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SAMPLE CHAPTER: 

Travels in Enclavia 

EUROSTAR 

The morning was bright and crispy, like a brand-new Euro banknote. Seagulls were barking 
happily behind the window of my temporary writing abode in Folkestone, Kent. For the first 
time in weeks, it wasn’t raining. And whereas the British part of my schizophrenic identity 
was rejoicing at the uncommon February sunlight, its Russian component was not at all 
happy: Russians view rain as a good omen for a journey, and I was about to start my long-
awaited sojourn to Enclavia. 

I couldn’t wait to leave Folkestone—an unlikely writer’s retreat where even the prolific 
Charles Dickens suffered writer’s block. 

The red-painted “black cab” (vehicles can also have a mixed identity!) taking me to 
Ashford was overtaken by two long and suspiciously clean Giraud trucks, carrying loads of 
fresh asylum seekers from Calais, so I thought. Only two days before, another party of them 
had been detained while escaping from under a shuttle train at Folkestone station. The sight 
of the trucks made me feel in Europe already. 

The cab soon turned off the M20 motorway and rolled into the suburbs of Ashford—a 
formerly unremarkable and sleepy Kentish town, whose illusions of grandeur had been 
limited to a huge mayoral badge—the size of Big Ben—worn by its corpulent Lady Mayor (I 
once met her at a function in London). Since the Eurostar International Terminal was built 
there in the early 1990s, the town had experienced an unprecedented boom and now 
boasted its own smallish business centre and a couple of coffee shops, frequented by a 
dozen or so latte-slurping City-of-London types. I could understand why my four-year-old 
son Andrei, after our quick visit to the town centre, started calling it “Cashford”. 

Unlike other British railway stations at that time, Ashford Eurostar Terminal was clean 
and fully non-smoking which spoke of a certain European influence. But here I am going to 
beat the temptation to refer to the station as “an enclave of the Continent inside Britain”, or 
something of that sort. The reason is simple: the toilets there were filthy and out of order—
a sure sign of Britishness. On my first visit to Britain in 1988, I was so impressed by the 
shining cleanliness of my first British toilet on board the Queen Beatrix ferry from the Hook 
of Holland that I thought I had wandered into a barber’s shop by mistake. It took me a while 
to realise that the toilet (as well as the ferry) was actually Dutch. 

With about half an hour to spare I headed for the “Grancaffe” under the eye-catching 
sign: “Try the Italian Coffee Experience”. The “experience” was watery. 

The moment the Eurostar dived out of the Tunnel, the carriage was awash with the 
mosquito-like high-pitched beeps of mobile phones. The City types, who constituted the 



majority of passengers, answered them simultaneously and informed their invisible 
interlocutors in chorus that they were “already in France”. 

I stood (or shall I say “sat”?) out among them—both in my principled lack of a mobile 
phone and in my attire: a fake “Enrico Benetti” shoulder bag, bought for a fiver in Leather 
Lane Street Market next to Ely Place; an imitation “Salisbury” suitcase (or “Sally”, as I shall 
refer to it from now on) from an Indian luggage shop in Folkestone; a pretend Italian 
“suede” jacket, forced on me by a bogus “fashion designer from Milan” as an alleged left-
over from his recent “show”—a well-known London scam—in a Mayfair street. All three 
items were phoney, but also smart, cheap and good quality—a perfect Euro-outfit. 

For me, leaving the Channel Tunnel was more than simply finding myself “already in 
France”. It was also entering the as yet unexplored domain of “Greater Enclavia”, for France 
was the host country for the Spanish enclave of Llivia, which I planned to visit later in the 
trip. My first destination was Baarle—a cluster of Dutch and Belgian enclaves and sub-
enclaves (i.e. enclaves within enclaves), south of the Dutch town of Breda. 

If I had a mobile phone, I would have been pleased to surprise my business-suited fellow 
passengers by declaring into it loudly that I was “already in Enclavia”. 

* * * 

The Eurostar was flying through the vast empty fields of Northern France. After the 
crammed English landscape, reminiscent of an over-stocked antiques shop, it was nice to 
feast my eyes on uninterrupted stretches of flatness, restricted only by the horizon. 

After a brief stop at Lille, we soon reached the dull redbrick suburbs of Brussels, from 
where I was to catch a connecting train to Amsterdam—a short stopover on the way to the 
first enclave on my route—Baarle-Nassau/Baarle-Hertog. 

There, at Bruxelles Midi station, I had my first real encounter with the Euro. As Belgian 
francs were due to go out of circulation within a couple of weeks, all shops inside the 
terminal building (as well as all over Belgium, no doubt) were accepting both them and the 
Euros. Queuing for an early edition of Le Soir at a station newsagent, I noticed that most of 
the customers were still paying in francs (only one of them—a Pakistani girl—chose to cash 
out Euros for a packet of Kleenex tissues). Not that they were deliberately snubbing the 
Euro. Renowned for their open-mindedness (otherwise known as practicality), the Belgians 
were simply getting rid of the coins and notes soon to be branded null and void. 

