and relaxation. A letter assured the tourists that if, despite the activities 
available, one wanted “to stay on the beach to sunbath and swim” they could “def-
initely do so.”50 Group activities and individual relaxation were part of the mix 
offered to tourists across the Cold War socialist bloc.51 Albania was no exception. 
Western tourists brought in hard currency, and each day trip represented addi-
tional income, so it was important for Albturist to fill the buses. The Association’s 
ambition was to invite the tourists who were not members of the Association 
to join in the planned “purposeful leisure” activities without sounding insistent 
and without minimising their right to rest. The same was true of the preparatory 
meetings for each daily excursion. An internal Association document warned the 
guides to “remember that this kind of work must be voluntary. Many are not used 
to meetings and may experience it as a big constraint to gather in this kind of 
group. [Still] they often become interested and will get used to it later.”52 Handling 
the customers with care, in a respectful manner, would provide more revenue for 
Albturist and was a good advert for the Association and for the trips to come.

Between tourism and friendship

As noted by Paul Hollander, the favourable assessments of socialist countries by 
tourists were intended to discredit criticism and, by sheer repetition, lend plausi-
bility to their narratives.53 For this reason, one of the Association’s major concerns 
was obtaining feedback from its customers, since travel reports were a means of 
propagandising in favour of the People’s Republic of Albania, as well as being 
possibly the best means available to advertise the package tours to the public.54 
Therefore, the Association asked customers to submit travel accounts, and after 
each tour the board members invited the tourists to meet and discuss their travel 
experiences. The board and the tour leaders also met once a year to review the 
reports – in the presence of the Albanian Ambassador.
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After 1980, the Association increased its propaganda efforts by publishing 
the bimonthly journal Albanien och vi (‘Albania and us’). It informed the Swed-
ish readership about the achievements of the regime and reprinted several posi-
tive travel accounts, with enthusiastic tourists talking about how Albania “is so 
incredibly beautiful” and inviting the readers to “see it with your own eyes.”55 
The reports praised the lack of car traffic, the pleasantness of the hotel in Durrës 
and the beaches nearby, the high quality and the quantity of the meals served, and 
the enthusiasm encountered on the day trips to the war and liberation museums 
or to the archaeological sites. They all neatly echoed the canon established by the 
Association’s tourist advert.

Just one unpublished travel report remains in the Association’s archive: a col-
lective report by a group who visited Albania in March 1977. The report was 
openly critical of the Albanian regime. Written in the form of a diary kept by 
one traveller, a woman who had visited Albania with a group of nineteen, it por-
trays how the trip was experienced differently by some of its participants, shifting 
between author’s voice and observations by the other participants. It had four 
appendices, three of them written by one author each and the last one by two 
authors, which offered different views on many of the topics treated in the diary.

The diary began by narrating the confiscation of “a couple of books and post-
ers we thought to leave as presents at the various study visits” as they entered the 
country.56 The confiscation was a disappointment, because of the sincere inten-
tions of the travellers. The author did not explicitly treat this episode as a source 
of concern, but still she mentioned it. The fact that one of the group had to get a 
shave was described in positive terms, since it was offered for free and thus dem-
onstrated the allegedly unselfish nature of Albanian communism.

The author did not hide the impression that a meeting with a Turkish diplomat 
at the bar of the hotel left on the group. The diplomat claimed he was under con-
stant surveillance by the Albanian military: “he says that the military check on 
him constantly. He thought that Albania was led by 2,000 families who are rich 
and have flashy lifestyles, while the broad masses are really poor. Enver [Hoxha], 
for example, has a car with six doors, he said. . . . Can it be true?”57 After this 
encounter, the group felt “paranoid to see so many soldiers” in the streets, and 
they started to notice the Mercedes of the high-ranking members of the Labour 
Party of Albania. Later the group concluded that “to see the military here in Alba-
nia and e.g. in South America is not the same thing. In Albania there is a People’s 
Army that stands for the peoples’ interests (we hope).”58 The explicit comparison 
of Albania with a South American military dictatorship is peculiar and raised far 
more questions than it answers.

While the report articulated a degree of trust in the Albanian regime, some of its 
features were explicitly said to be backward. This was particularly true of labour 
and human conditions. The majority of workers employed in a textile factory that 
the group visited turned out to be women, and the visitors noted that “the work-
ing environment was dangerous,” even though their guide reassured them that 
“no big accident has happened.”59 The most ambiguous comments referred to a 
monument dedicated to a 15-year-old girl who had died doing voluntary work 
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for the construction of the railway. “ ‘She died on duty’,” the guide said, and the 
writer commented, “every kilometre in Albania shall have a monument in order 
to remember the struggle.”60

The visitors suspected that the Albanian women were not as emancipated as 
was said. After the group noted that in the evenings no women were out on the 
streets, which were crowded exclusively with men, the author asked sarcastically 
whether they were “possibly at home to put babies to sleep and prepare the even-
ing dinner.”61 The interactions between the guide and the group during the visit 
to a lipstick and perfume factory provided another example of the clash between 
utopian expectations and the Albanian realities:

‘Why do you produce so many cosmetics?’ asked one of the girls.
The guide . . . answered shortly ‘Don’t you use lipstick and perfume?’
‘No’, answered the girls in chorus! We tried to explain that we see those 

goods as capitalist habits.62

As noted elsewhere, tourism can generate misunderstandings between the tour-
ists and the hosts due to their different cultural backgrounds and experiences.63 
This case revealed a discrepancy between the wish of the host to highlight the 
country’s development and the visitors’ cultural perceptions. The Albanian asked 
in good faith about the Swedish visitors’ use of cosmetics, since one of the goals 
of the Albanian regime (and that of communist countries in general) was to offer 
some degree of consumption, often presented as achievements of the revolution-
ary struggle. However, the Swedish feminists (including the ones touring Albania) 
had declared war on lipstick and perfume as capitalist habits, causing a mutual 
lack of understanding.

The sensitivities of the travellers were taken to a new level when the group 
engaged with the guides in a discussion about Albania’s prison system. The 
Swedes noted that the prisoners “are still a part of the society and contribute to the 
construction of socialism.” However, when the group asked whether it was true 
that homosexuality was punished by jail, the guides answered that “of course it is 
forbidden here in Albania,” causing consternation.64 “At first,” the group noted, 
the guides “pretended that . . . [homosexuality] did not exist in Albania, but once 
we spoke about it they admitted that it existed. . . . They [the Albanians] distin-
guish two types of homosexuality. One part of them [the homosexuals] are sick 
and they are placed in mental hospitals. Those who do it ‘on purpose’ end up 
in prison.”65 The same was true of lesbianism, the existence of which was also 
denied in Albania. The author of the report noted “as usual, I sigh. A negation of 
women’s sexuality.”66

From the diary, it becomes clear that some participants were searching for a 
direct, emotional contact with the people, in order “to confront our own Social-
ist utopias . . . during our trip into this enigmatic land.”67 Such encounters could 
work both ways, and the few contacts the group had with the Albanian people 
were “strange,” since the members of the group were perceived first and foremost 
as tourists by the local population. The gazes “were not critical. The eyes that met 
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us were friendly, but it was a strange feeling anyway.”68 The guides only helped 
marginally during such encounters, insisting on supplying the tourists with “very 
detailed information that one finds uninteresting.”69 After a few days in Albania, 
the writer asked herself:

Why do we always meet this distance between us and the local population? 
We came to Albania to meet Albanian culture and the Albanian population. 
Are the Albanians not prepared to receive us with open arms in their own 
everyday lives?70

The tension in encounters with a local culture and people is a recurring issue in 
tourism semiotics. According to Jonathan Culler, tourists tend to escape the stage 
set by the organisers, and, wishing for authenticity, try to connect directly with 
the everyday life of the place they are visiting.71 Confronted with the “staged 
authenticity” set by the travel organisers, which made Albania “a kind of liv-
ing museum,” some of the Swedish tourists were simply bored.72 By contrast, 
they reported with great enthusiasm on each and every unplanned incident that 
brought them into direct contact with the locals. The group was very disappointed 
when, on the last evening, the guides invited an orchestra to the hotel, since this 
prevented “the last chance to experience Albanian everyday life.”73 During the 
evening, the group counter-staged a sort of polite and liberating protest. One of 
the tourists went to the orchestra and hummed a traditional Swedish song,

in less than 20 seconds those fantastic musicians understood the tune and we 
whipped around in a calm old-time dance. . . . All the hotel personnel came 
in and watched us, fascinated. Outside sat a gang of youngsters and they 
listened to the music and tried to catch a glance of us every time the doors 
opened. They did not come in. We will never know why.74

The 1977 travel diary represents well the desire for freedom and liberation. It openly 
points out which aspects the tourists appreciated and which they considered boring, 
disturbing, or shocking. By contrast, the four separate accounts appended to the 
diary show a tendency to see Albania through glasses tinted by ideology. Only one 
of them openly criticised the Albanian regime for its neglect of the living and work-
ing conditions of Albanian women. Its author had seen women working “in the sun 
and with primitive instruments,” toiling in the factories they visited or cleaning the 
streets late at night.75 The appendix suggests that the regime assigned a secondary 
role to women, referring to the socialist motto “Socialism cannot be built without 
women” on the one hand, and quoting the bold claim made by the tourist guide on 
the other: “In Albania, there is no private property – except for the housewife!”76

The other three appendices, by contrast, recollected some of the disturbing 
experiences witnessed during the trip. The second appendix, signed by a man and 
a woman, stated that for the group “it was difficult in the first days to see Albania 
in the right perspective, we did not see and understand the whole picture. We 
compared the little we saw with the corresponding information in Sweden without 
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contextualizing.”77 Comparing Sweden with Albania on the basis of hard data 
must indeed have been disappointing: while Sweden had two preschool teachers 
for every ten children, Albania had two for every 25 to 30 children. However, 
the authors stated that “it is wrong to conclude that we have much better child-
care in Sweden.”78 Albania, the travellers suggested, was safer than Sweden; in 
the former, a child could grow “in harmony” with the rest of society. Therefore, 
“society in Sweden should make it possible for the childcare centres to function 
with twenty-five to thirty children for every two teachers.”79 By idealising the 
construction of socialism in Albania, the authors concluded that Albania was far 
more just and equal than Sweden, which was presented negatively as a “tech-
nocracy” and an unsafe and dangerous place. Consequently, while realistic com-
parisons between Albania and Sweden would have painted a bleak picture of the 
last self-declared Stalinist country in Europe, ideological interpretations helped to 
preserve the initial fascination with socialist Albania against the backdrop of the 
leftist critique of their Swedish homeland.

Not all the appendices were so logically flawed. The author of the third appen-
dix based the narrative on his own perceptions, rather than on hard data com-
parisons between Albania and Sweden, which would have highlighted Albania’s 
evident backwardness and lack of development. A comparison between the capi-
talist countries and Albania led the author to conclude that “it is really evident that 
we live in a society based on competition where men are knocked out, and that 
[this] generates criminality, abuse of different kinds and other social problems.”80 
This says much about the author’s views on Sweden, but not on Albania. The 
author of the report admitted that the trip had opened his eyes to his homeland, 
causing him “a cultural shock”: “it felt hard to come home to Sweden and com-
pare [Albania] with the old usual world that suddenly felt alien and repulsive. The 
country’s deficiencies and injustices became much more apparent.”81

In absence of further unedited reports, it is difficult to say whether the criticism 
expressed in the 1977 diary had been a constant feature in the tourist feedback 
over the decade. Needless to say, such negative characteristics never appeared 
in the narratives of the members’ journals, or, from 1980, in Albanien och vi. By 
contrast, criticism of Albania and the organised tours had featured since 1969 on 
the pages of major Swedish newspapers. The journalist Barbro Josephson, who 
had gone on the first tour to Albania in May 1969, was the first to publicly criticise 
Albania. In a series of articles in the national daily Dagens Nyheter, her picture of 
Albania had little trace by Marxist-Leninist propaganda or tourist adverts. Joseph-
son’s account was negative about her tourist experience as well as the situation 
in the country as a whole. She described the hotel portrayed so pompously in the 
tourist brochures as “a Russian building of Stalin’s period,” where water from the 
shower flooded the floor and the restaurant served abundant but tasteless food. 
Josephson reported the disapproving gazes of the locals at the miniskirts of the 
Swedes. She described the scene of a young boy hitting a tourist with stones. 
Finally, she denounced the police’s confiscation of a tourist map. Josephson con-
cluded that Albania was still cheaper than the Canary Islands, but tourists were not 
really as welcome there as the brochure said.82
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In the summer of 1969, Josephson continued to write unfiltered descriptions 
of her travels in Dagens Nyheter. She pointed out that poverty in Albania existed 
in parallel to strictly guarded villas in central Tirana. Josephson also reported on 
the lack of freedom of mobility inside Albania. She pointed out that this problem 
was due to the lack of means of transportation, but also to the restrictive legisla-
tion. The Albanians she got to know needed to ask for special permission from 
the police even to travel outside their place of residence. Anyway, she was told, 
a ‘proper’ Albanian “would not dream of travelling abroad and therefore has no 
passport.” From her experience she concluded that the hostility of the Albanian 
children towards tourists was a consequence of the regime’s propaganda against 
its foreign enemies. Finally, she ridiculed the planned economy, stating that it was 
obvious to the eye of the most inexperienced tourist that Chinese imports were 
providing even the most basic consumer goods.83 Unsurprisingly, Josephson was 
harshly criticised by the leftist newspaper Tidsignal, which launched an ad homi-
nem attack, saying that her “divergent opinion was due completely to . . . [her] 
bourgeois prejudice . . . [her] negative attitude and other flaws in [her] person-
ality.”84 Criticism of Albania and package tourism to the country continued to 
appear in Swedish newspapers.85 At the same time, the number of tourists progres-
sively diminished.

