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The endless circus 
• By Caroline Enge 

 

All eyes were turned to the USA during the elections. Now that Obama continues 
for another term, things are quickly going back to normal. Political journalist Are 
Flaten can go home to Norway, and his popular blog Amerikanskpolitikk.no goes 
back to being just a hobby.  

“Ironically, Norwegian media are quite bad at covering U.S. politics, compared to how 
interested we are in the subject”, says Are Flaten (29).  

That is why he decided to start a website about American politics in Norwegian two 
years ago. In the beginning he heard little or nothing from others than the ‘nerds’, i.e. 
people like himself, who follows American political news also between elections. Now 
they are nine people writing for the website. 

 

“How can they not choose Obama?” 

“It’s fascinating. People ask me why I’m 
writing so much about the republicans, and 
accuse me of proclaiming their messages. But 
really, it’s irrelevant who I’m hoping will win. 
It’s a hobby to write about it, but it’s also my 
job.” 

And in 2012 it did become Are Flaten’s full-
time job. During the elections, he has been 
freelancing for several news agencies in 
Norway. Starting in Nevada, he followed the 
nominations and the campaigning through 43 
states.  

“The close result is not surprising, USA is a 
very divided country. Obama was leading where he needed to, and his campaign was 
very effective towards specific groups, such as immigrants and students.”  

Flaten explains that even if Europeans tend to regard Obama as a hero, we fail to 
understand why he sometimes act differently than we expect: 

“I think there’s a lack of knowledge on how the American system works. First of all, 
Obama is not alone, he constantly has to deal with all the other politicians and 
organizations. Secondly, it is incredibly slow. Just look at the process of nominating 
and electing candidates. American politics are not designed for rapid changes.” 

 

 

Are Tågvold Flaten,     
political journalist 
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‘Forward’ 

Flaten observed how the Democrats focused on past achievements all the way back to 
President Clinton during their campaign. The new slogan ‘Forward’ implies a 
continuation of reforms from the previous term. But the economy is still Obama’s 
biggest challenge: 

“We are getting close to the ‘fiscal cliff’. This is the deadline for finding a solution to 
taxation and welfare cuts that Obama set last year. He has deferred these difficult 
decisions until after the elections, so the next few months will be very interesting.” 

While the republicans desperately are trying to renew their message to reach the voters 
who didn’t believe in them this time, Obama can enjoy his last term as president 
without the concerns of being re-elected.  

For Are Flaten, this means that his blog is just a hobby again, and he will go back to 
Norway to look for a job as a journalist. But 4 years from now, he is hoping to come 
back:  

“Already a few days after the result was clear, American media started speculating on 
who will be the candidates in 2016. It’s an endless circus.” 
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Covering ’the taxi war’ 
• By Caroline Enge 

He has been a journalist for barely a year, but Stian Øvrebø Johannessen (22) is 
already working on cases that others are afraid to put their byline on. 

“Young journalists are taking risks every day. I think the world 
has become more extreme, and so has working as a journalist, 
both abroad and here in Norway. The media have high demands 
for talent, good sources, and guts. Since I started working in 
Drammens Tidende (Norway’s 10th largest news paper), I have 
experienced this myself.  

‘The taxi case’ started this summer, when I was tipped about 
internal conflicts in the city’s largest taxi company. The manager 
is a local politician, whose family is notorious for seeking power 
and being involved in shady business. 

It was uncovered that the workers at ‘Drammen Taxi’ were 
afraid to go to work. Some had got their car tires slashed, others 
got threats in form of anonymous letters – one got a shooting 
target with his picture in the center in the post. Meeting and 
interviewing these people, who are genuinely scared, is what has 
made the biggest impression on me. It is a huge responsibility, 
knowing that they risk not only their job, but also their personal safety to talk to me.  

Even if I knew the disclosures would attract attention, I never thought the case would -
become this complex. Six months after the first article, I am still writing 1-2 pieces on it 
a week, on average. Of course there has been a lot of negative reactions, and we know 
what some of the people involved are capable of. I never go to the taxi central alone, for 
example. 

