CULTURAL CREATIVITY
Imagine a country where no-one alive has lived there for more than 65 years.  It could be the moon, or Antarctica.  But this is part of Europe.  It’s called Kaliningrad – now.  Once it was part of Germany, called East Prussia: its chief town was Koenigsburg.  In 1945 the Red Army, chasing the Germans out of Russia to reach Berlin, forced the entire population of this area out.  Many were killed, ships were sunk in the harbours, and only a few survivors remained, keeping their identity quiet.  By now even those few have died.

The Russians were keen to hold onto this territory because Koenigsburg was (and still is) a port with harbourage for their Baltic fleet, close to Poland, rather than much further east in Leningrad.  For the next 45 years the whole region was closed to foreigners.  Sandwiched between Poland and Lithuania, at the south-eastern end of the Baltic, it was out of bounds.  The area was re-populated from all over the (former) Soviet Union.  There are now some 120 different ethnic origins represented in today’s population, including people from the far east (Mongols), from the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, pale blue-eyed Rus (the Scandinavians who explored up the great rivers of Russia), Slavs, Cossacks, Turkmen, Uzbekhs, and people from the borders of China.

One of the challenges facing this region now is how to create a new culture which all these separate races can share.  Russia as a whole is a mix of nations, and they have been sharing in a common culture since Tsarist times (the centuries before 1917).  But this area is separated from the rest of Russia now by independent Lithuania, which has a very distinct and non-Russian culture.  There was an article in the papers a few months ago about Kaliningrad, which referred to it as an “exclave” (like “enclave”, only on the outside).  Since the fall of Communism in the early 90’s, the area has become aware of the greater prosperity enjoyed by its neighbours (Poland, Lithuania, and Scandinavia), and wants to break free from the Russian Federation.  There were protests about the regional government there this February (not violent, so not reported widely).  There’s raging corruption.  Money from Scandinavia and the EU has been pumped in to help upgrade roads, infrastructure and so on, and has largely not been spent on these projects, but made the rich richer.

So in order to help the country (65 years young) to grow up, there is an Institute for Cultural Creativity – that is, creating a new culture.  Amazingly they are rebuilding some of their Germanic past.  During the 70’s under Brezhnev all traces of German culture were destroyed (churches, castles, houses) to be replaced by incredibly ugly, and now decaying, tower blocks and factories.  Now, with money from abroad, some of these monuments are being rebuilt.  Inside a former Lutheran red brick church I saw Orthodox icons displayed before the altar.  At one point I took part in a festival to raise money for restoring Insterburg Castle.  The German barracks remain more or less intact, but the mediaeval brick castle is a total ruin.  Mind you, it was eerie to walk round what remained, and the ghosts of Nazi soldiers seemed not laid to rest there.

I’ve given it away: I was there Morris dancing with my whacky friends.  One of us has long been interested in the countries of Eastern Europe and beyond.  He fixed up this visit via the Institute for Cultural Creativity.  I had to send a scan of my passport to Moscow: it will probably be in Mossad’s hands by now, or sold to some Chechen terrorists.  We had a week of attending festivals and dancing in People’s Halls of Culture (things haven’t changed as much as all that in these parts since the USSR).  We had a whole series of minders, who nearly drove our leader to distraction by changing the programme daily.  But we were fantastically well received.  While the Brits think Morris dancing is the biggest turn-off ever (to judge by what the papers say), the Russians were interested and very appreciative, especially since we were no longer young: our agility was praised by a former Bolshoi ballet dancer we met.

We swam in the Baltic and watched a fantastic sunset; we visited the oldest bird-ringing station in the world (set up by a German in the 1880’s).  We participated in festivals to celebrate midsummer Baltic style, including leaping through the flames of a midsummer bonfire (one of us crocked his knee and had to be invalided home!).  And there was another festival celebrating marital fidelity!  At the end of it all, we had a feast with our Culturally Creative minders, where we were greeted with gifts of bread and salt, and a jug of Kvass (beer made from fermented bread).  There were many toasts, pledging immortal friendship (all involving glasses of vodka to be shot down the throat in one go).  One of the Russians commemorated the alliance with Britain in the Great Patriotic War (1941-1945 – prior to that they were on the German side...).  So to retaliate, we got them all barn dancing: Waves of Tory, Nottingham Swing and Strip the Willow -definitely not a dance to be done with a bottle of vodka inside you!   I think at this point we finally got our own back on these friendly, but control-freak people.  We were invited back again next year.  I don’t somehow think that’s our plan, but, hey, who knows?
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