Political pilgrims, fellow travellers, bourgeois tourists

The Swedish-Albanian Association helped to propagandise a positive image of the 
People’s Republic of Albania in Sweden until the fall of the communist regime. 
Organised travel to Albania was its main activity, one that could easily be sold 
as a leisure pursuit at the same time. In organising this propaganda effort, busi-
ness motives counted as much as political ones, because planning several tours 
each year meant organising a business process involving multiple actors. For this 
reason, Albania was advertised as both a worker’s and a tourist’s paradise. This 
created different expectations from the two sets of travellers.

Paul Hollander has defined “political pilgrims” as those who travelled to the 
communist states in search of an ideological justification for the criticism of their 
homelands. The Swedish political pilgrims who organised travel to communist 
Albania considered it the realisation of their utopian dream of a just and ethical 
society, and chose to believe that it might be real. Steady in this belief, the “friends 
of Albania” became connoisseurs of Albanian politics, economy, history, and cul-
ture. Pål Steigan, leader of Norway’s Workers’ Communist Party, once pointed 
out that “no one else in Norway knows so much about Albania as we do.”86 He had 
a point, insofar as friendship associations and Albania itself had a virtual monop-
oly on information about Albania. As “experts,” the political pilgrims wrote about 
Albania, held public conferences, and organised and advertised guided tours in 
cooperation with Albturist and the Albanian embassy.

The political pilgrims proselytised about their passion for Albania by welcom-
ing “people with bourgeois opinions” to join them.87 The Association exploited 
those who took part in these trips to legitimise the Albanian regime in the Western 
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hemisphere, by making them background actors in the narrative of the construc-
tion of socialism in Albania. Consciously or not, by their presence in Albania they 
became fellow travellers of the Albanian regime.88 Were all of them aware that the 
tours were political, and did they think this as the main reason to visit Albania? 
According to Silke Neunsinger and Iben Vyff, tourists in communist regimes were 
well aware that the tours were political, and this was how they experienced the 
trip, sympathising or criticising the state of things they met.89 Nevertheless, as 
noted by Sune Bechmann Pedersen, rarely were politics staged as the main politi-
cal attraction in these kinds of travel.90 In the case analysed here, the leaders of the 
Association succeeded in raising interest in travelling to Albania by voluntarily 
blurring the distinction between political offer and tourist offer, between political 
“friend” and tourist customer.91 Aiming to exploit diverging tourist desires, the 
Association promised emotional meetings with the people in their daily lives, 
together with visits to cultural and natural attractions, and the pleasures of social-
ism and sunny beaches.

Tourists did criticise the social conditions they encountered in Albania. Besides 
the unpublished travel report analysed in this chapter, open opposition to the 
Association’s narrative was published in newspaper articles and in letters to the 
press. Some travellers cast about for ideological justifications for the situation in 
the country, while others complained that they could not “meet the people,” or 
that the daily trips were exhausting or badly planned. We do not know how many 
expressed criticism, but, comparing the number of members of the Association 
and the number of travellers to Albania, it becomes evident that the majority of the 
tourists were not interested in becoming “friends of Albania.”

It is doubtful that the “bourgeois” tourists consciously supported the Albanian 
regime, but it is also doubtful that they were convinced that their days in Albania 
were in any way similar to the ones spent by the local population. They paid in 
foreign currency for goods and tourist services – and luxury products (by Alba-
nian standards) – and gave coins and bubble gum to poor children they met in the 
streets. Nevertheless, by taking part in the package tours, whatever their political 
or tourist expectations, they contributed to the propaganda designed to polish the 
image of a Stalinist regime at the international level.
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8  Playing the tourism card

Yugoslavia, advertising, and  
the Euro-Atlantic tourism  
network in the early Cold War

Igor Tchoukarine

In the Cold War, Yugoslavia straddled the divide between East and West in a 
unique way. Led by the charismatic Tito, the country differentiated itself on the 
global stage by its distinct form of socialism, its engagement in the non-aligned 
movement, and labour and mobility policies that allowed its citizens to work 
abroad. Tourism similarly embodied the country’s singular positioning, as numer-
ous tourists from both sides of the Iron Curtain spent their holidays in Yugoslavia. 
The country’s transformation into a worldwide tourist destination in the 1950s and 
early 1960s did not happen in a vacuum, though. It was rooted in growing profes-
sional and transnational networks of tourist and advertising experts, who played a 
significant role in shaping the tourism industry’s practices and norms. Moreover – 
and surprisingly for a socialist country – American media associated Yugoslavia 
with traditional Western European destinations as early as 1952.

This chapter explores these dynamics, focusing on Yugoslavia’s participation 
in the European Travel Commission (ETC) advertising campaigns in the US from 
1952 to 1963 and its collaboration with the Organisation for European Economic 
Cooperation (OEEC) Committee for Tourism. These organisations, because of 
their close links with the Marshall Plan, with governments in Europe and North 
America, and with global organisations involved in tourism, offer compelling evi-
dence of how the norms of tourism and mobility circulated during the Cold War. 
I would argue that they were Cold War embodiments of the intersection between 
new economic and political concerns, social and cultural values, and technologi-
cal changes in the field of tourism. I also examine the 1958 US trade mission in 
Yugoslavia’s publicity-driven recommendations, the trade mission’s reception in 
the country, and the training of Yugoslav tourism experts in Western Europe in the 
early 1960s. As I demonstrate, Yugoslavia’s tourist trajectory was both informed 
by and transcended the development of tourism in Europe, as practices and poli-
cies in the field were initiated, implemented, and revamped by a vast array of 
actors (international organisations, travel agencies, individuals, and so on). At the 
same time, tourism closely intersected with the country’s geopolitical interests, 
hence the assertion by Yugoslav diplomat Vladimir Velebit that the country had 
“to play the tourism card.”
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Organising and advertising tourism: all eyes on America

The impact on tourism of the ETC and the OEEC (and from 1961 onwards, its 
successor the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, or 
OECD) – as well as the history of the OEEC/OECD in general – remains rela-
tively unexplored.1 As an intergovernmental organisation, the OEEC in fact had no 
prerogative to establish binding regulations, perhaps explaining why it has been 
overlooked by scholars; rather, it sought to build consensus and widen its influ-
ence by soft-power persuasion. Likewise, from its inception in December 1948, 
the OEEC’s Committee for Tourism had no real decision-making power, and was 
reliant on member states’ willingness to implement its recommendations to further 
trade liberalisation, conduct research on tourism-related issues, and develop tour-
ism. This did not preclude the OEEC from recognising the role that tourism could 
play in reducing the dollar gap and European countries’ balance of payments, and 
the OEEC established the Committee for Tourism to further this objective.

Driven by similar free-trade principles, the ETC was established as the Euro-
pean Regional Commission of the International Union of Official Travel Organi-
sations (IUOTO) by IUOTO’s 14th general assembly in Norway in June 1948. 
The 47 countries that participated in the congress unanimously agreed on the 
importance of American tourism for European economic recovery, and a select 
committee of the 17 countries involved in the Marshall Plan decided to join forces 
on a collective advertising campaign in the US to promote European tourist desti-
nations.2 The first ETC publicity campaign in America, launched in the summer of 
1949, had the enthusiastic support of American and French officials.3 French tour-
ism officials predicted the ETC would contribute significantly to member states’ 
prosperity and the Marshall Plan’s success.4

In the early Cold War, the 17 national tourism boards that comprised the ETC 
thus chose to concentrate on collective advertising campaigns in the US in order 
to attract more American tourists to Europe. In 1951, Finland, Spain, and Yugo-
slavia joined the ETC, a move eagerly supported in the West. In December of that 
year, the ETC President Arthur Haulot sent a report to the OEEC arguing that 
this enlargement would show Americans “a genuine desire for European coopera-
tion,” and that the joint publicity campaign “would be even more forceful, since it 
would give the American public practical proof that the whole of Western Europe 
is united in this campaign.”5 By lumping Yugoslavia in with Finland and Spain, 
Haulot’s comments suggest that Yugoslavia was considered the crucial periphery 
that could well be considered Western, and a site whose political significance 
continued to grow in the early stages of the Cold War.6 Similarly, the ETC’s pub-
licity campaigns never strayed far from the agenda set by political considerations. 
In March 1949, ETC representatives discussed the Marshall Plan in a plenary 
session, and concluded that “strong tourism is an efficient and important way to 
protect wide population strata . . . of European countries from the threat of com-
munism.”7 Another of the Committee for Tourism’s early tasks was to coordinate 
the efforts of the OEEC, the ETC, and the Economic Cooperation Administra-
tion (the agency that administered the Marshall Plan).8 In fact, there was a clear 
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symbiosis between the Committee for Tourism and the ETC: their meetings were 
held a day apart in Paris at the Château de la Muette, and their leadership over-
lapped considerably, especially when the ETC’s first president Henry Ingrand 
became chairman of the Committee for Tourism in 1949.

In broad terms, the Committee for Tourism’s and the ETC’s goals were to 
develop transatlantic and intra-European tourism in the aftermath of the Second 
World War, and to diminish barriers to the free movement of people. To this end, 
the committee was commissioned to analyse the visa and passport regimes of  
its member states, to look at transatlantic transport, and to encourage the private 
sector as well as other international organisations to contribute to the tourism 
drive. Dealing with these issues placed the committee at the heart of the vast 
structuring and regulation of tourism in the 1950s. Both it and the ETC shared a 
vision of tourism’s role: to rectify Europe’s balance of payments, to support the 
reconstruction of its economies, to encourage European integration, to promote 
peace and understanding under the aegis of American and Western European lead-
ership, and to support freedom of movement for tourists. There was a growing 
consensus among tourism experts and stakeholders that visas should be abolished. 
In April 1950, the Council of the OEEC recommended that its members “examine 
as quickly as possible the possibility of taking all necessary measures to abolish 
the visa requirement for all member state nationals.”9 In conjunction with this 
venture, which bore fruit in the early 1950s, intergovernmental cooperation led to 
the creation of zones where only a simple identity card was required to cross bor-
ders. Mobility regimes free of passport and visa requirements were implemented 
among Benelux countries; among Belgium, France, Luxembourg, and Switzer-
land; among Scandinavian countries; and between Ireland and the UK. These 
policies were welcomed by both the Committee for Tourism and ETC President 
Haulot, whose stated goal was the “total liberation” from obstacles to travel.10 To 
this end, the Committee for Tourism predicted in late 1954 that passports would 
cease to exist once visas were eliminated among all member states.11 Though this 
never came to pass, the committee did succeed in eliminating the caps on foreign 
currency that tourists could carry in the fifties, and the committee’s general sig-
nificance was upheld by the impressive growth of tourism.

These favourable circumstances led the Committee for Tourism to spearhead 
a series of studies on transportation, social tourism, tourism infrastructure, tour-
ist destinations and length of stay, and visa regulations, as well as to collate and 
compare member states’ tourism statistics. Here Yugoslavia in the early 1950s 
stood out from other member countries for its strict restrictions on mobility and its 
visa requirements for travelling into or out of the country. In 1954, Haulot laconi-
cally said of the Yugoslav visa regime that “everything [remained] to be done,” 
but advised that on the settlement of the Trieste question Yugoslavia “should now 
seek the means to be deployed to ease foreigners’ access to its territory.”12 Even 
though Yugoslavia remained an authoritarian regime with strict mobility policies 
and required foreigners to apply for entry visas, the country’s decision to join the 
ETC at the end of 1951 dovetailed with other similar initiatives: Yugoslavia was 
also involved in many tourism-related projects with South Eastern and Western 
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European countries, as well as with international organisations and American 
marketing consultants. In 1953, the Yugoslav travel agency Putnik contacted a 
American public relations firm, Hal Leyshon & Associates, in order to promote 
tourism in Yugoslavia.13 As the historian Patrick Patterson explains, from the mid-
1950s Yugoslav marketing experts looked West for know-how and marketing 
strategies as well as to broaden their network.14 “Even at this comparatively early 
stage, Western ways of thinking about advertising and marketing had begun to 
leave a deep imprint in the mentality of the Yugoslav [tourism] profession.”15 In 
the immediate aftermath of the Balkan Pact of 1953, the Tourism Association of 
Yugoslavia (Turistički Savez Jugoslavije, or TSJ) planned to work with Greece 
and Turkey in order to attract foreign tourists, and Americans in particular. Practi-
cal considerations prompted further collaboration. Marketing in America required 
huge investment, and the TSJ concluded that “Greece–Turkey–Yugoslavia” tours 
would be best promoted by a shared tourism office in New York.16 In 1955, Yugo-
slavia hosted in Dubrovnik the 29th Congress of the International Federation of 
Travel Agencies (FIAV, the European counterpart of ASTA, the American Society 
of Travel Agents), which attracted representatives from 34 countries and numer-
ous international organisations, including the ETC. In a moment of sheer opti-
mism the Yugoslav political authorities proclaimed that “Yugoslavia has been at 
the service of international tourism” since 1950.17 These initiatives speak to the 
increasingly more complex interconnectedness of the tourism industry in the post-
war period. In this extent, we can best understand Yugoslavia’s tourist identity as 
the result primarily of transnational processes, tourism experts and advertising, 
and international organisations such as the ETC.

ETC joint publicity campaigns in the US

“Travelling is learning how to live better,” and Americans are visiting Europe and 
other places in the world in greater numbers than ever, proclaimed a 1953 cover 
story in Tide, a magazine that specialised in sales and advertising. This kind of 
article – even though it only briefly mentioned the ETC and its motto “Under-
standing through travel is the passport for peace” – was part of the ETC’s con-
siderable public relations effort to bring more Americans to Europe and publicise 
its work among American advertising and travel specialists.18 This article, and 
many others like it, indicated the transnational dimension to cultural diplomacy 
and tourism promotion after the Second World War. Like the ETC, governments 
and travel agencies across Europe stressed the purposeful nature of tourism and 
looked at the American market with great interest.19 For instance, in 1945 the 
French minister of public works requested funds for the immediate “reorganising 
and reopening” the French pre-war network of information and travel agencies, 
adding that the largest budget was for the New York office.20

In the early 1950s, the ETC launched a series of initiatives to promote Europe 
that included travelling exhibitions, window displays in New York’s Rockefeller 
Plaza, radio broadcasts, short films, and brochures and calendars of events and 
festivals in all the member states. Adverts were placed in the leading newspapers, 



Playing the tourism card 163

popular magazines, trade magazines, and foreign-language newspapers published 
in the US. The ETC also encouraged Americans to travel to Europe in the low 
season, emphasising the “lowest possible fares” and “wide range of hotel accom-
modations” and cultural activities that would be available.

