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post haste through the

he little port of Grisslehamn is an
T amiable enough spot, but scarcely a

travel destination in its own right. Its
claims to fame are slight; some interesting
associations with Albert Engstr m, Swedens
hard hitting satirical cartoonist, and a handsome
mid-eighteenth century postmaster s house that
looks out over the Baltic.

The morning Ecker Linjen ferry leaves
Grisslehamn with its customary very Swedish
punctuality. Naturally, there is entertainment
for the kids, so the under-aged are detained by
a clown and conjuror while their parents rav-
age the duty free shops. The ferry is bound for
Ecker in the land Islands. And because it is
headed for the " lands, that means duty-free.
Cigarettes, aquavit and snul yes, snul, for
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the Swedes have an appetite for ground tobacco
unmatched by any other nation in Europe.

The lands are a complex archipelago of
more than Qve thousand islands, rocky islets
and skerries that lie between Finland and Swe-
den and, although part of the European Union,
this scatter of islands lies outwith the EU s Qscal
regime  a little accounting curiosity that the
~land Islands share with Mount Athos, the tiny
theocratic polity on a peninsula that juts into the
northern Aegean (and featured earlier this year
in hidden europe 6).

The crossing from Grisslehamn to Ecker
is an exercise in Scandinavian comfort. A dozen
variations of pickled herrings on the sm rg s-
bord! This is a far cry from the open rowing
boats that used to leave Grisslehamn, carry-
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ing over to land the mail that was eventually
bound for Russia. For the modern Ecker Linjen
ferry plies one of the most historic of Europe s
old mail routes. From 1638, this was part of the
postal route from Stockholm to the Swedish city
of bo (now Turku in southwest Finland). After
Sweden ceded Finland and land to Russia in
1809, the ~land mail route became one of the
main arteries for conveying post to St Petersburg

the safe passage of the mail was entrusted to
~land s farmers and Qshermen.
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the thick broken line delimits the boundary between the

autonomous Aland region and Finland proper

Once in the land Islands there are every-
where reminders of the old postal route. The
- landstraQken ferries that provide lifeline links
to the remoter eastern islands in the archipel-
ago, and on to Finland too, all carry the Rag of
the land postal service. Though nowadays, it
must be admitted, on the ferry from the ~ lands
across to the Finnish island of Kustavi, one is
much more likely to encounter a Russian refrig-
erated truck taking Qsh to St Petersburg than a
sack of mail for Russia. On two of the smaller is-
lands in the land archipelago, V rd and Kum-
linge, there are wooden signposts which are de-
nominated in Russian versta (000000), a unit of
distance measurement that was used in Tsarist
times. One versta was slightly more than one
kilometre, and St Petersburg is recorded as be-
ing some seven hundred verst away to the east.

The Ecker Linjen ship arrives at Ecker
two hours after leaving Grisslehamn. Ecker is
an impressive introduction to land, as it was,
for over one hundred years, the western gate-
way to the Russian empire. It was here that the
mail boats docked, bringing the post from Swe-
den bound for St Petersburg. So travellers on
the modern ferry from Grisslehamn expecting
to Qnd in Ecker no more than a remote island
pier will be surprised. For Ecker is the Baltics
answer to Odessa. True, the few steps up from
Ecker s pier cannot match Odessas Potemkin
stairs, yet in both places there is that well man-
nered civility of a port that set out to proclaim

opposite: boathouses along the shore of the island of Lappo;
top: the Aland Islands lie in the Baltic at the southern end of
the Gulf of Bothnia (maps © Collins Bartholomew Ltd)
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