As a good European, I paid in Euros for a newspaper and a pouch of Samson roll-up 
tobacco, which, incidentally, cost me five times less than it would have in Britain. I then 
spotted a stack of “Facilitating the Euro” brochures in a cardboard box in the corner, and 
sure they were free, picked one up before leaving the shop. An ear-piercing siren was 
activated the moment I passed through the turnstile. It felt as if the whole station came to a 
stop, and everyone was staring at me clutching the useless “stolen” brochure. In the end, I 
had to cough up two Euros for it. 

I could be forgiven for thinking that the brochure was a giveaway. Travelling in Europe in 
2001, I saw heaps of “complimentary” Euro-propaganda material—from free Euro 
brochures, calendars and rulers in Germany to Austrian coffee biscuits in imitation Euro-
banknote wrappings and “New Euro-size lollies” in Holland. Even in Britain—a Euro-zone 
outsider—every bank branch had piles of free leaflets and pamphlets explaining the Euro to 
their customers. The embarrassing incident at Bruxelles Midi station proved again that any 
generalisations about Europe as a whole were potentially dangerous. 

Like many other people inside the Euro-zone, my first experience of the Euro was 



unnerving. 
My cheeks still flushed with discomfiture, I took a seat in a smoking carriage of the 

Brussels-Amsterdam train. My only travel companions were a group of English football fans 
on the way to the next day’s England-Holland friendly in Amsterdam. They were easily 
identifiable, as if bending over backwards to correspond to the hooligan stereotype. They all 
had clean-shaven heads and unshaven cheeks, which gave the upper parts of their bodies 
the look of cacti. They had regulation beer-bellies, as if each of them had swallowed a 
football. They were tirelessly pumping up these intestinal footballs through their mouths 
with cans of Stella Artois. Their red hairy hands were covered with pale tattoos of unclear 
message and origins. I overheard a snippet of conversation (if one could call it conversation) 
between the two sitting closest to me: 

“I am fucked! This is the worst station in Europe!” [He must have meant Bruxelles Midi] 
“Yeah . . . And the fucking chocolates everywhere . . . Poisoning our children . . .” 
He didn’t explain how the Belgian chocolates on sale at a Belgian station could poison 

unsuspecting English children. 
It was clear that these two were not going to queue for the Van Gogh Museum while in 

Amsterdam. 
Suddenly, there was a commotion among the soccer fans. They all sprang up from their 

seats and glued their beer-sodden faces to the nicotine-soaked windows. The remaining 
population of our one hundred percent male carriage followed in their stead. Women in 
different stages of undress were sitting in the windows of shabby low-built houses, lining 
the railway track around Bruxelles Nord station. Some of them were pointing their bare 
buttocks at passing trains, whose passengers they were obviously targeting—a futile task by 
any standards. What did they expect? That some desperately horny males would press 
emergency brakes and jump out of the train windows straight into theirs? Or were they just 
trying to prepare Amsterdam-bound passengers for the pleasures of the Dutch capital’s 
famous red-light district? Whatever it was, the presence of this mini-Amsterdam in 
superficially purist and straight laced Belgium, where a special law banned erotic shops from 
the vicinity of public buildings, made one think of a new ERO-Union (or a common ERO-
identity?) in the making. 

At Mechelen our train was boarded by two sullen Al Pacino types in Harley Davidson 
bomber jackets. One—stocky, pot-bellied, with red beefy face—was obviously in charge; the 
other—bony and dark-skinned, with brown eyes and unintended “designer” stubble—had 
the look of a Mafia minion: frightened and threatening in equal measure. In Russian criminal 
jargon, which I had learned while investigating the Soviet Mafia, the bossy type is known as 
pakhan—“big daddy”, and underlings as shestiorki—“little sixes”—meaning “gofers”, a term 
whose origin remains unclear. 

I knew the men were Russians even before they opened their mouths. After many years 
in the West, I had learnt to identify my former compatriots from a mile away, with zero 
error margin. No matter what chic Western clothes they were sporting, there was 
something in their gait, bearing and body language that made them immediately 
recognisable. That “something” was a complex mixture of bad haircuts, stilted movements 
and over-defensive I-am-waiting-to-be-hurt behaviour, multiplied by a peculiar facial 
expression that I came to call “the seal of oppression”—a haunted and permanently worried 
look, moulded by years of queuing, fear and repressed emotions—as if constantly expecting 
a blow from behind. Interestingly, the same genetically transferred look is characteristic of 
all people living under totalitarian regimes, no matter which part of the globe they come 



from—Cuba, the former USSR or North Korea. This means that social identity often 
overshadows ethnic and racial ones. As in the case of Russia, it does not automatically go 
away with the demise of the system itself, for human psyche and behaviour—identity’s 
main components—are resistant to change. It takes several consecutive generations to alter 
them significantly. I suspect that at times I myself still carry this “seal of oppression” on my 
face. 