Published by the ETC’s publicity service and This Week magazine, the 1952 
bestselling guidebook Travel Key to Europe is illustrative.21 It offered the Ameri-
can public descriptions and travel advice for all 21 ETC member countries 
(including Yugoslavia). Not surprisingly, given the Cold War context, the journal-
ist John Gunther wrote in the guidebook’s preface that “We, the democrats of the 
world, can travel. There are millions upon millions of human beings behind the 
Iron Curtain who cannot.”22 By including Yugoslavia while obliterating the Soviet 
bloc from the map of Europe, it was an early example of Yugoslavia’s inclusion 
among the most active global tourism actors, and highlighted its atypical geopo-
litical position. Using the standard language of tourism, Yugoslavia was praised 
for the hospitality of its people, the “startling scenic contrasts, sheer cliffs and tur-
reted castles,” and the visible “memories of an ancient world – of Rome and the 
Middle Ages” – and not a word about socialism.23 This was no surprise given that 
in the early 1950s Yugoslavia was relatively unknown except for its association 
with communism. As Patterson notes, Eastern European tourist guides carefully 
calibrated their descriptions of Yugoslavia’s topography and scenic and industrial 
landscapes so as to de-emphasise, for the citizens of the Soviet bloc, the unique 
aspects of Yugoslavia’s socialist market economy and relative cultural and soci-
etal openness. In Eastern Europe, the beauties of Yugoslavia were conveniently 
emphasised over its socioeconomic and ideological otherness.24 Pieces promot-
ing and providing information about Yugoslavia were also disseminated through 
Yugoslavia’s Information Office in New York. In 1951, it put together a brochure 
for the American public that used visual and textual narratives along these lines to 
promote the country (Yugoslavia’s openness, religious freedom, desire for inde-
pendence, beautiful landscape, and remarkable folklore), but that also stressed its 
modern and industrial development.25

The ETC did not neglect the public relations element to its campaigns. Thanks 
to its broad network and the receptivity of American journalists, writers, travel 
agents, and publishers, the ETC was often able to publicise its activities at little 
or no cost. From the outset, the ETC reminded national tourism organisations 
that joint advertising campaigns could achieve results that would be difficult to 
attain by other means.26 The ETC structure was especially advantageous to small 
countries such as Yugoslavia, for which an independent marketing campaign in 
America would eat up a substantial part of any tourism budget, and proportion-
ally more than larger countries could spend. Of the 1956 ETC publicity budget 
of $263,000, France provided $48,000, Italy $45,000, Great Britain $41,250, 
Germany $22,500, and Switzerland $15,000, accounting for 65 per cent of the 
total. In 1956, Yugoslavia contributed $2,500 to the ETC joint publicity budget, 
matching Finland’s and Turkey’s contributions, but eclipsing those of Iceland, 
Luxemburg, and Monaco. Compared to the French, Italian, British, German, 
and Swiss appropriations, and even Spain’s contribution of $8,000, the Yugoslav 
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contribution appears modest, but it was not atypical for a country of its size and 
location (members’ contributions were calculated according to several factors, 
including its location, its population, and the number of American tourists who 
visited).27 In 1961, Yugoslavia contributed 1.28 per cent (or $4,000) of the budget, 
and was slated to allocate 1.6 per cent (or $5,000) in 1962.28

From the outset, the issue of unequal contributions to the joint publicity budget 
sparked acrimonious debates. It even risked jeopardising the whole project during 
the OEEC’s transformation into the OECD in 1961–62, when major contribu-
tors such as France, Switzerland, Austria, Portugal, and Spain challenged the effi-
ciency of the ETC’s operations. For all other OECD members, and especially for 
less frequented tourist destinations such as Finland, Denmark, Luxemburg, and 
Yugoslavia, the status quo was highly beneficial, and they openly supported the 
continuation of joint publicity campaigns, stressing their usefulness, efficiency, 
and necessity.29 For Yugoslavia the advantage of being associated with these 
advertising campaigns was significant, as attested by the Yugoslav representa-
tives’ request in 1962 not to abandon the “new elements of tourist attraction” for 
“countries newly entered in tourism activities.”30

Although Yugoslavia’s participation (financial and otherwise) in the ETC was 
modest, it became associated in the American media with traditional Western 
European destinations – an illustration of Yugoslavia’s early awareness of the need 
to compete and collaborate with major tourist destinations in order to secure a 
greater share of the American market and to bolster its reputation among Ameri-
cans. Because it was not realistic to promote 21 countries in a single full-page 
advert, ETC advertising often showed member states’ flags and featured a rotating 
cluster of countries. For example, in 1955 and 1956, ETC adverts in the travel 
magazine Holiday promoted Yugoslavia alongside Finland, the Netherlands, Tur-
key, the United Kingdom, Denmark, and Norway.31 In addition to carrying numer-
ous ETC adverts, the prominent American travel magazines Holiday and Travel 
published articles on Yugoslavia (five and seven respectively between 1950 and 
1962). In 1953, Travel published an article on Yugoslavia that featured Dubrovnik 
as the prime place to visit. It described the country in positive terms, acknowledg-
ing that getting there might be difficult, but the trip was well worth the effort. 
Relying on common tropes, the article made much of the country’s beauty and 
simplicity. Perhaps sensing that American readers needed to be reassured about 
their reception, the author wrote, “Unlike many European cities, Dubrovnik appar-
ently harbors no anti-American sentiment. To the contrary, they exhibit consider-
able friendly curiosity,” adding that “the tourist is not frequently reminded that 
Yugoslavia is a Communist country” with locals freely “condemning the regime in 
almost any language.”32 Given the tone, it is very unlikely the article was a direct 
product of Yugoslavia’s promotional efforts in the US, but its publication – and its 
positive view of Yugoslavia – speak volumes about the integration of Yugoslavia 
into American travel-related media. A newspaper feature such as this would have 
been an indirect consequence of Yugoslavia’s participation in the ETC campaigns, 
which were run under the aegis of the New York ETC coordination committee by 
the marketing firms Caples & Co and later Donald N. Martin & Co.
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While Holiday and Travel covered both domestic and global travel, it is telling 
that they published more articles about Yugoslavia (and, indeed, other socialist 
countries) after 1953. Interest in Yugoslavia grew among American tourists, as 
letters to the ETC offices confirm. Between 1 January and 30 April 1953, the ETC 
offices in the US received 529 letters requesting information about Yugoslavia 
(by comparison, requests about Spain and France were 1,595 and 2,527 respec-
tively).33 Out of a total of 37,534 information requests in 1955, the ETC received 
797 about Yugoslavia, compared to 2,458 about Spain and 3,628 about France.34 
In 1956, the ETC forwarded 46,418 requests to member tourist bureaus, 1,109 of 
them to Yugoslavia.35 In 1957, the ETC redirected 50,078 requests, 1,040 to Yugo-
slavia as against 2,161 to Spain and 5,412 to France.36 The number of Americans 
visiting Yugoslavia was modest, but grew steadily to reach almost 250,000 in 
1970. In 1965, Yugoslavia welcomed more American tourists than Poland, Czech-
oslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, and the USSR combined (86,822 versus 
85,594).37 The benefits of being associated with the ETC’s campaigns were plain, 
and tourism experts spearheaded further collaborations.

Transcending political borders: tourism networks

French tourism experts recruited American advertising agencies for the complex 
business of branding post-war France “as old yet modern, refined yet not too 
intimidating” in the American media.38 In the tourism industry, as elsewhere in 
Europe, American advertising expertise was in great demand. The American firm 
of J. Walter Thompson, for instance, led the effort in the 1950s to improve pub-
lic perceptions of the Marshall Plan and to revamp NATO’s image among Euro-
peans.39 Similarly, from the mid-1950s, Yugoslav advertising experts looked to 
the West for advertising know-how, marketing strategies, and wider consumer 
networks. In this respect, Patterson believes that “Yugoslav advertising did in 
many ways represent a truly radical departure from the way things were done 
in most other places across Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union.”40 Unsurpris-
ingly, advertising was deemed essential to tourism, and thus Yugoslavia solicited 
American expertise.

Following two US trade missions to Yugoslavia in 1956 and 1957, a third fol-
lowed between 16 August and 26 September 1958, coinciding with the Belgrade 
Technical Fair and the Zagreb International Trade Fair, which attracted more 
than 25 countries (including the US and socialist states). The Zagreb newspa-
per Vjesnik declared that the 1958 trade mission would allow its members “to 
exchange ideas and create personal contacts with those who worked in commerce 
and tourism.”41 Sure enough, the mission’s itinerary included Belgrade, Skopje, 
Titograd, Dubrovnik, Karlovac, Maribor, Ljubljana, Bled, Opatija, Rijeka, 
Zagreb, and Split, and allowed members – including the tourism and marketing 
experts Robert C. Gordon of Time magazine and Fred Wittner from Fred Wittner 
Advertising – to meet hundreds of Yugoslav professionals. Gordon and Wittner 
opined that Yugoslavia had “infinite possibilities to increase its tourism from the 
US.” Drawing parallels between Yugoslavia and Spain, they emphasised that the 
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latter “had only a handful of American tourists in 1947 and which, by a small but 
consistent and skillfully conducted advertising program . . . developed to the point 
where US tourists today provide the major source of dollar income for Spain.”42 
The two maintained that the task ahead for Yugoslavia was exactly the same as 
Spain’s had been:

To build an image – a mind picture – of today’s Yugoslavia: a country teem-
ing with energy and new factories, a country richly endowed with natural 
beauties and which, although Communist in ideology, has dedicated itself to 
sharing the American traditions of independence and friendliness with other 
peoples.43

The local Yugoslav press seemingly adopted these views. The Titograd news-
paper Pobeda reminded its readers that if “Spain has transformed old castles into 
hotels, the old village of Sveti Stefan could become a major attraction on the Adri-
atic coast as soon as Americans would know this site’s accommodation options, its 
charm, and its moderate prices.”44 To this end, Gordon and Wittner recommended 
that Yugoslavia move its tourism office to the ground floor of its New York build-
ing (from the 22nd floor), then add window displays and “at least one American 
[employee], who is completely familiar with American selling techniques.” They 
also considered it important for Yugoslavia to collaborate with leading US travel 
agents and tour operators. Americans, they advised, had to understand “that Yugo-
slavia is not behind the Iron Curtain . . . that it is a nation devoted to a philosophy 
of internal growth and national independence . . . that though it is definitely a 
Communist country, Americans are free to travel as they please.”45

In their attempts to shape the Yugoslav image abroad, these experts acted as 
mediators, helping showcase a communist country located in the Balkans (and 
thus laden with negative connotations) as a fashionable and respectable travel des-
tination. Leveraging his network, Wittner put numerous Yugoslav professionals in 
touch with American experts, while maintaining a detailed correspondence with 
the marketing manager of Yugoslavia Export.46 In the magazine Pregled, published 
by the Yugoslav American Embassy’s Information Services unit, Gordon and 
Wittner willingly accepted this mediating role, writing, “Yugoslavia can rely on us 
to pass on to our friends and trade partners . . . the image of an authentic Yugosla-
via, which satisfies tourists during their summer vacations in a way that most other 
countries do not.”47 As the last quotation reveals, the increasingly interconnected 
world of tourism favoured the creation of networks and spaces. This was a time 
of multiple exchanges and tour projects between multiple countries on both sides 
of the Iron Curtain: the Soviet Union, its satellites, America, the Western Europe, 
neutral states, Yugoslavia.48 Despite the numerous administrative and political 
obstacles generated by the Cold War, there were multiple ways for individuals and 
organisations to establish and cultivate professional contacts. Yugoslavia quickly 
understood the advantages of foreign training for its tourism industry workers, and 
between 1952 and 1967 sent almost 6,400 Yugoslavs to receive technical training 
in Western countries.49 In the same period, Yugoslavia benefitted from the support 
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of the OEEC (and later OECD), the UN, the US, and Western European govern-
ment institutions such as the French Tourism Commissariat for professional train-
ing programmes. Among others, four groups of Yugoslav trainees (14 individuals 
in total), with interests ranging from tourism architecture to kitchen management 
and tourism advertising, studied in France and Switzerland in the early 1960s; 
their personnel files reveal their Western orientation, the interconnectedness of the 
professional tourism networks, and the importance Yugoslavia placed on playing 
the tourism card in a shifting post-war order.

