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Introduction

On the British mainland, we don’t have borders.

The last international boundary that we could walk to – the line between Scotland and England – ceased to exist with the 1707 Act of Union, and although it wondered about reappearing in 2014 and may yet do so, we have experienced more than 300 years of feeling as if we are pretty much the same country. We export our efforts at drawing boundary lines, whether the recipients (from Ireland to Belgium to India) like it or not.

The concept of getting directly to a foreign country by driving, or getting a train you don’t have to go through security to board, or even more radically just walking, is an unfamiliar one to the English imagination. The first time I crossed an international land boundary was in the bleary early morning one day in summer 1984. I was with my parents and my sister on a coach that had set out from London the previous evening. I had slept fitfully as it drove from Calais through the battlefield zone of northern France and then via Reims and Metz to reach Strasbourg. Perhaps to discourage the passengers from wandering off at rural pit stops, Rambo: First Blood was playing on the communal video screen, and after it finished we drifted into uneasy sleep. I was hoping to witness the moment of transition and my parents woke me up just in time. The coach powered through empty, brightly lit roads in the industrial part of Strasbourg. Over the Rhine bridge . . . and POW! I was in Kehl, Germany. Germany! A whole new country. In an instant, from France into Germany, without getting on a ferry or even getting out of my increasingly uncomfortable bus seat. I took my first steps on German territory at a service area off an autobahn near Baden-Baden, whose very name was a talisman of Teutonic logic and literalness. My parents and sister seemed less thrilled.

A few hours later – quite a few hours, during which the driver switched the video to The Sound of Music to get us in the right mood – we pulled off the trick again. The landscape got hillier and hillier, and at some point the hills became mountains and we crossed through a checkpoint from Bavaria into Austria. A few years after the Austrian journey, my parents told me that travelling by coach had been part of the plan because they thought I would like it.

I was a student when the Iron Curtain came down; my first Interrail journey took me to post-communist Prague and Bratislava in 1990, the other side of what had been a forbidding frontier in the mind as well as on the map. Europe was a lot bigger than I had imagined. I became conscious that huge political changes were still possible in my time – that ‘big history’ was still being made. Some of that – in Czechoslovakia, the former USSR and former Yugoslavia – meant that those apparently fixed lines in the atlas could move after all.

A fair bit of my professional life as an election expert has involved analysing, commenting on and recommending boundaries; nearly every electoral system involves drawing some lines on the map to determine political representation. But I have never lost my fascination with national boundaries, and with central and eastern Europe. When eight countries in the region joined the European Union in 2004, and the cheap flights began, I was able to explore in person in a way I could never have imagined before 1989. The distinct qualities of places like Latvia and Slovakia revealed themselves to me as I travelled, and I enjoyed that transgressive pleasure of crossing land borders more frequently.

The genesis of this book was in that traumatic period of political life when Brexit and Trump reared their heads. The events of 2016 left me bereft of political enthusiasm and encouraged me to try to find a way of looking, indirectly, at what was happening and fitting it into a larger context. I looked first to my own country’s land border in Ireland, which had been fading into the background since the Good Friday Agreement in 1998. We had experienced the victory of a campaign largely devoted to the generalised merits of putting up border controls; what would be the consequences for our actual border? I walked the fields and hedgerows of Fermanagh and Armagh, looking for answers. But I realised that the question was more general, and tied into my own lifelong curiosity about land borders and ambiguous areas. One of the problems of how I, through no fault of my brilliant teachers, learned history was that ‘our’ national history was put aside from European concerns. As I read about places like Silesia and the Sudetenland, and the conflicts there in the early 1920s, the parallels with Ireland jump from the page. While the British Empire did not collapse with other European empires in 1917–18, it was still never the same again. Nor is Britain’s economic history an island story. Britain, try as it might, cannot escape its European context. So I embarked on a series of journeys of discovery that took me to and often across all the borders that I write about in this book – from the Russia–Finland border near Vyborg to Ukraine’s southern plains, from Ireland to Croatia. I travelled even further, but in writing a book about boundaries one has to draw the line somewhere.

I have never forgotten my feeling of awe on crossing that national border line from France to Germany that day in 1984. Reginald Maudling, the amiable, flawed politician I once served as posthumous biographer, was fond of saying that the start of philosophical wisdom was a simple sense of wonder and surprise, and that is the kernel of this book. I have been waiting a long time to explore that sense of an abrupt transition that comes with crossing over a line that, however concrete, owes its existence to the human imagination and its limitations.

