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Author’s Note

All quotations not explicitly attributed to a source are taken from on-the-record interviews that I conducted.

Many of those interviewed have changed jobs since I spoke to them. In these cases I have, as a rule, referred to the interviewee with the job title they held at the time of our conversation, and then set out their subsequent role in an endnote. Excerpts from some of the interviews have previously been published in The Times and the Sunday Times: the references to these articles can also be found in the endnotes.

I have used local spellings of place names unless their English form is ubiquitous (for example Warsaw, St Petersburg or Copenhagen).

Russian names are transliterated directly except where the individual is widely known under a different spelling, such as Viktor Erofeyev or Tatjana Ždanoka.

All translations from the German are my own unless otherwise indicated.
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Introduction

 

The Swedish island of Fårö is primordial, scarcely bearing the imprint of the past eight centuries. The drystone huts for livestock are built on a medieval design, with steeply sloped roofs of reed thatch. Every half a century or so, each roof is repaired in a collective effort by the islanders, who pass the ancient skills on to the next generation and then get roaring drunk to celebrate. Some of the small farms are still fenced with jagged lines of crossed wooden stakes, as though to repel a cavalry assault. Along the shorelines the raukar, large lumps of limestone coastline slowly eaten away by the waves of the Baltic sea, are warped into strange facsimiles of dogs, triumphal arches or human heads.

When the Swedish film director Ingmar Bergman first went to Fårö in 1967, he found a ‘stony shore facing infinity’. It became his sanctuary.1 During those same years Olof Palme, Sweden’s Social Democratic prime minister, also sought refuge on the island every summer, renting a cottage near the hamlet of Sudersand, with no television or telephone line. Sometimes he would bring along his closest aides or friendly world leaders to conduct discreet machinations far from the scrutiny of Stockholm. Mostly, though, he would simply clear his mind.

The tiny island, blessed with mild winters and situated closer to the centre of the Baltic than any other piece of dry land, has a very particular place in modern Sweden’s national mythology. It stands for remoteness, nostalgia, safety, calm and an unbroken connection to the country’s ancient past.

But this sense of security and timelessness is an illusion. Fårö and the larger adjacent island of Gotland occupy a strategic position in the middle of the shipping lanes that are the Baltic’s commercial and military lifeblood. Modern weaponry has put them in easy striking distance of the western half of the Baltic states and Kaliningrad, a Russian exclave bristling with hypersonic missiles, jet fighters, warships and – at least in the view of some neighbouring governments – nuclear warheads.2

Fårö and Gotland are caught up in a war that stretches around the globe from California to Kamchatka, with the Baltic sea as its geographical and geopolitical midpoint. For now, it is Ukrainians and Russians who are doing the fighting, but the broader conflict is shaping the lives and endangering the safety and wellbeing of every person in the West, even if many of us are still oblivious to the gravity of the situation.

The first blows of the physical war have already struck the Baltic. In September 2022 a series of underwater explosions east of the Danish island of Bornholm knocked out Russia’s Nord Stream 1 and 2 natural gas pipelines.3 A year and a half later, Kyiv claimed that its special forces had set fire to the Serpukhov, a Buyan-M class missile corvette from the Russian Baltic fleet, at a location that may have been scarcely a hundred miles to the south of Gotland. It was the first known attack on a Russian military target in the region since 1945.4

It is easy to shrug these incidents off as mere collateral damage from a localised proxy war unfolding almost a thousand miles away. But that would be dangerously complacent. They are part of something much bigger: a generational contest between Russia and the West at almost every conceivable level below direct military confrontation, from energy and economics to parliaments and social networks. This contest has two fulcrums. One is Ukraine. The other is the Baltic.