The trainees’ personnel files (held in the French National Archives) reveal 
that Yugoslavia’s professional ties with the West were already well established 
by the early 1950s (roughly the time Yugoslavia started to collaborate with the 
ETC). Eleven of the trainees were in their late 30s when they studied in France, 
and most were already recognised specialists in their field. Their travel experi-
ences were diverse, but focused on Western Europe; only one had not travelled 
abroad prior to his traineeship in France. Between 1951 and 1960 (and especially 
between 1954 and 1960), the other trainees had travelled for professional reasons 
to France, Italy, Switzerland, Austria, West Germany, and Belgium. By contrast, 
one had travelled to the USSR, and two others had visited Hungary and Czecho-
slovakia in 1946 and 1947. Janez Planina, who trained in France in 1961, had 
previously travelled to England, Italy, the Netherlands, Austria, and Switzerland, 
where he participated, in 1960, in the annual congress of the Swiss-based Inter-
national Association of Scientific Tourism Experts (AIEST).50 Planina not only 
became a member of AIEST (as did five other Yugoslav experts in 1961, among 
them Dušan Marić, the secretary-general of the TSJ), but also participated in the 
AIEST’s annual meetings in Greece (1961) and Yugoslavia (1962). The latter was 
AIEST’s first meeting in a socialist country, and it gave Yugoslavs direct access 
to the tourism management expertise of their European colleagues. According to 
the UNESCO representative, the 1962 congress covered many questions about 
tourism development, management, and planning at “the request of the Yugo-
slav guests who wanted to benefit from the experiences and knowledge of the 
Congress’s participants.”51 Echoing this demand, an OEEC administrator said 
in 1960, referring to training programmes, that Yugoslavia “needed experience, 
skills, and facilities” and the “training to be provided . . . is designed to meet 
these deficiencies, thereby enabling Yugoslavia to further the development of its 
tourist industry and, at the same time, [increase] its ability to earn needed foreign 
exchange.”52 Moreover, these training programmes were meant to enable Yugo-
slavs to lead professional workshops – and thus train their compatriots – and to 
consolidate Yugoslavia’s foreign market share. In keeping with these goals, the 
Yugoslav trainees told French journalists in 1960 that “We have found here [in 
France] many ideas that will allow us to equip our hotels and restaurants and to 
make a modern use of them that will please our Western European clients, whom 
we desire to see in greater numbers. . . . Our country had first to build its heavy 
industry. . . . The moment has come to care about tourism.”53

The growth in foreign visitor numbers and foreign currency income in the 1950s 
may make their declaration seem a bit behind the times. Yugoslavia had already 
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shown its robust commitment to the development of tourism by the time they were 
interviewed, and had laid the groundwork for mass consumption. On the other 
hand, look at the exponential growth of tourism in Yugoslavia in the 1960s, the 
freedom of movement Yugoslavs started to take advantage of, and the manifold 
impact of tourism on the culture, demographics, politics, and economics of the 
country, and the trainees’ declaration seems more of a premonition. Like most 
countries in the world, Yugoslavia had just begun to care seriously about tourism.

The job awaiting Yugoslavia was monumental, and here the trainees played 
an even more important role, acting as economic and cultural mediators. Other 
(often more senior) trainees also took part in exchanges. In the spring of 1962, 
Stanko Marovt (a Putnik employee between the wars, Putnik deputy director in 
1947–1953, and later an AIEST member) was in France for three months on an 
OECD grant for further training in regional tourism planning. In 1965, Ljubomir 
Drndić, the former director of the New York Yugoslav Information Office (1950–
1953), requested to go to France for two months to train in tourism information 
services and propaganda as a UN fellow. Drndić was not wet behind the ears, 
having worked 18 years for the Yugoslav Ministry of Foreign Affairs and then 
as director of the Federal Committee for Tourism Information Services. Echoing 
the ETC’s agenda, in his publications Drndić championed a tourist-friendly world 
with fewer bureaucratic obstacles.54

Given the decentralised nature of the Yugoslav tourist associations, it is dif-
ficult to gauge how many were sent to train in Western Europe, but their number 
grew, and they came not only from governmental agencies, but from various sec-
tors of the Yugoslav economy. In 1965, the publishing house Turistička Štampa 
announced it was now the main publisher for all tourist publications, explaining 
that their photo service was modernised “according to the [standards of the] Kodak 
laboratory in Paris, where its experts were trained.”55 These networks, I would 
argue, contributed to the circulation of know-how, and impacted the field of tour-
ism marketing, tourism planning, and the tourism industry as a whole. Hence one 
group of trainees in 1960–61 stayed first in Italy and then France, and planned to 
travel on to the UK and Iceland to study tourism advertising.56 Another Yugoslav 
group in Geneva in 1961 was greeted by Robert Lonati, the IUOTO secretary-
general, who agreed to put them in contact with the Alliance Internationale du 
Tourisme, the Swiss Touring Club, and the Yugoslav diplomat Vladimir Velebit.57 
Velebit was then the secretary-general of the United Nations Economic Commis-
sion for Europe (UNECE), tasked in his words, “to favour international economic 
cooperation.” “For seven years, I led this institution, which . . . to some extent 
played the role of an observation outpost for its members: observation of Eastern 
European countries for Westerners, observation of economic and technological 
evolution for socialist countries. East–West contacts were an essential part of the 
UNECE’s work.”58 Velebit’s role was mainly diplomatic, but he understood, as 
did most of the Yugoslav economic and political leadership, that Yugoslavia had 
“to play the tourism card.”59

While Yugoslavia’s participation in the ETC was an early example of the coun-
try’s attempts to insert itself into the Euro-Atlantic tourism network, the Soviet 
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Union also began opening Eastern Europe to international tourism and sought 
to join international tourism organisations. Soon after the 1955 Geneva Sum-
mit, the Soviet Union, Poland, and Romania joined the IUOTO, and the first two 
asked to become members of the ETC since their IUOTO memberships made this 
possible. In considering their request, the ETC’s members initially unanimously 
accepted the Polish National Tourism Office, but postponed and finally rejected 
Poland’s participation in the joint publicity campaigns (all while the Soviet case 
was pending).60 On the one hand, Haulot and the ETC viewed the Soviet and Pol-
ish requests to be positive moves towards freedom of movement for tourists; on 
the other hand, they also shared concerns about the effect Poland’s membership 
would have on the joint publicity campaign. At a broader level, its membership 
would have also created a precedent, opening the ETC’s door to other Soviet bloc 
members. Reviewing the issue in a letter to the IUOTO president in January 1956, 
Haulot stressed this ambivalence:

There is no doubt that the USSR’s affiliation with the IUOTO was at that 
moment [October 1955] definitive evidence of Russians’ wish to re-establish 
tourist contacts with the rest of Europe in particular. . . . I myself believe 
that membership of the IUOTO implies not only respect of the statutes, but 
more importantly the willingness to follow their spirit. The Union’s doctrine 
is clear and unequivocal. Its action aims to make exchanges between peoples 
through tourism as easy as possible. . . . Poland’s membership of our regional 
commission may raise considerable difficulties for our future action, espe-
cially for our collective propaganda in the US. . . . We should not forget that 
if Poland is the first to join, it will not be the last!61

Subsequently, in early 1956, Haulot declared that Poland’s membership could only 
be detrimental to the ETC, and suggested the creation of a regional commission 
composed of Eastern European countries, but the USSR rejected this idea. Facing 
the loss of its affiliation with the OEEC if it accepted Eastern European countries, 
the ETC concluded in the autumn of 1956 that it would be better to create two new 
organisations: an enlarged European regional commission under the aegis of the 
IUOTO; and a separate organisation for joint publicity campaigns by the ETC’s 
original members.62 Given the name recognition of “European Travel Commis-
sion,” it was suggested that the joint publicity campaigns retain it, while the “new” 
regional commission for Europe should adopt a new name.63 The result was the 
Regional Commission for European Travel (RCET), which was made up of national 
tourism boards from both Western and Eastern Europe, and worked on the same 
issues as the ETC, but with one significant difference: it did not pursue joint tourism 
publicity in the American market. That remained the ETC’s flagship activity.

Conclusion

The ETC plainly considered Poland and the Soviet Union a liability, but Yugoslavia 
appeared not to have generated the same concern. On the contrary, the addition of 
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Yugoslavia had been heralded as a positive sign of European unity. The Yugoslav 
point of view was likely different, but the lack of evidence precludes a definitive 
conclusion on this point. Research does indicate that Yugoslavs were generally 
eager to work with Western partners. As for the norms that regulated the industry, 
Yugoslav tourism and foreign-trade experts quickly grasped the advantages of 
opening the country to American and European tourists. Yugoslavs sought help 
from American and other Western advertising agencies to promote their coun-
try, just like any Western enterprise. Yugoslavia’s national branding abroad was 
achieved thanks to a mix of transnational processes, American advertising exper-
tise, and the rise of tourism experts. True, local sensitivities and experience also 
shaped Yugoslavian practices and tourism norms, but this was downplayed in the 
ETC’s adverts and the many guidebooks produced abroad, albeit with Yugoslav 
collaboration. Across Europe, conceiving, managing, and promoting tourism was 
acknowledged to require international collaboration, which inevitably could not 
be limited to the national context.

The professional training programmes for Yugoslav tourism experts indicated 
the level of cooperation needed. European expertise was well regarded, and the 
number of Yugoslavs who trained in Western Europe was large, but the American 
tourism management model seems to have retained its attraction for its efficiency, 
market orientation, and professionalism. While the Cold War is routinely, and 
often correctly, portrayed as a period that isolated people, it might be misleading 
to put too much stress on the geopolitics: the materiality of tourism development 
must not be overlooked, as interactions between people (and ideological systems) 
were also defined by market or economic considerations, tradition, technological 
advances, and interpersonal relations. After all, it was contacts between individu-
als and international organisations that may have resulted in the collaborations that 
transcended Cold War rivalry – even if they resulted from it in the first place.64 In 
his research on the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon), Simon 
Godard argues, for instance, that the Comecon and international organisations 
were “privileged microcosms” where networks formed and new ways of consid-
ering the national context within a global context developed.65 Similarly, the ETC 
and the OEEC were international organisations that not only served a specific 
function for Yugoslavia by enabling it to use tourism as a formidable tool for cul-
tural diplomacy, but also permitted the creation of networks that brought together 
governments, tourism associations, and tourism and advertising experts to pro-
duce the norms and values in the field of international tourism. These changes 
occurred in a decade (the early 1950s to the early 1960s) during which Yugoslavia 
witnessed a boom in foreign tourism, and transformed itself into a relatively well-
established world tourist destination.
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9  Making Iron Curtain  
overflights legal
Soviet–Scandinavian aviation 
negotiations in the early Cold War

Karl Lorentz Kleve

Aviation technology took tremendous leaps forward during the Second World 
War. In the 1950s, the new advances led to a rapid expansion of civil aviation. 
The technology allowed for the opening of commercially viable transcontinental 
routes. In Europe, Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS) was at the forefront of 
developments, taking advantage of its local experience of Arctic airspace as it 
pioneered routes to North America and later to the Far East.

At the same time, the 1950s was also a time of military build-up on both sides 
of the Iron Curtain. The only directly shared border in Europe between the Soviet 
Union and a NATO member was at the northernmost point of the Scandinavian 
Peninsula. Northern Norway and the Soviet-controlled Kola Peninsula thus 
underwent radical transformations from backward fishing and peasant societies 
to modern industrial regions, home to massive military installations. The oppos-
ing alliances’ airports, missile sites, and fleet facilities were sometimes just a few 
miles apart. Both sides spied intensely on each other, and by the end of the 1950s 
both NATO and the Soviet Union undertook regular intelligence flights along 
each other’s borders, attempting to penetrate the veil of secrecy. In 1960, the area 
famously hit the headlines when the Soviets shot down an American U-2 spy 
plane on its way from Peshawar in Pakistan to Bodø in Norway.

In this atmosphere of militarisation and political distrust, however, Norway and 
the Soviet Union also negotiated a legal framework for commercial overflights 
and landing rights in each other’s territory. In order to develop regular routes to 
the Far East, being able to overfly Soviet airspace was of great importance to the 
Western European carriers. In turn, for the Soviet Union, being able to overfly the 
Scandinavian Peninsula was essential to establishing intercontinental routes to 
North America and Cuba. Hence, both states had a strong interest in reaching an 
agreement on aviation and flying rights.

This chapter is a study of the diplomatic process leading up to the successful 
negotiation of an aviation agreement between Norway, Sweden, and Denmark 
and the Soviet Union in March 1956. It analyses how the agreement came about 
and the consequences it had for aviation between the blocs during the Cold War. 
The chapter also considers the interwoven role of the three Scandinavian states 
and their pioneering multinational flag carrier, SAS, in the 1956 negotiations and 
subsequent talks. Although the agreement was shaped by Cold War politics it in 
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fact remains in force to this day. The final part of the chapter therefore discusses 
the lasting implications of the agreement for contemporary aviation over Russian 
airspace.

The birth of an international aviation regime

The end of the Second World War set the stage for concerted attempts to establish 
a new world order.1 With the end of the war in sight, 54 nations, including all the 
Western allies, signed the Chicago Convention in December 1944. The Conven-
tion established the basic principles governing commercial aviation and founded 
the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), which in 1947 became 
a UN specialised agency.2 Most of the delegations at the Chicago Convention 
included airline representatives as advisers. Thirty-four of these airlines also met 
separately to establish a non-governmental airline association. At a second air-
line conference at Cuba in April 1945, the International Air Transport Association 
(IATA) was thus founded.

Even though optimism was high regarding the possibility of creating a truly 
international aviation regime, the primary result of the Chicago Convention was 
the confirmation of the right of states to control their own airspace, as well as their 
right to government involvement in commercial aviation. This meant that practical 
matters regarding the opening and maintenance of air routes needed to be settled 
in bilateral negotiations between states. The so-called “Five Freedoms” agreed by 
the participants concerned each state’s right to award airlines from other countries 
the freedom of transit, landing, taking on cargo and passengers, of unloading cargo 
and passengers, and of bringing passengers or cargo to and from third countries. 
These freedoms were to be confirmed through bilateral negotiations.3 Throughout 
most of the Cold War, aviation remained one of the most state-regulated businesses 
in the world.4 Each nation acted as fully sovereign within its own borders, and thus 
could grant the freedoms agreed upon in Chicago as they saw fit.