Our biggest contestant, the radio and TV broadcaster NRK Buskerud, has a different 
approach; they have more people working on the case, and put everyone’s byline on all 
the online stories, to avoid exposing one specific journalist. I think I have had almost all 
the stories in Drammens Tidende alone.  

I have been sick of it sometimes, of course, but I don’t think my superiors would accept 
it if I refused to write more about Drammen Taxi. I’ve had big arguments with sources, 
received angry emails telling me to stop writing, and so on. But in the end, this is part of 
my job. Covering the ‘taxi war’ has been an invaluable learning experience, and I am a 
lot tougher today than six months ago.  

The case is now in court, and a lot of the drama is over. It has definitely been worth it, 
and I know that my work has made a difference to a lot of people. I wouldn’t risk 
everything for a story about Drammen Taxi. But for a very serious case, involving many 
people’s fates, of course I would risk my life. So even if I’m not jumping on the next 
plane to Afghanistan, I will continue covering the unpleasant stories. I think they are 
most exciting to work on, but also the most important ones for journalists to tell.” 

News journalist Stian Øvrebø 
Johannessen. Photo: C. Enge 
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Too good not to be told 
• Review by Caroline Enge 

No Place on Earth – Documentary film (Director: Janet Tobias) 

The incredible story of three Jewish families surviving Second World War deep 
down in Ukrainian caves is far from another sentimental Holocaust documentary.  

A New York police investigator with a passion for cave exploring goes to Ukraine to 
search for his ancestors. Instead, he finds another family’s story. Deep down in the 
caves, he discovers remnants of people living there. His investigation remains futile, 
but after ten years, he finally receives an email that explains everything.  

The story of how the Jewish families in their desperate search for a safe hiding 
stumbled upon the largest caves in Europe, and how they built a life inside and 
managed to survive for 500 days, is extraordinary in itself. That four of the children are 
still alive and fully capable of telling the tale with humor, warmth and meticulous 
detail is no less impressing. And to top it all off, there is the caving enthusiast who 
never gave up, and is finally able to take the survivors back to the place where they 
spent such a crucial part of their lives. 

But the fact that the film tries to embrace all these sides of the story in different ways is 
also its biggest weakness. As we first meet the New Yorker Chris Nicola spelunking in 
Eastern Europe, he raises a lot of intriguing questions. Watching a documentary, we 
are naturally waiting for the explanation. But the police investigator is soon forgotten, 
as actors start exploring the caves, and we’re all of a sudden back in the 1940s. The 
four survivors are interviewed, and together with re-enactments, some archive images, 
some quotes from their mothers memoirs, and even some of the actors narrating (are 
they quoting their characters, or is it just artistic freedom?), the story is told scene-by-
scene from when the Jewish families were first forced to move, until the end of the 
war.  

Despite this messy mix of story-telling techniques, the story is engaging and easy to 
follow. But as a documentary, one may start to wonder – where is the documentation? 
High pace and a burning desire to show the drama, leaves little room for 
sentimentality. Maybe sometimes too little; As all the narrators emphasize their own 
impression of the conditions in the cave, the audience doesn’t get much opportunity to 
reflect on it themselves.  

‘No Place on Earth’ shows how the dark, scary caves turned out to be the most 
welcoming place for the Ukrainian Jews, hiding them from the “real monsters” of the 
outside world. It is no doubt an incredible story that deserves to be told, also on screen. 
But the question remains, if it benefits from the somewhat confusing mix of re-
enactment and documentary, or if it would be even more compelling as plain faction. 
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But it’s tradition! 
• By Caroline Enge 

 
Chocolate coins? 
– Yes please! 
Two young men in colorful costumes are handing 
out Christmas sweets to people passing by in the 
Korte Lijnbaan, one of Rotterdam’s busiest shopping 
streets.  
Colorful in all connotations of the word, as the 
spreaders of joy have had their faces painted black, 
lips large and red, and under their small velvet hats 
large Afro wigs are sticking out. The ‘blackface’ 
boys may seem a little out of place. And time. This 
beyond stereotypical representation has been 
frowned upon, to say the least, for the better part of 
the century.  
 