There is a huge advantage in being able to understand your travel companions’ language 
when they themselves are sure that you don’t. There’s no need to ask them questions, for 
they are bound to spill out everything anyway. 

The Russians installed themselves across the aisle. Pretending to be immersed in the 
obituaries page of Le Soir, I could hear every word they said. 

For a while they were chain-smoking silently. Then Gofer said: 
“I saw that nice old paperweight on sale in Brussels for two grand.” 
“Why don’t you call Andriusha and offer it to him for three?” asked Pakhan. 
Gofer took out a mobile phone and dialled a long multi-digit number, which sounded like 

a musical overture: “Andriusha, how are you? We are fine, on the train to Antwerp . . . 
Listen, I’ve got a lovely paperweight—exactly like you wanted. Yes, with a beetle—very 
cute . . . I could deliver it for three plus our ten percent commission. (Pause) Well, think 
about it . . . Also, I saw a chandelier—the authentic art deco stuff, about 1910 . . . Don’t 
know how to carry it—very bulky . . . Shall be sending you a photo by e-mail, just in case, 
OK? Anyway, I’ll call you back about the paperweight, bye!” 

He pressed the end-call button and asked Pakhan: “If he buys this chandelier for a fiver, 
could you throw in the paperweight?” 

“No way! For six, maybe . . . Andriusha is a bloody millionaire. Whatever costs six, he sells 
for ten. Whatever costs ten, he sells for thirty.” There was a good deal of admiration in his 
voice. 

They went quiet for a while, only swearing occasionally under their breath. 
“Look at these beautiful villas!” Pakhan exclaimed all of a sudden, pointing at the 

window. The train was passing through some slum-like suburbs of Antwerp. 
“I know this area well,” he carried on. “There’s one spot here where girls undress in the 

street and then come to sleep with you in your car . . .” 
The train arrived at Antwerp, but, despite what had been said to the mysterious 

millionaire Andriusha, my travel companions did not get off there. They obviously had their 
own secret agenda and kept carrying on about how to dupe other contacts of theirs: Sasha, 
Kostya, Petya, etc.—but I was no longer listening. By then, I was profoundly bored with 
these two shining (or rather swindling) examples of the relatively new breed of my former 
compatriots, the so-called New Russians—the most peculiar product of Russian “hyena 
capitalism”—who had invaded the Western world. Their command of foreign tongues was 
limited to two words: “buy” and “sell”. Their unwritten business code allowed anything—
from chicanery to murder. Their favourite colour was pink. 

I remembered how a couple of years earlier I was introduced to a ten-year-old Russian 
boy from Samara who came to visit my London friends on an exchange scheme. “How much 
do you earn?” he asked me instead of saying hello, and, without waiting for me to react, 
continued: “My dad makes fifty million roubles. A week. He owns a fur-making business, the 
greedy old man. Just imagine: he has given me some miserable three thousand pound 
pocket money for all ten days of my stay in Britain!” 



What was he going to do with such a fortune, I wondered. He waved his plump cherubic 
hand: “Dunno . . . Will probably buy myself another DVD player.” 

“Have you . . . Have you already got a DVD player? ’Cause I haven’t: can’t afford it.” 
“Yeah, I’ve got three!” replied the horrible brat, showing me his wallet, bursting with 

crunchy Liz-headed pounds sterling. 
And let me tell you: although we were speaking the same language and, in the eyes of 

the Brits, were supposed to share the same “Russian identity”, for me this young rep of the 
new capitalist Russia was a creature no less alien and mystifying than some misanthropic 
pygmy from the jungles of Equatorial Africa. 

The two Russians finally left the train at Rotterdam Centraal. With relief, I thought that, 
all things considered, I very much preferred the company of the increasingly tipsy British 
football fans, who were now discussing shepherd pies and their undisputed advantages over 
Belgian chocolates. 

More passengers got on the train in Holland. Some were openly smoking cannabis. The 
closer we came to Amsterdam, the more colourful, cosmopolitan and multi-lingual our 
carriage became. I counted at least five languages spoken: Dutch, German, Turkish, English 
and the soccer fans’ slurred patois. By the time the train came to a halt at Amsterdam 
Centraal, it could be easily mistaken for a little dope-smelling chunk of Europe on wheels. 

“Have a good game!” one of the soccer fans blurted out to me as he was staggering 
towards the exit. 
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