Aviation was certainly not the only area where many nations had what the 
sociologist and negotiation theorist Anselm Strauss called “overriding common 
stakes.”5 Between Western countries where the level of trust was quite high, inter-
national agreements on a wide range of areas were made in short time in the 
1940s, bilateral aviation agreements among them. The negotiations for aviation 
agreements are good examples, though, of Anselm’s “overriding common stakes” 
eventually making agreements possible despite a certain level of distrust and 
opposition. Under Stalin, the fear of spies ruled out Western collaboration in civil 
aviation, even though the Soviet Union did recognise its potential. Soviet distrust 
was matched by a deep suspicion in the West of allowing foreign operators access 
to national airspace. When the Czechoslovak airline CSA applied for an air route 
between Prague and Oslo in 1952, Wilhelm Evang, Head of Norwegian Military 
Intelligence, told the Foreign Ministry that he could see no reason to grant this 
application, as the only people needing an air route from Prague to Oslo would 
be spies. The application for this particular route was subsequently denied by the 
Norwegian Foreign Ministry.6
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The first major bilateral negotiations in the world took place between the two 
leading airpowers of the time, the UK and the US. The resulting Bermuda Agree-
ment of 1946 established a precedent for other countries. Subsequent years saw 
a flurry of activity as states and airlines hurried to negotiate agreements and start 
flying. Aviation was the future and no country wanted to be left behind. After or 
parallel to successful negotiations, the airlines involved usually conducted their 
own negotiations to settle more practical matters such as route schedules, access 
to fuel and maintenance, the organisation of ticket sales, and so on. With its vast 
size and strategic location, access to Soviet airspace was a prize vied for by most 
Western airlines. However, mounting Cold War antagonism rendered negotiations 
difficult.

Past Norwegian–Soviet negotiations

The idea that Norway might play a key role in a transcontinental network of air 
routes predated the Second World War. In 1938, three years after being awarded 
the first public air route concession, Det Norske Luftfartsselskap (DNL, the Nor-
wegian Aviation Company) struck a deal with British Imperial Airways and Irish 
Rianta for a transatlantic route to the US from the brand-new Sola Airport out-
side Stavanger, via Shannon in Ireland. DNL envisioned future possibilities for a 
transglobal route linking the US and the Soviet Union via Norway.7 DNL’s inter-
national agreements prompted Danish, Finnish, and Swedish airlines to approach 
DNL for talks about transatlantic cooperation. At a meeting held in Berlin in 1939, 
the airlines agreed that a joint Nordic consortium would be a stronger player in 
negotiations with the US and the Soviet Union.8 The outbreak of the war soon put 
an end to this idea, though.

During the war, DNL’s assets were seized by the occupying Germans, while 
its pilots and administrators escaped and joined the Norwegian Armed Forces 
abroad. Towards the end of the war, the Norwegian government in exile in Lon-
don established a new government subsidiary, the Norwegian Aviation Board, 
to prepare a restart of civil aviation after the war.9 The government in exile also 
informed the Soviet authorities in January 1944 that it would like to establish 
aviation connections once the war was over.10 The Soviets welcomed the idea that 
same month. In fact, Sweden had already made a similar request, but the Chief 
of the Nordic Division in the Soviet Foreign Ministry, Mr Sergeev, and the Nor-
wegian ambassador in Moscow, Rolf Andvord, had agreed that connections with 
Norway were much more important. After all, Norway and the Soviet Union were 
allies in the war against Germany, and Scandinavian cooperation in the air at this 
stage was not as obvious as it had been before the war, or as it would later be.11

By 1945, however, the atmosphere in the Soviet Union had changed. Answer-
ing a request for negotiations on an air route between Oslo and Moscow in the 
autumn of 1945, Assistant Foreign Minister Dekanozov stated categorically that 
the Soviet Union did not give air concessions to foreign countries, and that it did 
not accept foreign air routes to cross its borders. For example, existing British and 
US air routes to the Soviet Union ended in Teheran. Swedish diplomats seem to 
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have told the Norwegian ambassador that they were expecting Swedish routes to 
Moscow to commence any time soon. Dekanozov, however, denied this, and the 
ambassador reported home to the Norwegian Foreign Ministry that the case of 
routes to Moscow was a delicate matter.12

In March 1946, DNL was re-established and sought to set up a weekly courier 
route to Moscow. Joachim G. Urby, a DNL pilot and general manager, told the 
Norwegian Foreign Ministry that the Soviet ambassador in Oslo was positive.13 
Accordingly, a delegation from DNL, the Foreign Ministry, and the Ministry of 
Transportation went to Moscow to start negotiations with the Soviet Union on 
4 May 1946. Even though the routes to the Soviet Union were less important to 
DNL than the routes to Scandinavia and Western Europe, it was still a priority to 
lay foundations for the future.14 The Soviets were willing to negotiate, but flatly 
rejected the possibility of foreign aeroplanes in Soviet airspace, except for newly 
conquered Klaipeda, the former German city of Memel. The Soviets offered Nor-
way a route to Klaipeda from which Soviet planes and staff would take over on the 
final leg to Moscow. Norway probably would have accepted this, had the Soviet 
Union not demanded the right to routes all the way to Oslo in return.15

This meant that the Soviets were not going to adhere to the principle of reci-
procity, which had just been established by the Chicago Convention and the Ber-
muda Agreement as the basis for international negotiations. By this point, several 
other Western countries had also started negotiations with the Soviet Union, and it 
appears that they all encountered the same demands: the Soviets wanted access all 
the way to the Western capital, while the Western side was not allowed to operate 
beyond Klaipeda. The Soviets seemed to fear that civilian aeroplanes would be 
used for spying, and after two months the negotiations collapsed. The only West-
ern country to make inroads was Sweden. This deal resulted not from an official 
bilateral agreement, but from a company-based agreement between the Swedish 
airline ABA and the Soviet airline Aeroflot. It entailed a route from Stockholm to 
Moscow via Helsinki, with Swedish planes flying Stockholm–Helsinki and Soviet 
planes flying Moscow–Helsinki.16

No other air agreements were reached for the remainder of Stalin’s reign, even 
though the Soviet ambassador in Oslo twice proposed a restart of negotiations. 
In 1947 and in 1948 he suggested to Foreign Minister Molotov that an aviation 
agreement might be a part of a diplomatic thrust to counter the growing British 
and American influence in Norway.17 Yet nothing came of the initiative, probably 
owing to the growing mistrust and fear of spying on either side of the Cold War 
divide.

New winds from the East

With Stalin’s death in 1953 and Khrushchev’s rise to power in 1955, East–West 
relations relaxed considerably. Norwegian Prime Minister Einar Gerhardsen, his 
wife Werna and Trade Minister Arne Skaug visited Moscow in October 1955. The 
trip caused an internal dispute within the ruling Labour Party, and it was strongly 
opposed by Foreign Minister Lange and other leading Labour politicians, who 
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feared that Khrushchev would try to convince Gerhardsen to leave NATO and col-
laborate more closely with the Soviet Union. The British ambassador in Oslo, Sir 
Peter Scarlett, worried that the Soviet Union was wooing Norway by offering it a 
special treatment – a sentiment he voiced in a letter to Foreign Minister Selwyn 
Lloyd immediately prior to Gerhardsen’s trip.18 Scarlett recommended that Ger-
hardsen be invited to Britain afterwards, to be “educated.” In a recent analysis of 
the visit, however, the historian Stian Bones concludes that Gerhardsen was only 
trying to improve the bilateral relations now that Khrushchev’s leadership made 
rapprochement between Norway and the Soviet Union possible.19

The thaw put air routes across the Iron Curtain back on the diplomatic agenda, 
although the question was not officially mentioned during the visit. A letter from 
Soviet Prime Minister Bulganin of 19 March 1957 to Gerhardsen – made public in 
the press in both Norway and the Soviet Union a week later – declared, however, 
that the aviation agreement was one of the tangible results of the trip.20 Indeed, 
just one month after the visit of the Norwegian Prime Minister, SAS CEO Hen-
ning Throne-Holst also travelled to Moscow, in order to discuss an extension of 
the Swedish 1946 ABA–Aeroflot agreement with the Soviet airline. The journey 
was evidently planned a couple of weeks beforehand, following an invitation from 
Aeroflot. This was no secret, although SAS does not seem to have informed all its 
owner companies prior to Throne-Holst’s Moscow visit: there is no evidence in 
the archives that the CEO wrote to the Norwegian Foreign or Transport Ministry, 
nor do the minutes of the SAS board mention the upcoming trip. Director Boye 
of the Norwegian regional SAS office informed the Foreign Ministry by phone, 
and only once Throne-Holst was already in Moscow. He also said that the Soviet 
Union still seemed to be reluctant to allow aeroplanes and personnel from NATO 
countries into Soviet airspace.21

Throne-Holst’s visit to Moscow was probably driven by two reasons. The first 
was the Soviet Union’s renewed interest in Western connections, which led to 
aviation agreements struck with Finland on 19 October 1955, followed by agree-
ments with Austria on 9 November and Yugoslavia by the end of that month.22 
Soviet newspapers hailed the agreement with Finland as the very first of its kind, 
ushering a new era in air travel.23 The second was the change in Scandinavian 
aviation between 1946 and 1955. On 1 August 1946, DNL, ABA, and the Dan-
ish airline DLL had signed the SAS Agreement that established a joint company 
named SAS Overseas, designed to handle transatlantic traffic between Norway, 
Sweden, Denmark, and North America. On 8 February 1951, the three national 
airlines became purely holding companies, and SAS was made responsible for all 
international and domestic traffic. Any renewal of the ABA–Aeroflot agreement 
would therefore require the inclusion of Denmark and Norway.

Actually, there had been a renewal of sorts of the Swedish ABA–Aeroflot- 
agreement covering SAS two years earlier, in 1954. On 1 October 1953, the 
Norwegian embassy in Moscow informed the Foreign Ministry that two SAS 
employees had travelled to Moscow for discussions with Aeroflot, to moot a joint  
venture route between Stockholm and Moscow via Helsinki and Leningrad. 
The embassy warned that bilateral agreements between the Soviet Union and 
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Denmark and Norway might become necessary for these discussions to proceed.24 
Nevertheless, the negotiations seem to have led to a continued company-based 
agreement between ABA and Aeroflot concerning the route Stockholm–Helsinki–
Leningrad–Moscow. The agreement did not imply any SAS traffic over Soviet 
soil, as SAS was to use the route up to Helsinki only, where Aeroflot would take 
over as before. What was new was that both airlines could sell through tickets to 
Moscow or Stockholm respectively.25

Whether Throne-Holst had anything to do with the Swedish–Soviet amend-
ment in 1954 is unclear. He had become a member of the SAS board in 1954 
and CEO of SAS in 1955, so it is quite likely. A memo of 2 February 1956 from 
the Norwegian ambassador Erik Braadland in Moscow to the Foreign Ministry, 
mentioned that Throne-Holst had begun thinking about a new deal with the Soviet 
Union early in 1955, and that he thought it would be in the Soviets’ interest to 
reach an agreement.26

Why would the Soviets be interested? Because they needed access to Scandina-
vian airspace for routes onwards to the British Isles and North America. In Braad-
land’s view, it was not necessary to appear too eager for an agreement at any price, 
as it was the Soviet Union that was boxed in on its western borders. The Soviets 
could fly to Eastern Europe, but in order to get further west, they needed access 
either to West German or Scandinavian airspace. Crossing West German airspace 
was out of the question, since Soviet aeroplanes would first have to cross East 
German or Czechoslovak airspace, and West Germany recognised neither country 
and could therefore not engage in bilateral aviation negotiations with them.

Even so, the Soviets appeared somewhat reserved at first. Throne-Holst initially 
suggested a renewal of the ABA–Aeroflot deal, using only Swedish-registered 
SAS planes and pilots.27 In reaction to this, there was a meeting on 28 November 
between the Norwegian Foreign and Defence Minister and the new head of the 
Norwegian Division of SAS, Nils Langhelle.28 Those present agreed that Norway 
would not block a Swedish–Soviet agreement involving the Swedish-registered 
parts of SAS. Such an agreement, however, would give the Soviet Union access to 
Swedish airspace only. If the Soviets wished to fly to or over Norway, they would 
need an agreement with Norway.29

Soviet–Scandinavian air rights negotiations in the 1950s

Throne-Holst’s November meeting in Moscow led to formal Swedish–Soviet 
negotiations in January 1956. According to Norwegian sources, the Swedish nego-
tiators preferred an agreement that included the whole of the SAS over a purely 
Swedish–Soviet agreement. Towards the end of the month, the Soviet negotiators 
for the first time indicated that they might also be interested in an agreement with 
Norway and Denmark.30 Soviet diplomats continued to tell the press that they 
preferred a purely Swedish–Soviet agreement, due to Norway’s and Denmark’s 
NATO membership.31 Behind closed doors, though, they suggested to Swedish, 
Danish, and Norwegian diplomats that they put the Swedish–Soviet negotiations 
on hold for a month to await possible Norwegian and Danish overtures.32
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At the same time, the two sides were apparently busy planting stories in the 
Norwegian newspaper Verdens Gang (VG) in order to steer the negotiations. One 
article mentioned how previous agreements with the US had restrictions on Swed-
ish pilots, probably due to Sweden’s neutral stance in the Second World War and 
after. What was left unsaid but had been implied was that some restrictions could 
be acceptable in a deal with the Soviet Union. Moreover, the article warned that if 
an agreement was not reached quickly, the Finnish airline Aero might “steal” the 
traffic, since Finland had already negotiated an agreement.33 Perhaps it had been 
the Soviet Union that had attempted to peddle such notions in parts of the Norwe-
gian press. Another article in VG toned down the need for an agreement, though, 
and accused the Soviet Union of trying to sow discord.34

In fact, the secret Soviet invitation to negotiate triggered a fast and positive 
response from all three Scandinavian countries. As early as 10 February 1956, the 
Norwegian embassy in Paris was instructed to brief its NATO partners there on 
the planned negotiations.35 Moreover, the three Scandinavian governments closely 
aligned their positions. Sweden sent Norway and Denmark detailed accounts of 
its earlier negotiations with the Soviet Union.36 The sending of a Swedish note 
to the Soviet Union, officially asking for negotiations, was closely coordinated 
with Denmark. For the Soviet Foreign Ministry, Mr Gribanov made it clear to the 
Norwegian embassy that rumours in the press suggesting that Norwegian NATO 
membership was an obstacle to an agreement were false.37

On 24 February, the Norwegian Foreign Ministry published a press release 
about the forthcoming negotiations.38 On 9 March, the Norwegian Council of 
Ministers was officially informed that an agreement had been reached with the 
Soviet Union to start negotiations on 21 March.39 The Norwegian ambassador was 
authorised to sign a deal if it were done before Easter, and if Denmark and Sweden 
were also ready to sign at the same time.40

The negotiations were conducted jointly with Denmark and Sweden, and it 
was intended that the joint company SAS should operate on each Scandinavian 
country’s behalf instead of the original national airlines, DNL, DDL, and ABA. 
In fact, by 1956 these airlines existed in name only, as the formal joint owners of 
SAS. The teams from Norway, Sweden, and Denmark negotiated with the Soviet 
Union together, but when the agreement was signed on 31 March 1956, the four 
parties entered separate yet identical agreements, thus keeping them strictly bilat-
eral. Therefore, a note was added to the agreement stating that the Soviet Union 
accepted the suggestion (made in a special letter from the Norwegian ambassador) 
that DNL should use aeroplanes and personnel from SAS, be they Norwegian, 
Danish, or Swedish.