 

One frequently comes across two metaphors about borders and border zones: the bridge and the door. The idea of the bridge celebrates the role of the border as an open place of interchange, while the door implies the ability to keep the border shut, to admit others to one’s home selectively or not at all. Both ideas are valid, to different degrees in different circumstances; Estonian border guards regard the Russian frontier very much as the external door of their home, to be kept secure, while the Latvian border is entirely open. There’s even a playground in the border town of Valga-Valka where a swing will take a child back and forth between Estonia and Latvia. The Ukrainian writer Victoria Amelina (1986–2023) wrote of the border as defining where ‘home’ started. In saying that, she was not talking necessarily of a national border, but a broader community of fellow-feeling that could span some national borders but not others, and was not necessarily easy to identify. Are we, as Amelina lamented, ‘doomed to constantly make mistakes about where our home, the safe space of trust, ends and which of its borders should be especially well-guarded’?

In the Europe of empires before 1914, there were few controls over the movement of people other than those that the market imposed through the affordability of travel. Migration was relatively free, even – before the Aliens Act 1905 – to Britain. Passports were not usually necessary, and as well as migration there was an extensive system of tourist travel to seaside resorts, spas, antiquities and even ‘dark tourism’ to battlefields. Travel guides such as Baedeker went through frequent editions for the hot spots such as Switzerland and Italy, and were branching out to more adventurous tourist destinations such as Egypt and Russia (‘with a side trip to Peking’) on the eve of the Great War. But there were barriers to the transportation of goods. International rail travel could involve painstaking customs inspections, and the amount that an individual could carry across an international boundary free of duty was very limited.

Borders themselves are not as old as we tend to believe. What we imagine as ‘states’ in the world before changes such as the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 and the French revolutionary wars were often not in exclusive charge of their territory; they had to look up to imperial and religious obligations and down to the rights of lords and cities, and the edges of their sovereignty were blurred in both political and geographical senses. However, while most of the lines we draw on historic maps are imaginary, there were a few ancient boundaries that were meaningful on the ground. China and the Roman Empire both built border fortifications two thousand years ago, although even these were not quite the same as modern borders. The empires did not usually recognise the sovereignty of entities the other side of the line; there was a hazy border zone beyond the Roman Limes in Europe in which there was trade and urban settlement. Borderlanders have therefore existed for longer than legal borders. The LimesFN1 stretched across what is now Germany and central Europe, and its purpose seems to have been regulation of trade and small-scale migration rather than imperial defence; it proved inadequate when the great age of European migration began in the fourth and fifth centuries. The British possibly have an exaggerated idea of how formidable the external frontiers of the Roman Empire were because one of the most militarised, Hadrian’s Wall, runs in a straight line across northern England.

Less known to the British reader is the Military Frontier that divided Austrian Christendom from the Islamic Ottoman Empire. It formally lasted for nearly three centuries until 1881, but it was the successor to the unstable borderlands that stretched across Croatia, Hungary and Transylvania for another two centuries before that. In some ways, the psychological impact of the Military Frontier has been deeper than that of the Iron Curtain; the imagery of the fault line between the ‘West’ and Islam is still powerful. The psychological crossing point between ‘Europe’ and ‘the Balkans’ was fixed for two centuries at Belgrade, just across the Sava and the Danube from the last town in Croatia/Hungary, Semlin (which is now the Belgrade suburb of Zemun). The Islamic presence had been longer established and ran deeper in Belgrade than it had in the territory to its north, and there was a Turkish garrison in the otherwise de facto independent Serbian city until 1867.

The Military Frontier was a place where new forms of society began, not so much because of contact with the other side as because the Habsburg authorities encouraged the settlement of the territory by farmers who, in exchange for obligations to serve in a militia to defend the border, were free of feudal ties to landlords or aristocrats. Free peasants had the task of walking along the border to guard it, prevent it from being encroached upon and to help traders and travellers get through the border territory safely despite the dangers of banditry. Everywhere in border country in Europe I noticed that people often had large, fierce dogs; they had to rely on their own protection. The Bohemian Shepherd dog was originally bred to assist the free peasants who patrolled the borders. Over the centuries, different ethnic groups were settled in border regions, creating places like the Serb-inhabited Krajina of Croatia and the scattering of German and Croat communities across central Europe. The Russian imperial conquests such as southern Ukraine in the 1790s were variants on the same pattern of annexation, fortification and settlement. The Military Frontier’s historical legacy of mixing and sorting the various peoples of central and south-eastern Europe has been important well beyond the borders of the region – never more so than with the assassination of Franz Ferdinand in 1914.