Moscow has spelt this out quite explicitly. In December 2021, as Russia built up its forces near the Ukrainian frontier in preparation for the full-scale invasion that followed three months later, Vladimir Putin’s negotiators in Washington issued a demand so fantastically extravagant that the American diplomats could scarcely believe what they were hearing. Moscow sought a legally binding undertaking from NATO that it would cease all military activity to the east of its 1997 borders.5

This would effectively turn Europe’s geopolitical clock back by a quarter of a century, requiring the alliance to withdraw its forces from Poland and the Baltic states and leaving the latter excruciatingly vulnerable to Russian interference. At the time Sam Greene, a British Russia scholar, said the ultimatum amounted to Putin ‘drawing a line around the post-Soviet space and planting a “keep out” sign’. It’s not meant to be a treaty,’ he added. ‘It’s a declaration.’6 ‘I think the Russians have been fairly transparent about what they’re seeking,’ says Jeffrey Mankoff, an expert on Russian foreign policy at the US National Defense University. ‘They want to renegotiate the settlement from the end of the Cold War.’

Putin is evidently not going to achieve this goal through diplomacy. But might he try to do it by force? For the Europeans, that is the most important question of the 2020s.

You Can Stick Your Strategy Up Your Arse

This is a book about the return of the ancient struggle with Russia for mastery of the Baltic, how the West can win it and how its outcome will be decisive for the future of Europe and the wider West. The struggle has been going on for more than 800 years, since two Russian principalities began extracting tribute from several Estonian statelets. Before the First World War Russia controlled Finland, the Baltic states and a significant portion of Poland. Until 1989 the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence extended across the sea’s southern coast to the mouth of the German river Trave.

At times Putin has indicated that he would like to restore as much of it as he can, through violence if necessary. As early as September 2014, reports suggested he had ‘privately’ boasted that his armed forces could take the capitals of Poland and the Baltic states within 48 hours.7 In May 2024, after numerous European states said Ukraine could use the armaments they had donated to strike targets on Russian soil, he said: ‘Representatives of NATO countries, especially Europeans and especially representatives of small countries, should remember what they are playing with. They should remember that their countries are small and densely populated. Let them keep this in mind before they talk about attacks deep into Russia.’8

His propaganda attack dogs are less coy. In 2008 Dmitry Rogozin, the Russian ambassador to NATO and future head of the country’s space agency, named the Baltic countries alongside Crimea and other parts of Ukraine as ‘traditional territory of the Russian nation’.9 Dmitry Medvedev, the former president who was once seen by the US as a potentially reliable partner but who now spends much of his time firing off erratic social media posts, has repeatedly claimed that the Baltic states are stray provinces of Russia.10 For the most part, western analysts are not inclined to take these outbursts too seriously, but the regime clearly means for them to sustain at least the impression that an attack on NATO’s Baltic flank is possible.

It is quite likely that Putin himself does not yet know what he is going to do. Witold Jurasz, a Polish foreign policy commentator who previously served as a diplomat in Moscow, recalls a conversation he had some years ago with a Russian minister. ‘I asked him: “So why are you Russians basically dealing with the tactical level and you don’t seem to care about the strategic one?” ’ And his answer was:

 

Well, you know, you think you have this grand strategy, but then we have ten little tactical wins, and you can stick your strategy up your arse. And it was exactly so until the invasion of Ukraine. Putin is sometimes called this grand strategist. He’s not. He’s a grand tactician. He has achieved numerous tactical wins but he’s an absolute strategic loser. 

 

That is why western governments spend much more time making projections about Russia’s capacity for an attack than attempting to second-guess its specific designs.11 Putin himself has quoted an apocryphal line from Bismarck on this point: ‘It is not intentions that are important, but capabilities.’12

In early 2023 the Estonian foreign intelligence service said it believed the Russians still retained enough military resources to ‘exert credible military pressure in our region’ and could reconstitute the units on its western borders within four years.13 This prompted a glut of further forecasts for a possible Russian attack, with a timescale ranging from three to eight years. ‘We have to think about the future and how things will be in the next four, five, six or seven years,’ says one senior western intelligence source.