The agreement was extremely specific by modern standards, and stated that all 
matters regarding flights between the two states, such as the price of tickets, time 
schedules, technical running of operations, or the number of personnel stationed 
(four Norwegians in Soviet Union and four Soviet citizens in Norway) should 
be specified in particular agreements between the two airlines.41 The employees 
whom DNL were allowed to station in the Soviet Union to maintain operations 
could be SAS staff, though SAS as a whole could only station four employees in 
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the Soviet Union, while the Soviet Union could deploy four in each of the three 
Scandinavian countries. Since DNL, DDL, and ABA were now shell companies 
without employees this clause stretched the principle of reciprocity: the Soviet 
Union was allowed to deploy 12 people in Scandinavia while the Scandinavian 
countries, through SAS, could only station four in the Soviet Union.

On the same date as the bilateral agreements were signed, SAS also concluded 
a company agreement with Aeroflot. This agreement covered maintenance issues 
such as rules for discounted tickets, ticket systems, conditions of carriage, and so 
on. The agreement referred to the bilateral agreements, showing that both airlines 
were well informed of the negotiations before the actual signing.42

These speedy negotiations were followed by an equally speedy implementa-
tion process. The agreed-upon routes opened almost immediately. Soviet aero-
planes could operate on the Riga–Stockholm–Oslo, Moscow–Stockholm–Oslo, 
and Leningrad–Helsinki–Stockholm routes; Norwegian aeroplanes, Oslo–Stock-
holm–Riga, Oslo–Stockholm–Riga–Moscow, and Oslo–Stockholm–Helsinki–
Leningrad. The agreement specified that the planes operating had to be owned 
and manned by Norwegian or Soviet personnel respectively. It also stressed that 
all rights and regulations for the airlines’ operations should be reciprocal. This 
would prove an obstacle later, as it meant that if Norway wanted to upgrade its 
operations to larger planes than the Soviet Union wanted to operate, they would 
not be admitted on Soviet routes. All aeroplanes had to be comparable in size and 
capacity. If the Soviets used a twin-engine 44-seater aeroplane, Norway could not 
upgrade to a four-engine 80-seater.

That same summer, SAS began pushing the Soviet Union for permission to fly 
the more modern Convair planes instead of the already old-fashioned Scandias 
mentioned in the agreement. The Soviet Union announced that it might consider 
starting tests by flying its first proper jet passenger aircraft, the TU-104, on the 
route to Copenhagen, thereby making it possible for SAS to use the larger Con-
vair in return. However, the Soviet Union claimed that the runway at Copenha-
gen’s Kastrup Airport was too short for its jet. It took until the winter schedule 
started in October 1957 before SAS finally obtained permission. By then, the even 
newer and larger DC 6B had also been permitted to operate on the Moscow route 
in December, just as Aeroflot finally started using TU-104s on the Copenhagen 
route. In November 1956, the Norwegian Ministry of Transportation asked the 
Norwegian Foreign Ministry to lean on the Soviets to agree to an expansion of 
the route network to include another route – Oslo–Stockholm–Helsinki–Narva–
Velikie Luki–Moscow – as an alternative route and airports were needed to cir-
cumvent weather constraints. This turned out to be difficult, though. The Soviets 
were not prepared to expand the number of routes and airports that fast.43

The final agreement did not include overflying, or transit rights to points 
beyond. Ambassador Braadland had initially thought that obtaining this would be 
the primary objective of the Soviet negotiators. However, the question only came 
up in the talks when the Scandinavian team raised the issue, asking whether the 
Soviet authorities intended to start air traffic to points beyond the ones stated in 
the routes list. The Scandinavians signalled they were interested in such routes via 
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Soviet airspace themselves, primarily to Pakistan or India, but also to Tokyo and 
Beijing. Aeroflot’s director Marshal Zhavoronkov replied that the Soviet Union 
was also interested in points beyond. At this stage, however, such routes had too 
many problems and would better be left to future negotiations.44 This came as 
a surprise for the Scandinavian negotiating teams, and it continues to be some-
thing of a mystery. By 1956, when the Soviet Union was finally ready to enter 
into aviation agreements, its main concern was not as ambassador Braadland had 
believed, transit rights through Norwegian airspace to third countries, but rather 
just routes between the USSR and Norway. Similar limits were put on subsequent 
agreements with other Western nations. And only three Soviet cities were opened 
to foreign routes: Moscow, Leningrad, and Riga. One could speculate why, but 
I would argue that the main reasons for this somewhat baffling lack of Soviet 
concern was the old fear of giving foreign aeroplanes access to Soviet airspace. 
One hallmark of aviation is the difficulty of controlling what an aeroplane actually 
does in the sky. The fear of aerial espionage was strong, and the Soviet Union was 
not prepared to let foreign aeroplanes deeper into its airspace.

Two years later, though, on 31 August 1958, the Soviet Union did sign an addi-
tion to its aviation agreement with Denmark, allowing Danish planes to cross 
European Soviet airspace en route to the Middle East. In return, Soviet planes 
were permitted to transit Denmark on their way to the UK, France, the Nether-
lands, and Belgium.45 Remarkably, no such addition was agreed with Sweden or 
Norway.

In a comparative perspective, there were no significant differences between 
the Norwegian–Soviet agreement and the bilateral agreements the Soviet Union 
signed with other Western countries in the following months and years. The Brit-
ish ambassador’s fears that the Soviet Union would woo Norway into closer rela-
tions were unfounded. Norway did not receive any special privileges in the air 
rights negotiations. Instead, it was the Soviet side that changed its position, hav-
ing warmed to the idea of cooperation in aviation – as the Soviet ambassador in 
Oslo admitted during a dinner with the Norwegian Foreign Minister Hallvard 
Lange in March 1957.46

The agreement kept to the fiction of dealing with national operators, even if the 
Scandinavians had merged them in one company, SAS, in 1946. It was closely 
modelled on the two previous aviation agreements the Soviet Union had signed 
with Austria and Finland. Indeed, emulating the Austrian agreement was a stated 
ambition of the Scandinavian negotiators.47 In practice, the agreement with the 
Scandinavian countries was unique insofar as SAS was the flag carrier of three 
nations simultaneously. But the style, content, and limitations mirrored most other 
Soviet bilateral aviation agreements.

Lasting impacts

In 1958, the recently retired head of SAS Overseas, Hjalmar Riiser-Larsen, was 
travelling to Japan on the airline’s new route from Copenhagen to Tokyo to lec-
ture on polar aviation. As a young man in the 1920s, Riiser-Larsen had attempted 
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to cross the North Pole by air several times, before he finally succeeded in 1926 
with Roald Amundsen and Umberto Nobile. Having a keen eye for PR, Riiser-
Larsen made a short documentary film of the flight. Titled “Over Nordpolen,” and 
thereby awakening memories of past heroic attempts to traverse the inhospitable 
Arctic, this journey, however, was luxurious. The food and drink was good, and 
the cabin even had a bed for passengers who wanted to rest. Moreover, the jour-
ney lasted only a little over 30 hours. Riiser-Larsen marvelled at the wonders of 
modern aviation, which had made the North Pole a perfectly navigable airspace.48 
In the beginning of the film, though, the plane is seen to take a considerable detour 
via Alaska rather than flying directly over the Pole, which would have required 
permission to cross Soviet airspace.

Operating flights to the Soviet Union was not the main interest of the Norwe-
gian negotiators in 1956. The bilateral agreements reached by the Soviets and the 
Scandinavians were regarded as stepping stones towards overflight rights, even 
if negotiations on that particular issue were postponed in 1956, and the Siberian 
route had to wait another 15 years. Meanwhile, the Norwegian–Soviet aviation 
agreement was officially revised and supplemented in 1967, 1971, 1976, 1981, 
1987, 1988, 1989, and for the last time in 1990.49 Its core regulations remain in 
force, and after 1990 there have been several, albeit sporadic, negotiations that 
have resulted in some informal agreements on changes and revisions. The only 
formal revision of the agreement after 1990 was to change the country name of 
the Soviet Union to Russia.50

The main issues driving these negotiations during the Cold War were aeroplane 
size and permission to transit Siberia for routes to the Far East. For the Soviet 
Union, by contrast, transit of Norwegian airspace to Cuba was the highest prior-
ity. The 1967 revision gave the Soviet Union the right to transit Scandinavia when 
bound for the US, Canada, and “one point in the Americas south of the USA.” In 
return, SAS received permission to cross Soviet airspace via Tbilisi or Tashkent 
towards Asia, known as the trans-Asian route.51

One thing worth noting about the 1967 revision was the small but very impor-
tant difference between the Norwegian and the Swedish–Danish agreements. The 
agreement with Norway specified that the eventual route which the Soviet Union 
might open to America outside the US or Canada had to include a transit landing 
in the US or Canada. In practice, that made it impossible for the Soviet Union 
to use Norwegian airspace for direct flights to Cuba. In his presentation of the 
agreement to the Council of Ministers in February, the Norwegian Transport Min-
ister also categorically stated that “the route cannot continue to Havana.”52 It was 
imperative for the US that the Soviet Union not be given easy air access to Cuba. 
Plainly, it could not deny Soviet air traffic via international airspace north of Nor-
way, but to be able to cross Norwegian airspace towards Cuba would significantly 
shorten the route. The US Foreign Ministry asked Norway not to grant the Soviets 
this and Norway complied.53 Denmark and Sweden did not yield to US pressure, 
so the Soviet Union could cross Danish airspace to Cuba without having to land 
in the US or Canada first. This was a more complicated route, though, involving 
either a negotiated path along the English Channel or a sharp turn north in the 
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North Sea to avoid British airspace. Formally, Russia is still only allowed to tran-
sit Norway to Cuba if Russian planes make a transit landing in the US.

The 1967 revision also contained a Soviet concession that allowed SAS into 
Siberia when a corridor for civilian traffic became available. When this happened 
in 1971, it was a major asset for Scandinavian aviation.54 The opening of the 
Copenhagen–Tokyo route on 3 April 1971 cut flying time by a whopping thirteen 
hours.55 Nevertheless, it would be another decade before wide-bodied jets such as 
the DC-10 or Boeing 747 were permitted to operate on this route.56 The Siberia 
corridor continued to be the trickiest part of Scandinavian negotiations with the 
Soviets/Russians.57 The Soviet Union was loath to open Siberia at all for security 
reasons. Keeping Siberia as closed as possible to foreign eyes was (and, it seems, 
still is) an important security consideration. The downing of the civilian Korean 
aeroplane KAL 007 in 1983 was testimony to the deadly risks of not following 
Soviet regulations to the absolute letter.

Access to Russian airspace remains essential to contemporary aviation as traf-
fic to Asia is growing. However, Russia has continued its traditional conserva-
tive and highly regulatory stance on aviation rights. The original part of the 1956 
agreement that gave SAS a monopoly on Norwegian aviation in Russian airspace 
remains in place. Since the agreement specified that the planes operating had to 
be owned and manned by Norwegian or Soviet personnel respectively, low-cost 
carriers such as Norwegian Airlines operating with sub-companies and personnel 
registered in several different countries are barred from Russian airspace. Ever 
since the end of the Cold War, Scandinavian governments have sought to nego-
tiate more flexible terms with Russia. In 2017, Norwegian Airlines was finally 
allowed to operate a trans-Asian route over Russia, but the trans-Siberian route 
remains open to SAS only, as a curious remnant of Cold War politics and old 
monopolistic aviation regimes.
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10  Concluding remarks

Tourism across a porous curtain

Angela Romano

This book focuses on tourism behind the Iron Curtain. Cold War Europe com-
prised not only Europeans and their countries, but also the superstructure in which 
they lived, namely the bipolar divide, two military alliances facing each other, and 
the leadership and deep involvement of two extra-European superpowers that had 
interests and quarrels at the global level. However, as this chapter will highlight, 
Cold War Europeans were capable of developing transcontinental dynamics that 
differed from and transcended the superpower bipolar relationship and its ups 
and downs, challenged the bipolar divide, and gradually yet steadily promoted a 
new kind of thinking on the Continent based on webs of bilateral and multilateral 
cooperation. Tourism, it will be shown, became part and parcel of this process 
of pan-European cooperation, as well as the expression – both East and West – 
of ideological and political visions of international relations, economic interests, 
strategies of growth, and regimes’ self-confidence (or the lack thereof ). Conse-
quently, this chapter will also argue in favour of new avenues of research which, 
by taking tourism as a heuristic tool, will contribute to a more sophisticated under-
standing of the Cold War’s evolution and end in Europe.