The paradoxical freedom of the Military Frontier resembled the colonial frontier, which was a formative influence on the United States. The idea of the independent smallholder serving in the militia to guard his family, and the frontier as a space where freedom reigned and people could reinvent themselves, was a European one before it was an American one. The concept of the frontier was re-imported under the Nazis, who dreamed of a tribe of yeoman farmers securing the eastern frontier of the new German empire. Boundary changes after 1945 produced little Wild Wests in communist Poland and Czechoslovakia, where the property of the expelled Germans was up for grabs and there was a need for reliable elements to put down roots and guard their side of the Iron Curtain.

Borders are both sinister and liberating; their dual aspect is not confined to the truism that there is a country on both sides of the line. The sinister aspect is hard-wired in some languages, including English. The old English-language version of the Lord’s Prayer puzzled me as a child – why is trespass singled out as something to forgive as opposed to every other misdeed? But trespass encompasses all other wrongs – it means crossing over, unasked, into someone else’s legitimate sphere of interest. Similarly, ‘transgress’, ‘overstep the mark’, ‘cross the line’ . . . all link the idea of crossing a boundary with being in the wrong in a legal, social or moral sense. The connection is not just an English language quirk, either, as I found out when I read Crime and Punishment and discovered that the Russian word for ‘crime’ (prestupléniye) came from the idea of crossing a boundary as well (Пре meaning across, ступление meaning step). The Polish word for crime, przestępstwo, has identical roots, and it is the same story in Bulgarian, but not in the Romance languages or in German. To eastern Slavs and the English, at least, our language suggests to us that a boundary is generally a bad place.

Our psychology is affected by the presence of these imaginary lines; at first glance they seem to forbid. The ‘bad stuff’ is always on the far side of the border, as I discovered again and again throughout the research for this book. Unacceptable ideas and urges are projected onto the people across the border, and – for those living away from the borderlands – might seep across unless the border is locked down and the people living near it are brought to heel. People whose relationship with borders is unsettled, like Jews and Roma, are particularly at risk.

Crossing a border, or settling a frontier, also gives permission for us to leave the normal social and even moral constraints behind us at ‘home’. The border may be a hard line on a map dividing jurisdictions, but it is surrounded by a fuzzy zone in which national law is bent or broken before it reaches its geographical limit. Even when one passes through the border itself, there is a sense of having gone through the mirror to a place where what has just been illegal is now trumpeted from the rooftops. Welcome to the land of liberty where you are allowed to go to a casino, or drink at the age of 19, buy alcohol, shop on a Sunday, buy fireworks! You’re not really supposed to take the goods back over the border with you, but we won’t tell if you don’t . . . The freedom of the border can often have a more sinister side, as it did for instance on the Czech–German frontier, where the sex industry exploded after the fall of the Iron Curtain. At its height in 2000, there were 50 brothels and 400 sex workers in the Czech village of Dubí, often working in dangerous and involuntary conditions. At its most serious, soldiers in invading armies feel they are permitted to behave in bestial ways once they throw those border gates open and violate (the linguistic relationship between rape and invasion is no coincidence) the territory of others.

 

The boundaries of the nation, the state, are important. Despite the European Union and freedom of movement across borders, people seem to need nations, and with nations come the boundary lines that separate them from each other. Although this has often been treated as a natural phenomenon, it is a recent historical development. Before the early 19th century, nations, nationalism and borders mostly worked in different ways than they do now. The last couple of centuries, in which these borders have been tightly defined and policed, have been an experiment.