 

The Baltic states are probably somewhere in the middle of the Russians’ thinking. They’re not Ukraine, which [Putin believes] must be brought back home, but they’re not western Europe either. The Russians still think of these countries as part of the USSR. When the war ends, the Russian military will start to reconsolidate themselves . . . At the end, when the Russians assess the situation, they will make a comparison of forces and try to understand NATO’s planning. They will try to assess the combat power and make a decision based on that. 

 

What is beyond dispute is that Russia has been steadily intensifying a campaign of sub-military harassment not just against the Baltic sea region but against Europe as a whole. It takes many forms: sabotage, assassinations, cyber incidents, disinformation, electronic jamming and spoofing, the suborning of politicians, and, increasingly, border provocations. It is essentially the ancient playbook of political warfare, waged with twenty-first-century tools on a scale that was previously impossible.14 The Estonian internal security service says Moscow can now ‘be expected to use any measures that stop short of triggering NATO’s collective defence clause’.15 The Pentagon says Russia has launched a ‘hybrid war’ against Finland since the Nordic state joined the alliance.16 NATO has expressed ‘deep concern’ about ‘malign activities’ against seven of its members: Poland, the Baltic states, Britain, Germany and Czechia.17

The Easter Attack

In April 2021 Russia massed up to 120,000 soldiers next to the Ukrainian border.18 Weeks later Moscow began squeezing Europe’s gas supplies, leaving Germany’s largest storage facility almost empty.19 Belarus, a Russian satellite state, started flying in tens of thousands of would-be asylum seekers and trying to drive them across the borders of Poland, Latvia and Lithuania. What had seemed an intermittent background threat came to feel urgent and deeply ominous. This had been obvious to Europe’s frontline states all along. The situation that is only now gradually dawning on western Europeans has been part of their reality for decades, if not centuries, and in many ways they have adapted to it far better than we have. By virtue of their history and their geography they are, in a sense, already living in the future.

 

I had spent three years covering Germany for The Times and had not given the Baltic a great deal of thought, but now I started travelling all over the Baltic sea and learning everything I could. I visited capitals, islands, ports, factories, power stations, NATO wargames, winter training camps, sink estates, gas terminals, offshore wind farms, decrepit mansions, a giant diving bell and a collection of mysterious Viking carvings. I spoke to heads of state and government, ministers, intelligence officers, generals, diplomats, businesses, historians, scientists, security analysts, a poet-cum-rock star and a man who dresses up as a recycling superhero. I realised that it would take a book to convey the whole picture with its proper context.

I am not the only person for whom this has been a process of delayed awakening. During the Cold War Sweden had defended Gotland, the most obvious target for a Soviet beachhead on its territory, with a 25,000-strong force, dozens of Stridsvagn 102R tanks, howitzers, Viggen warplanes, anti-aircraft guns, coastal batteries and anti-ship missiles.20 But in the early 2000s it entirely abandoned its military presence on the island. The barracks were sold off to the local council in Visby. Much of the kit, along with an entire brigade’s worth of Swedish military equipment, was donated to the newly refounded armies of the Baltic states.

Shortly after midnight on 29 March 2013, however, Gotland’s brief holiday from history came to an abrupt end. Swedish radars detected four Russian Su-27 Flanker fighter jets and two nuclear-capable Tu-22M3 Backfire bombers approaching at speed from St Petersburg.21 Instead of veering south towards Kaliningrad as usual, they held their westbound course towards Gotland, skirting its airspace at about 2 a.m. It was a simulated nuclear attack.22 The probable targets were identified as an army base in Småland county on the Swedish mainland, and the national electronic surveillance headquarters on the edge of Stockholm, barely a mile away from the royal family’s principal residence at Drottningholm palace.23

This was alarming, but not entirely abnormal: Soviet jets had paid plenty of similar ‘visits’ to Sweden during the Cold War. The shocking element was the Swedish response. The air force was supposed to maintain a minimum of two JAS-39 Gripen fighters on ‘quick reaction alert’ at all times for precisely this kind of scenario. But it was Good Friday and all the pilots were on leave with their families.24 The Russian bombers were left wholly unchallenged. Had it been a real nuclear strike, Sweden would have been helpless.