Europe as the template for the Cold War – and  
for its overcoming

A few years ago, discussing the ever-expanding scope of Cold War historiography, 
the historian Federico Romero made a strong case for “re-emphasis(ing) the place 
of Europe in the global Cold War.”1 He noticed that the Cold War’s paradigms 
and defining features were conceived for application to the European theatre first: 
territorial partition; socioeconomic separation; alliance systems with vast military 
structures; intra-bloc institutionalised economic interdependencies; and vigorous 
ideological confrontation, shaping cultural representations and mobilising civil 
society.2 More importantly, he remarked, the Cold War originated in and about 
Europe, “pivoted on the continent’s destiny,” and found its solution in Europe.3

We may add that Europe was central to Cold War symbolism. The Cold War 
imposed a mental mapping that was characterised by the idea of otherness as 
a necessarily antagonistic entity. Europe first and foremost was framed as a 
space shaped by a dualistic concept of us and them: East or West, backward or 
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progressive, dictatorial or democratic, repressive or free – or vice versa, solidary 
or exploitative, moral or corrupted, fostering brotherhood or promoting individu-
alism. That the structure, features, and constructed views of the Cold War found 
perfect expression in the partition of Europe also explains why Churchill’s early 
Iron Curtain image – a European-based image – endured down the decades as the 
most powerful symbol of the Cold War worldwide.

In addition to confrontation being a defining element of the Cold War, we must 
acknowledge isolation as one of its key features. This is visible not only in the 
military, political, and economic organisation of the blocs, but also in the regimes’ 
attempts to obstruct possible contamination by the ideas of the other camp. Here 
again, the importance of the European reality – with the Berlin Wall as perfect 
epitome – is crucial also in cultural and symbolic terms. This view is confirmed 
by the historiography of post-Cold War Central and Eastern Europe, which offers 
a narrative of these countries’ “return to Europe.” The fact that the forty-year-long 
socialist experience is presented as an interlude in an otherwise all-European or 
pan-European history only strengthens the image of a Cold War Europe in which 
the Iron Curtain was very much present as a physical, ideological, and even psy-
chological barrier, secluding people from economic, social, and cultural contami-
nation as well as mere contacts with the other side.

The Cold War-era partition left a legacy of separate studies of Eastern and 
Western Europe; historians working on the two sides of what used to be a divided 
Europe have proceeded with largely separate agendas and networks. In the last 
decade, however, an ever-growing number of scholars has focused on East–West 
relations in Europe during the Cold War, putting Europeans’ agency centre stage. 
This flourishing historiography is deeply changing our understanding of the con-
tinent as the realm of confrontation and separation of the two ideological systems. 
By re-focusing their attention on Europe in the global Cold War, historians are 
adding layers of complexity to our understanding of East–West relations and lead-
ing to a more sophisticated assessment of the Cold War as a historical process.

Recent studies recognise the 1970s in particular as the period in which the 
geopolitical and ideological bipolar equilibrium eroded, and small and medium 
powers enjoyed greater autonomy from the superpowers.4 In this context, studies 
of detente have proved that the latter had a substantially different meaning for 
the superpowers and their allies. While the former intended detente as a means 
to consolidate bipolarity and lower the costs and risks of superpower confronta-
tion, “European detente” was meant to promote a gradual overcoming of the Cold 
War in Europe. This process of rapprochement between Western Europe and the 
socialist countries was to be achieved through expanding contacts and deepening 
mutual interdependence between the two halves of the continent.5 Indeed, most 
Western European governments’ policies of detente deliberately involved the East 
in commercial, financial, and cultural cooperation. This European detente is now 
acknowledged among the crucial factors in determining the end of the Cold War, 
and explaining the pace of the fall of communism in Europe.6

What is becoming clearer is that a complex and lasting pattern of Euro-
pean detente can be counted among the key features of the Continent from the 
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mid-1960s until the end of the Cold War. Since the mid-1960s, most Western 
European governments promoted, through bilateral channels, a more or less 
successful policy of detente with the Soviet Union and the Eastern European 
countries.7 By the mid-1960s the socialist regimes recognised foreign trade as an 
important factor in socialist economic development, and planned to expand trade 
with the developed market economies.8 Consequently, the socialist regimes of 
Europe grew ever more enmeshed in trade, finance, and exchanges with capitalist 
Western Europe.

While still in place in the ideological, security and symbolic spheres, the 
Cold War partition of the Continent was becoming less stringent. East and West 
remained separate and antagonistic camps, but they were connected by multilateral 
and bilateral patterns of interaction. By the mid-1970s, Europe was crisscrossed 
by an expanding web of exchanges that prefigured an area of pan-European 
cooperation, which was often read with an expectation of gradual convergence 
and interdependence. This emerging continental space of collaboration was also 
enshrined in the 1975 Final Act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (CSCE). Moreover, the economic, diplomatic, societal, and cultural con-
nections that had come to define detente between Eastern and Western Europe did 
not wither in the late 1970s and early 1980s, a period that several historians (who 
mostly focus on the superpowers) still label the “second Cold War.” Very recently, 
Oliver Bange and Poul Villaume have argued strongly against such notion and 
pointed to the continuity and relevance of a long detente, which they define as 
“antagonistic cooperation” with strong elements of a “trans-bloc, trans-societal, 
and trans-ideological framework” with European actors at its centre.9

Recent European Cold War historiography is paying much-deserved attention 
to the role of neutral countries in what is therefore confirmed as a complex and 
multifaceted space featuring not only East–West rivalry, but also diverse interac-
tions and pan-European cooperation. In addition, some historians have recently 
proved that this opening pan-European space also invited the action of actors that 
were previously insulated or passive, such as the European Community. Since 
the early 1970s, the enlarged, strengthened, and more politically active European 
Community had a vested interest in the continuation of detente and the promotion 
of new European relations beyond the Cold War blocs’ antagonism.10 More impor-
tantly, the European Community proved not only willing but also able to signifi-
cantly alter intra-European relations, cutting many of the blocs’ ties in the East.11

Recent historiography has therefore demonstrated that, in addition to confron-
tation, Cold War Europe experienced a growing degree of East–West connected-
ness and interdependence. The change of focus is also visible in the titles of the 
literature. Some historians emphasise the intentionality of the promotion of these 
contacts, conceived as a means to change the European order in the long run, 
hence the likes of Overcoming the Cold War; Helsinki 1975 and the Transforma-

tion of Europe; Perforating the Iron Curtain; Overcoming the Iron Curtain; and 
Untying Cold War Knots.12 Others have been more interested in giving promi-
nence to the development of multiple and diverse contacts across the Cold War 
divide, as in Raising the Iron Curtain; The Nylon Curtain; Passing Through the 
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Iron Curtain; Gaps in the Iron Curtain; The Iron Curtain as a Semi-permeable 

Membrane; and Loopholes in the Iron Curtain.13

Overall, this impressive historiographical production offers clear evidence that 
a diverse and numerous group of predominantly European actors were proactive 
in encouraging, building, and effecting contacts and exchanges across Cold War 
borders, and later were committed to preserving this web of relations from the 
harsh winds of renewed superpower confrontation. They confirm the argument 
that Cold War Europe’s two antagonistic camps were divided by a porous curtain 
rather than an iron one.

It is also becoming evident that European detente paved the way for new think-
ing and deeper cooperation across the Continent. This development is epitomised 
by the Helsinki CSCE and its ensuing process, which Cold War historiography 
now recognises as having had a key role in bringing about the fall of socialism.14 
A burgeoning scholarship on the CSCE in the past decade has demonstrated that 
it was of major importance in most states’ Cold War policy, which has contributed 
to elucidate the different conceptions of détente and to reveal the relevant role and 
increasing activism in Europe of actors other than the superpowers. The analysis 
of the CSCE negotiations and its Final Act reveals that the pan-European confer-
ence was a step towards overcoming the Cold War order’s logics and constraints.15 
In particular, it has demonstrated that the Helsinki process was a key instrument in 
Western European and neutral states’ detente policies, as well as in the European 
socialist governments search for a more autonomous role in a new framework of 
multilateral cooperation.16

More recently, a group of historians teamed up to offer the first multifaceted 
analysis of the increasingly relevant yet contradictory place that pan-European 
space occupied in the economic and political life of socialist regimes. They have 
identified common patterns across the socialist bloc, but also the rifts over the 
desirability or necessity of opening up to international exchange.17 An even more 
ambitious research project, led by the same historians, is now exploring the 
changing mindset of the European socialist elites when cooperating with Western 
Europe and the EEC, and the existence of a plurality of views in each country. 
The project reconstructs and assesses the expectations that nurtured the social-
ist ruling elites’ approaches to the international division of labour and European 
cooperation, their national strategies across the 1970s, their attempts to reconcile 
transformation with regime stability, and ideological rivalry with a new rhetoric 
of collaboration – and the predicaments the socialist regimes faced as their strate-
gies began to unravel.18

The emphasis on improved East–West contacts and cooperation is not to deny 
the persisting reality of Cold War antagonism. Control and limitations were still 
in place or put in place by socialist regimes to respond to the proliferation of con-
tacts through an all-too-porous curtain. It is enough to remember the poor record 
of most socialist regimes in implementing the CSCE provisions pertaining to the 
improvement of citizens’ rights to access Western territory, literature, and the 
press, as well as their jamming of foreign radio broadcasts. Another key example 
has been the impressive growth in staff and activities of the security apparatuses 



194 Angela Romano

since the 1970s, which developed new justifications for mass surveillance pre-
cisely because of the policy of detente and increasing contacts between East and 
West, which the agencies saw as a fundamental threat from hostile influences.19

Yet people did travel and encounter “the others.” The very fact that people were 
being allowed to travel behind the Iron Curtain could be considered a twofold 
achievement, as an improvement in domestic regimes’ relations with their citizens 
and as a barometer of improved East–West relations. This was epitomised, once 
again, in the Final Act of the Helsinki CSCE, where tourism was linked to actions 
intended to favour freer movement across borders, and taken as one of the yard-
sticks of the governments’ commitment to detente and pan-European cooperation.

Tourism in the framework of the CSCE

The CSCE Final Act was a politically solemn but non-legally binding agreement, 
which comprised three main sets of recommendations (the so-called baskets): (I) 
questions relating to security in Europe (comprising ten principles guiding rela-
tions between the participating states, known as the Helsinki Decalogue, as well 
as the Confidence Building Measures); (II) cooperation in the fields of economics, 
science and technology, and the environment; and (III) cooperation in humanitar-
ian and other fields.

The inclusion of Basket III was entirely a Western idea and diplomatic victory. 
It endorses the liberal concept of human rights and centrality of the individual, and 
hence reversed the Soviet view, according to which detente only related to rela-
tions among states. The Final Act gave governments and dissidents an opportunity 
to legitimately claim the modification of certain rules and practices of socialist 
regimes towards their own citizens. This was a main change in international law, 
as it asserted the idea that the way states treat their citizens was now a matter of 
international jurisdiction. Indeed, the West’s emphasis on human contacts was 
justified in terms of a “people first” approach to detente, which also applied to 
proposals in the field of economic cooperation.20 It is in relation to this “human 
contacts” aspect that tourism features in both Baskets II and III.

The West wanted tourism in Basket II because of the tie-in with freedom of 
movement.21 The European Community member states presented a common draft 
recommendation to the CSCE on 28 January 1974, which became the basis for the 
negotiations. Essential EC proposals included the facilitation of tourists’ mobility 
within the country visited as well as larger currency allowances for travel abroad. 
Both were first proposed by the Italian government, which specifically high-
lighted their relevance beyond economic and commercial concerns into the social 
field and human relationships. There were also more economic rationales: another 
Italian proposal called for an in-depth study of the statute and the activities of 
travel agencies, while a joint Irish–Italian proposal asked to pay more attention 
to staggering holidays in order to avoid excessive concentration of tourists in the 
summer season. Following careful consideration at European Community level, 
these proposals were brought together as a draft recommendation submitted to the 
CSCE. Much of the editorial work was completed in the spring of 1974. Only a 
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few paragraphs remained problematic, namely those on facilitating individual and 
group tourist movement with the possibility of obtaining documents and foreign 
currency to travel (the socialist regimes’ delegations were firmly opposed to the 
discussion of these issues, which they considered a matter for Basket III); and on 
the activities of foreign travel agencies, which the socialist countries did not want 
to be specifically listed. Agreement was finally reached in the second week of 
December 1974, with the EC member states settling for a less constraining word-
ing. Instead of “currency,” which was an unacceptable term to socialist regimes, 
the text spoke of “financial means,” and now included the caveat that individual 
countries’ economic possibilities should be taken into account. The reference to 
the granting of documents was eventually phrased as “the necessary formalities 
for travel.”22

The other Basket II provisions concerning tourism were more focused on eco-
nomic aspects. Cooperation in economic fields represented the second major topic 
of interest for the socialist countries (the first being security), and this helped the 
work on Basket II proceed quite fast. In addition, an ad hoc coalition of Southern 
European countries – Portugal, Spain, Italy, Yugoslavia, Greece, Turkey, Roma-
nia, and Bulgaria – was particularly active in the sub-commission dealing with 
the promotion of tourism, on which their economies were clearly dependent.23 
States intended to increase tourism by “encouraging the exchange of information, 
including relevant laws and regulations, studies, data and documentation relating 
to tourism, and by improving statistics with a view to facilitating their compara-
bility,” and by “facilitating the activities of foreign travel agencies and passenger 
transport companies in the promotion of international tourism.” However, the 
West could not get a provision that engaged socialist countries to allow private 
agencies to advertise and operate normally in socialist countries’ territory.24 States 
also agreed to engage to “pursue their cooperation in the field of tourism bilaterally 
and multilaterally with a view to attaining” specific objectives such as improving 
tourist infrastructure, examining possibilities of exchanging tourism specialists 
and students with a view to improving their qualifications; promoting conferences 
and symposia on the planning and development of tourism, and encouraging tour-
ism outside the high season. They also pledged to “endeavour, where possible, to 
ensure that the development of tourism does not injure the environment and the 
artistic, historic and cultural heritage in their respective countries.”25

The most difficult negotiations on tourism took place in the highly contentious 
Basket III, where the Soviet and their allies were determined to subject all provi-
sions to the principles of sovereignty and non-interference in internal affairs.26 For 
the West, tourism was a peculiar aspect of the human contacts and freer movement 
issue.27 During the 1960s the percentage of tourism from the West to the East 
had significantly increased, while the opposite flow had remained at its negligible 
level. In most socialist countries – the worst case being the Soviet Union – tour-
ists to the Western world went through complex and arbitrary procedures. The 
authorities essentially promoted collective tourism, which enabled them to exer-
cise effective control over the actions of tourists; pre-established programmes and 
itineraries allowed the regime to limit private contacts with the foreign population 
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as well as the risks of defection. Foreigners visiting socialist countries faced con-
siderable restrictions on movement as well as on contact, direct or indirect, with 
local citizens. Socialist regimes also had an interest in limiting the number of 
citizens exposed to the wealth of Western societies. Moreover, given the lack of 
hard currency in the socialist bloc, governments considered themselves justified 
to impose restrictions to their citizens willing to travel abroad. In addition, tourists 
were only allowed to carry small sums of money. Conversely, socialist regimes 
maintained abnormally high exchange rates for foreigners coming to visit the 
country, in order to exact more hard currency.28

The overriding Western preoccupation was to draw the socialist delegates into 
a serious discussion of measures that would have practical and discernible effects 
on the circulation of people (and information) between East and West. The EC 
member states made it clear that only if satisfied with the Basket III provisions 
would they accept to move to the CSCE final stage and to hold it at the summit 
level (which was a priority for the Soviets). On the question of the freedom of 
movement, the West asked for the removal of impediments upon travel of Eastern 
European citizens to non-socialist countries, for example the reduction of passport 
fees, abolition of exit visas requirements in conformity with general practice in 
the West, liberalisation of foreign exchange allowances, simpler and more trans-
parent administrative procedures for visa requests, and the possibility to appeal 
in case of denial or undue delay. The citizens of the participating states should be 
permitted and encouraged to travel to and within the other countries in Europe, 
and they should suffer no adverse effects for applying.