One can produce maps that purport to set out national or imperial territories in, say, the year 1500, but the boundaries don’t mean the same thing as the lines on a modern political map of Europe. If you physically went to a border, the chances are that there would be no checkpoints or guards. There would be nothing to stop you crossing it and probably no immediate way of knowing when you had crossed it, although you might be fortunate and come across a stone marker. The influence of the state will have faded out some time before you reached the actual border. Much of what states now do at borders was then transacted by different sorts of authority. The city gate, not the largely notional national border, was the prime location for the taxation of goods and the regulation of the movement of people. The division between urban and rural is older and stronger than most national distinctions.

We tend now to think of states as exclusive; that if you – or a piece of land – are in one, you can’t be in another. But this is not how things have worked in Europe for most of its history; the rough equivalent of the state – historians tend to shy away from calling them states, as opposed to polities – often did not have a freehold on sovereignty. The ruler had to look both up, to complex supranational institutions like the Holy Roman Empire and the web of constitutional and hereditary rules, and down, to the cities, margravates and cantons, which all had their own jealously guarded powers and privileges. There were wide bands of territory whose allegiance was mixed between what we now call France and Germany, and Germany and Poland. The first time a clear border was drawn between France and Germany was in 1814 (and it was revised a year later).

The philosophy of nationalism has always had problems with the lands near the borders, and, given that nationalism is the dominant way in which we organise states, this is a significant flaw. Dividing land into states is going to be a problem if there are areas where people with different languages, religions and identities live mingled together. Putting ethnically mixed areas into nation states creates national minorities, as happened in many areas of Europe after 1918. A ‘Europe of nations’ in the pure sense only existed for a couple of decades after 1918, and it was a political and economic disaster. Its scars are still apparent on the land and in people’s minds.

Between 1938 and 1947, European boundaries were redrawn again and again; many of the minorities were violently uprooted; the logic of nationalism, including the communist variant of nationalism, produced ethnic cleansing. The legacy of these years embittered relationships between people and states, and the hand across the lands depopulated and despoiled by the bitterness of border conflict is still offered only tentatively in some places. Is there any peaceful, acceptable way of reconciling the way we organise ourselves into states with the interests of border people in living their lives and conserving their diverse identities? Is Europe’s past and present, of overlapping and shared sovereignty, the best solution available? And can Britain really stand aloof, given that it too has a border drawn amid the violence of the years immediately after the Great War?

If we decide that borders really are necessary, are they a necessary evil? National boundaries and the maps that illustrate them are not neutral facts. They are the legacies of violent imperial power, in Europe and across the world. The maps of the places where most of the people of the world live were drawn by the European colonial empires – in the scramble for Africa in the late 19th century, in the Middle East shaped by Sykes and Picot in 1916, in the Indian subcontinent divided by Radcliffe and Mountbatten in just over a month in 1947. Successive powers have used their dominance over Europe to redraw the map of the continent, with varying degrees of success: the fingerprints of Napoleon, Alexander I, Castlereagh, Napoleon III and Bismarck are all there. But the present shape of Europe is mostly the work of Woodrow Wilson and the Allies in 1919 and Joseph Stalin in 1945. Each round of changes was progressively more disruptive, culminating in the rapidly changing blood-soaked lines on the map that were imposed in central and eastern Europe between 1938 and 1945. Another memory I have from the 1980s was learning about the Treaty of Versailles in the history classroom, and a key part of that was labelling a duplicated, narcotically fragranced purple outline map of the bits of territory that changed hands in 1919. By contrast, there was a map of Hitler’s Reich as it was at the start of 1941, a big blob in central Europe looking like an organ afflicted by gross tumours.

Throughout history, there have been times when lines on the map that had been hugely important a few years earlier were no longer of much significance, while new ones appeared in places where people had crossed freely not so long ago. Sometimes the language of daily life changed as well. If the lines could change, what justified putting the lines here rather than there, and who was a legitimate authority to decide? How much should any of them really matter? What did it actually feel like when the line moved and people found themselves somewhere essentially different without having moved anywhere themselves? What is the relationship between home (in the sense the Germans call ‘Heimat’, a locality where one feels a sense of belonging) and nation, and who are ‘we’ as defined against ‘them’?