‘The Russian Easter attack, as we call it in Sweden, was absolutely a wake-up call,’ says Magnus Frykvall, a colonel in the Swedish army. At the time, the supreme commander of the armed forces estimated that the country could only hold out for ‘about a week’ if it were to be invaded.25 Gotland’s regiment was reconstituted in 2018, with Frykvall as its commander, although Sweden’s military capacity had become so degraded that it could spare only a couple of hundred soldiers and a handful of Leopard 2 battle tanks.26

Since then Sweden has begun reviving its old Cold War-era templates for crisis preparedness.27 Its ‘total defence’ exercises, intended to test both the public and private sectors’ ability to counter sub-military ‘grey-zone’ attacks, are being studied across the West.28 It has provided households with a leaflet titled ‘If Crisis or War Comes’. It appointed its first minister for civil defence since the 1940s. Micael Bydén, the commander-in-chief of the armed forces, appeared on a popular children’s television programme to answer viewers’ questions about what would happen in a conflict.29 Even Crown Princess Victoria, the first in line to the throne, is being put through officer training at the national defence university.30

Ulf Kristersson, Sweden’s prime minister, suggested in March 2024 that Gotland could be fortified.31 Allied forces including British and American marines have practised storming the island and the Stockholm archipelago with drones, warships, armoured vehicles and paratroopers in the country’s largest and most realistically detailed wargame for more than a quarter of a century.32 Residents of Visby, the island’s capital, have complained about the unfamiliar sound of sonic booms from the Gripen fighter jets flying over their heads.33

Magnus Frykvall is steeling his troops for just about every conceivable kind of attack, including an amphibious special forces invasion staged with a civilian vessel such as an oil tanker. ‘We need to keep the Baltic sea lines of communication open at all times,’ he says. ‘If we lose Gotland and if the enemy have gotten in, they can make it very hard for Sweden, Finland and the Baltic states to defend themselves.’

A Very Tectonic Place

Many of us do not think of the Baltic sea as a region, if we think of it at all. It is bordered by nine countries, each with its own language, fiercely distinct identity and particular historical trajectory. In various periods Germany, Russia, Denmark, Sweden have had their day as empires, while Finland and the three Baltic states have had to scrap just to establish and preserve their existence. Poland and Lithuania have experienced both extremes of fortune. For much of its history the Baltic perimeter has been a theatre of conflict between regional powers. After the Second World War its nations were riven by the Iron Curtain and their different sensitivities and geopolitical orientations: NATO, the Warsaw Pact, non-alignment; and the various competing interests and values within those blocs. Even today there is little evidence of a shared feeling of ‘Balticness’ strong enough to compete with the sense of belonging to a particular country or group such as the Nordics, the Baltic states or the European Union.

Over many years the Baltic faded away to the periphery of the wider West’s imagination. Yet it sits quite literally at the heart of Europe; by a number of plausible estimates the centre of the continental land mass is somewhere in the hinterland of its southern shores.34 This is not just a geographical truism. The focus of geopolitics is shifting steadily eastwards. The Baltic sea is becoming the nexus of a wider great game played out across Eurasia.

The countries around it, apart from Russia, are also more intensely connected to one another than almost any other region on the planet. They have been bound together by maritime trade since as far back as the Bronze Age. On an organisational level the region is the most extensively networked in the world, with a jumble of acronymous multilateral fora covering everything from jazz to high politics.35 This is born of necessity. After all, the most obvious thing the countries share is the sea itself. They have had to learn to collectively steward a heavily polluted and ecologically fragile body of water, laced with daisy chains of gas pipelines, electricity and data cables, and above all the shipping routes on which most of their imports and exports depend.