The Eastern delegations argued that these problems in many cases could not be 
usefully discussed at the Conference and should be solved bilaterally. They also 
stressed the differences between the Eastern and Western political and social sys-
tems, and the need for scrupulous observation of the principles of non- intervention 
and respect for domestic laws and customs.29 The socialist countries took the line 
that the whole of Basket III should be governed by a preamble whose wording 
was designed to provide them room for maintaining existing restrictive practices 
(and freedom to introduce new ones); the view was clearly that the more detailed 
the substantive provisions on human contacts and information, the more explicit 
the restrictive references in the preamble should be.30

Work on the preamble and provisions related to travel formalities remained 
deadlocked for months.31 By the end of April 1975 not a single word had been reg-
istered, and attitudes had hardened on all sides on the politically sensitive issues 
of working conditions for journalists, access to information, freer travel, and the 
general objectives for human contacts and information.32 In mid-May 1975 a 
package deal prepared by the British, approved by all EC partners, and supported 
by other NATO allies and neutral countries met a more forthcoming attitude from 
the socialist delegates. The contents of the package did not of course match up 
to all the ambitions of the Western governments, yet it represented a satisfactory 
outcome.33 With regard to human contacts, the states made it “their aim to facili-
tate freer movement and contacts, individually and collectively, whether privately 
or officially, among persons, institutions and organisations of the participating 
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states, and to contribute to the solution of the humanitarian problems that arise in 
that connection.”34 The formulation was neatly Western, as it explicitly mentioned 
individual and private contacts and movements.

Tourism features in two specific items under the “human contacts” rubric: 
“Travel for Personal or Professional Reasons,” and “Improvement of Condi-
tions for Tourism.” Overall, the provisions tackled administrative hindrances and 
were meant to reduce the chances of a person being penalised for trying to travel 
abroad.35 The Western European countries only obtained two provisions of gen-
eral intent. First, participating states agreed to endeavour to lower, where neces-
sary, the fees for visa and official travel documents; as it is plain to see, the states 
had wide discretion in determining individual cases. Second, states declared their 
intention to ease regulations concerning movements of foreign citizens within 
their territory, with due regard to security requirements; yet the West could not 
gain free movement of foreigners in one state’s territory apart from in identi-
fied security areas. Probably, the major gain in this field was the specific clause 
on contacts and meetings among religious faiths, institutions, and organisations, 
which was vigorously put forward by the Vatican delegation and supported by the 
Italians.

Despite undeniable limits and weaknesses, Basket III offered an overall frame-
work for intergovernmental cooperation and a series of guidelines to participating 
states for unilateral implementation of reforms or arrangements to comply with 
their international political undertakings. Moreover, the Final Act set in motion 
a process, or at least the first step of a process, by calling for the convening of a 
follow-up meeting in Belgrade in two years’ time, in order to check the implemen-
tation of Final Act provisions and to promote further cooperation. Other meetings 
followed in subsequent years, turning the CSCE into the Helsinki process.36 Of 
course the Final Act did not bring about a massive liberalisation of travel. Yet in 
the ensuing years various bilateral agreements were concluded, most often on a 
reciprocal basis, to facilitate travel and to establish cooperation in the field of tour-
ism. Moreover, various socialist countries took a series of unilateral measures to 
ease the conditions of entry and temporary exit for family visits and tourism. For 
instance, in 1977 both Hungary and Bulgaria abolished the obligation on Western 
tourists to change a certain daily amount of foreign exchange, and in 1978 Bul-
garia adopted the application of preferential exchange rates or tourist tariffs. In 
1977 Bulgarian authorities also approved the granting of entry and transit visas 
on arrival at the borders. In Poland, a decision in 1982 reduced visa deadlines, 
extended the validity of passports to three years, and required written reasons 
to be given when visa applications were refused.37 To some extent, the Western 
Europeans’ CSCE promotion of human contacts across the blocs did affect the 
way socialist regimes treated foreigners and their own citizens.

Avenues of research

The CSCE case illustrates the strong connection that governments in both East 
and West (as well as the neutral ones) established between tourism and travelling 
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on the one hand and Cold War politics on the other. It also hints at specific eco-
nomic interests that could cut across the East–West divide and foster ad hoc 
transversal alliances. Moreover, the CSCE, though establishing a multilateral 
framework, asserted the crucial importance of action taken at the bilateral level 
as well as in domestic policy. Lastly, the Final Act emphasised the importance of 
allowing the people to meet and know “the others” across the whole continent. It 
is possible to identify three levels of entanglement between tourism and the Cold 
War – international, domestic, and personal – or, in other words, relations among 
states; relations between the state and its own citizens as well as foreign tourists; 
and the experience of the tourists behind the Iron Curtain.

Not only does tourism offer a unique perspective that further elucidates the 
multifaceted phenomenon of East–West relations, it also opens another window 
into socialist regimes’ foreign, economic, and domestic policies. The chapters 
in this volume address a variety of important issues that open up new avenues 
for research, linking the histories of tourism and of the Cold War in meaningful 
ways. They also further encourage collaborative, cross-feeding efforts at research 
and conceptualisation by historians working on various spheres of European and 
international history, communism, economic, social, and cultural history.

Individual or group contacts through travelling and tourism amount to a trans-
national activity that is often difficult to trace and even more difficult to interpret. 
A micro-history perspective per se adds to our knowledge, but has a broader sig-
nificance if connected with larger events and processes, such as Cold War rela-
tions, regional cooperation, and domestic revolutions. This approach necessarily 
requires a certain degree of quantification and qualification of the tourism and 
travel experience. How large was the observed phenomenon in specific country 
or countries under scrutiny? Were tourists and travellers a relevant part of the 
population at the given time and/or in comparison with other periods? Even more 
important is to detect and appraise the profile and background of tourists and trav-
ellers. Was the activity of travelling spread across the strata of the population – 
countrymen versus city-dwellers, apparatchiks versus workers? Were Western 
tourists and travellers mostly leftists – if not fellow travellers, at least left wing? 
How many Western tourists were connected to the East via family or other bonds 
from the pre-communist period?

Profiling tourists and travellers would certainly help us to better assess their 
openness to new perceptions of the country and society they visited. Tourism and 
travelling are often identified with the desire to discover the “other” and have 
often been adopted as a tool for improving relations between countries. Yet travel-
lers have their own pre-constructed views of the other, and thus might not be open 
to “discovering” and changing their existing interpretative paradigms. A real and 
direct experience can even strengthen pre-set stereotypical images of the country 
and people visited. In an era and space dominated by Cold War antagonism and 
pervasive indoctrination of the masses on the superiority of one’s own system 
and the backwardness or even evil nature of the other system, how much was the 
travelling and tourist experience influential in changing their views of the host 
country? And did perceptions of the other influence the tourists’ allegiance to their 
own system? For example, Western workers who in the 1970s felt the effects of 
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the economic crisis might have been more sensitive to low-price services offered 
in socialist countries.

All of the preceding suggests a significant degree of instrumentality of tour-
ism and travelling across the Iron Curtain. Future research could well focus on 
identifying actors for whom tourism and travelling was an instrument to reach 
goals other than personal leisure of the travellers (the variety of actors can be 
impressive: not only governments, but also NGOs, activists, associations); on 
appraising their goals, and assessing the results. This volume shows that we may 
record cases going in very opposite directions, namely tourism as a means to 
transcend Cold War conflicting views or travels meant to strengthen the regime’s 
self-constructed image of superiority and showcase the regime’s achievements. 
Likewise, when assessing the results of using tourism as a means to achieve a 
specific goal, research may uncover cases in which carefully devised tourist and 
travelling experiences proved useful, others in which they were irrelevant, and 
other cases in which they turned out to be counterproductive and left the tourists 
with a poor impression.

Another crucial field of historical enquiry relates to the agencies responsible 
for tourism policy and its implementation, and the exploration of their interplay. 
Although there was space for contacts at unofficial level, the state apparatus 
remained the main actor responsible for encouraging or limiting these connec-
tions via regulations of various kinds, allocation of financial support, planning and 
building of infrastructure, recruitment in the tourist sector, and of course direct 
control. First, research linking tourism and travel to socialist regimes studies con-
tributes insights on socialist decision-making and the specific role of specialised 
organs of the government. While there is a rich literature on the Soviet Union 
and what Alec Nove defined as “centralized pluralism,” research on bureaucracy 
and interest groups in other socialist countries is still scant and rarely goes beyond 
the 1960s. A diachronic inquiry into the actors involved in the state apparatus deal-
ing with tourism and travelling and into the rules regulating the sector would evi-
dence the impact of generational change or ideological turns, shed additional light 
on the regime’s approach to both domestic reforms and foreign relations, and relate 
it to historiographical debates on the periodisation of the Cold War and detente.

Second, the study of state regulations and practices pertaining to travel and 
tourism can foster an understanding of the complexities of the socialist world, as 
it brings additional evidence of a diverse range of approaches to relations with 
the capitalist West (as well as to relations with fellow socialist countries). To take 
just one example, the Polish government after Gierek came to power adopted a 
relatively liberal passport policy, thanks to which the number of visits abroad sky-
rocketed from approximately 1 million in 1971 to 10 million in 1972. The policy 
remained in place without major interruption until the imposition of martial law in 
December 1981.38 Poland’s liberal passport policy stands in sharp contrast to the 
Romanian or Soviet rules and vetting practices for citizens travelling abroad. At 
the same time, it is worth analysing and assessing the different regimes’ regula-
tions and practices for incoming Western tourists, as it was often feared they would 
spread the “germs” of capitalist views, morals, and mentality, at the very least to 
and through the tourism workers with whom they had actual and prolonged contact. 
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The degree of distrust, control, and limitations imposed on Western tourists speaks 
volumes about the self-confidence of the various socialist ruling elites. Research 
on tourism and travel that takes into consideration the relationship between travel-
lers and those in charge of setting the rules helps assess how the socialist regimes’ 
saw their country’s place and prospects in an emerging space of trans-European 
connections that challenged their political control and ideological legitimisation.

Third, this research also sheds new light on the fabric of socialist societies, 
on the progressive loss of citizens’ allegiance, and on the inherent weaknesses 
and eventual fall of the socialist system. As Péteri suggests, the socialist regimes’ 
relationship with the West lay at the core of their identity and self-understanding, 
given the fundamental claim that socialism was constructing a superior, alterna-
tive modernity.39 There was no other part of the world with which sentiments 
of inferiority and superiority, admiration and enmity, emulation and rejection 
became so intertwined. Ultimately, the West was not only a rival, but also an 
inextricable part of the fabric of socialist society.40 The West, in the evocative title 
of Paulina Bren’s 2008 article, was the “Mirror, mirror, on the wall,” a means of 
judgement on oneself.41 In this respect, tourism and travelling certainly features 
among the various types of East–West interactions and the many layers of the 
socialist regimes’ engagement with the West.

Historians working on tourism and travel who take a transnational perspec-
tive thus enrich both the national historiographies of socialist regimes and inter-
national history studies. Transnational historians can reconstruct and reveal the 
diverse geographies of economic, social, political, and intellectual interactions 
that made Europe a continent of overlapping spaces of cooperation rather than a 
place hosting clearly circumscribed and isolated systems of state socialism on the 
one hand and capitalism on the other. Péteri talks about the “nylon curtain,” which

was not only transparent but it also yielded to strong osmotic tendencies that 
were globalizing knowledge across the systemic divide about culture, goods, 
and services. These tendencies were not only fuelling consumer desires and 
expectations of living standards, but they also promoted in both directions the 
spreading of visions of . . . civil, political, and social citizenship.42

The historian Arnd Bauerkämper affirms that “Altogether, the history of Europe is 
to be conceived as the history of continuous social and cultural exchange, interac-
tion, and networking.”43 In this respect, the history of tourism and travel enhances 
our understanding of the history of Cold War Europe as a place where connected-
ness came to characterise the continental order, and tourists crossed what was in 
fact a porous curtain.
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