Border people may speak different languages, or non-standard dialects, and however hard authoritarian regimes have tried they have never entirely expunged this diversity. In our times, there is kinship between the cosmopolitan big cities, where multiple groups of people mix and mingle, and the provincial cosmopolitanism of the two faces of the border town. Borderers often have a tense relationship with their own national authorities, especially those whose capitals are based a long way physically and psychologically from the border, and who skimp on public services and economic development for border towns while swamping them with customs officers and military barracks. Sometimes the very territory is evacuated or destroyed to create secure areas or troop exercise grounds, and the Czech borderlands became notorious for polluting industries. Nor does the central state like borderers very much; they may be regarded as dubious in terms of national loyalty and suspected of perennial borderland criminal-economic activity such as smuggling. In a world integrated by trade and technology, perhaps we are all borderlanders now; what can we learn from the people who have lived with duality and ambiguity all their lives?

The present period of European history involves healing some of the scar tissue left by Europe’s traumatic 20th century. Nationalism, war, fascism and communism all left deep wounds on the map of Europe. People were severed from each other by national boundaries and by the status of being the basis of a nation state or a minority within a nation state that would never allow them full membership. Under the Nazis, and in the immediate post-war period, people were forced to conform to the lines drawn on the map, rather than the lines of the map being drawn in the interests of people (which, whatever the faults of the Treaty of Versailles, the peacemakers of 1919 had tried to respect). Millions were moved from their homes to fit racial or strategic convenience, like Cinderella’s sisters bloodily chopping bits off their feet to fit in the glass slipper. After this brutal phase, the Iron Curtain descended and became a harder border than had previously existed anywhere in peacetime. It is an emotional shock to get close to places that have been sterilised of much of what had made them special – particularly the Jewish borderlands, most of whose people were murdered, but also the blankness left by the co-option of nationalistic hatred by communist regimes. The ambiguity, the connective tissue between places like Vienna and Prague or Bratislava or Budapest was severed. It is growing back, and part of the joy of my journey across Europe while writing this book was in seeing that regrowth and reconciliation as some of the damage of the 20th century was undone. Perhaps Europe’s borderline personality disorder can be managed, even treated.

 

Europe is the location for ambitious projects to do borders better – to stabilise them so that they do not move again, to soften their impact for people crossing them and to repair the damage done by the borders of the past. People often distinguish between hard and soft borders. This is a spectrum rather than a binary division. The Berlin Wall is an example of a very hard border – a literal concrete barrier policed by armed guards through which access was only possible at certain places with the right paperwork. The physical barrier and the administrative requirements for people and goods are elements of hardness.

At the other end of the spectrum from the Berlin Wall there are some borders so soft that they barely exist, marked by signs similar to those welcoming you to the next county. Internal borders within the Schengen zone and customs union are the softest of all. After more than a decade of Schengen, people will sometimes give you local directions without specifying which country the place is in, as I experienced when looking for a restaurant near Ostritz on the German–Polish border. When controls were temporarily reimposed because of COVID in 2020, people experienced them as an unnatural obstacle. Take the divided town of Cieszyn (Poland) and Česky Tešin (Czechia), where the border runs along the Olza river: people on each bank of the river held up banners saying, ‘I miss you, Pole’ and ‘I miss you, Czech’ when their bridge closed. In 1918–20 Poland and Czechoslovakia had fought a small war here, and in 1938 Poland seized some Czech territory. But the soft border has brought out the softest of feelings.

The soft border is an ideal that, mostly, works on the European mainland and on the island of Ireland. But the economic and social benefits come at a cost. Physically open borders transfer the burden of border enforcement inland, so that identity checks for housing, employment and dealings with the state involve checking residency status. The greatest burden is borne by those outside the Garden of Schengen; with the open internal borders comes a very hard external border. Local treaties can make this less onerous for people immediately across the line in, say, Ukraine or Serbia, but border enforcement in the Mediterranean and the Spanish enclaves in North Africa is ferocious. Nor is this a temporary problem. As climate change and population growth strain the resources of the Sahel and other poor regions, the widening gap in living standards is going to make even the most dangerous crossing more attractive than staying in an uninhabitable home. When does border control become passively, or actively, genocidal? And can Britain, thanks to an accident of geography, really disclaim responsibility for what is happening in its neighbourhood?

 

In Borderlines, I have discovered a secret history of Europe, told from the edges rather than the imperial capitals, from the places where people of different countries are neighbours, friends, lovers and enemies rather than diplomatic colleagues. Let us follow the lines on the map, and love the imperfect places we find along them, for, as Leonard Cohen tells us, the light only gets in because there is a crack in everything.
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