Most glaringly, they have been thrust together by Vladimir Putin and his war on Ukraine. Five of them share land borders with Russia. They know what could happen because it has happened before. ‘We feel we are living in a very tectonic place, in amongst all these tremors,’ says a senior minister from one of the Baltic states.

 

In all the Russian invasion plans the most predictable scenario is to attack in a western direction. Of course their first step will be to take over the Baltics because we are a small peninsula of NATO. They will also immediately occupy Finland: that’s in their plans . . . We’re under no illusions. A large-scale war is not excluded. It would mean the annihilation of our state and the extinction of our nation.

 

As a result it has never been more important to understand the Baltic, with all its dangers, possibilities and complexities, and to develop a feeling for the historic forces that have shaped its present. This is not just because it is vulnerable. The region is far more than just the hinge of an intercontinental confrontation that only a few miscalculations could ignite into a nuclear ekpyrosis. For a Europe that often seems tired and conscious of its own relative decline, plagued by low growth and identity crises, the Baltic is also a source of ideas and optimism.

This book is an attempt to bring those ideas to a wider audience. Its first section will look at the various ways in which the Baltic countries have developed resilience across a broad spectrum: through inventive nation-building in Estonia; grand strategy and ‘comprehensive’ security in Finland; the contest over social cohesion and the Russian-speaking minority in Latvia; and the efforts to stave off ecological disaster and climate change around the Danish island of Bornholm. None of these examples is flawless and in some cases the lessons are negative rather than positive. It is just as instructive to examine mistakes as to admire successes.

Most of all, I am interested in what the countries of the Baltic can teach the rest of the West about how to muster collective willpower and hold societies together in the face of danger and uncertainty. We are being asked to make substantial sacrifices and commitments: defence budgets exceeding 3 per cent of national GDP, at least temporarily higher energy prices, the reorientation of our supply chains and trade networks, tension and even confrontation with states that some of our countries had once regarded as trustworthy or lucrative partners. Public consent for these measures cannot simply be assumed; it must be earned.

The second part of the book will examine how the balance of power in Europe is shifting to the north and the east and how the continent is being reconfigured around the Baltic. It includes chapters on the Zeitenwende, or ‘turning point’ in German policy; the rise of Poland; and the role of Lithuania and other frontline states in dragging the rest of Europe forward. At the centre of these chapters is a series of fundamental questions that the Baltic countries – especially the five that share land borders with Russia – have been grappling with for many years: what is it all for? What are our core values and goals as societies? What collectively animates us as citizens beyond our own individual interests?

The third and final section will look at how the conflict with Russia in and beyond the Baltic might evolve in the years ahead. It will explore how Putin and his regime view their western neighbourhood, the nature and purpose of their rapidly escalating ‘hybrid’ campaign against Europe, and the circumstances under which they might launch a military attack. The last two chapters assess NATO’s preparations to defend the Baltic, with or without the US; what could happen in the event of a Russian invasion; and above all how to deter Moscow from gambling on one.

Since it is orientated towards the future, the book will cover a fair bit of the Baltic’s modern history. There are three reasons for this. First, the history is interesting and worthwhile in its own right. These countries are some of our most steadfast friends and allies, and yet most of us know little about them. Second, the elites of all nine states are in their various ways obsessed with the past and its relevance to the present. They constantly use it to inform or justify their decisions, which cannot be understood without it. Third, events are moving with overwhelming speed and uncertainty. This book was completed in the autumn of 2024, under the shadow of the US presidential election a few weeks later, the German Bundestag election the following year, and the unpredictable situation on the killing fields of Ukraine. Making forecasts solely on the basis of this treacherous present is like trying to build a skyscraper from wet sand. The only way to move ahead is to analyse the deeper trends and extrapolate from what has come before, in some cases over a timespan of centuries.

Short memories and tunnel vision are luxuries that we cannot afford. Instead the starting position ought to be: how would a historian looking back on our age from 2040 or 2050 judge the decisions we take today?





PART I

Resilience
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