That Sinterklaas’ slaves are black simply because they climbed down the chimney is an 
interesting theory. It must have been the descent to a quite extraordinary fireplace that 

’No Place On Earth’ (2012) 

• 83 min. documentary film 
• Directed by Janet Tobias (USA) 
• Based on Esther Stermers memoirs ’We Fight to Survive’ 

(1960) 
• Only 5% of the Jews in Western Ukraine survived the 

Holocaust. 
• For 511 days, 38 members of the Stermer and Wexler 

families lived underground. First in ’The Verteba Cave’, 
then ‘The Priest’s Grotto’ until the liberation by the Red 
Army in April 1944.  

• Some of them never left the cave for 344 days, which is the 
longest uninterrupted underground survival recorded in 
human history.  

• The gypsum cave system in Ukraine is one of the largest in 
the world. 

• The surviving family members and their descendants 
emigrated to Canada/ the U.S. after the war. 

• The story was featured in National Geographic Adventure 
Magazine in June/July 2004, and appeared in several other 
publications, including book form.  
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left Zwarte Piet’s clothes and white collar spotless, but instead prepared him to join a 
black minstrel show as soon as the presents had been delivered.  
 
But most of the passersby have little time to be offended by their benefactors’ 
ridiculous appearance. They are busy shopping – another of the many mysterious 
customs of the season. Because we should be nice to each other at Christmas. Giving 
gifts is nice. Hence, we spend billions on blinking ties, singing fishes and other 
ridiculous things that nobody wants, destroying the environment, disappointing each 
other, exhausting ourselves and going broke while we’re at it.  
 
It’s tradition. Which means ‘established practice’. Doesn’t have to be nice, doesn’t 
have to be reasonable. From torturing bulls in Madrid, throwing eggs on houses at 
Halloween, stepping on coal in Sri Lanka. In fact, ‘tradition’ seems to be the one-word 
explanation for all weird, impractical, uncomfortable, intimidating, costly, boring or 
just stupid actions that no one can argue with. 
 
Everything becomes a tradition if you do it enough times. For example, everyone 
makes New Year’s resolutions, but now breaking them has become part of the 
tradition.  
Imagine North Korea poses another threat to use nuclear weapons;  
– Why are you saying that, Kim Jong-un?  
“I don’t know, it’s become tradition.”  
 
– Or UK, why are you opposing yet another EU resolution?  
David Cameron shrugs: “We always do it, it’s tradition!” 
 
Traditions allow us to do stuff that doesn’t always make sense. The Dutch like to dress 
up as blackfaced slaves and threaten to abduct misbehaving children to Spain. Of 
course, there have been protests. A few years back they tried putting on other colors 
than the black, but the more politically correct Green and Red Pete never caught on.  
 
Trying to prevent the annual spending spree has been equally unsuccessful. Jesus got 
presents for Christmas – so should we. Although it arguably was his Birthday the holy 
kings were celebrating. 
 
But because traditions are so hard to explain, they are even harder to oppose. As the 
most traditional holiday of all is just around the corner, some people will start asking 
questions and even protest our common practices. It’s of little use, as traditions, nice or 
not, are almost impossible to get rid of. Black slaves in costumes will keep handing out 
candy, the gifts we spend our money on will end up in attics, and no New Year’s 
resolution will last forever. In fact, protesting traditions is another thing that makes 
little sense. But we keep doing that, too. 
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Stuck in the ice 

 
Freezing on the outside but warm and cosy on the inside: Houseboats are not abandoned for 
winter in Amsterdam. Foto: C. Enge 

• By Caroline Enge 

Many boat owners haul out or winterize their boats at this time a year. But frozen 
canals, slippery docks and icy wind doesn’t scare everyone away from life on the 
water. 

”It gets really cold during the winter. But actually, there’s no big difference between 
living here and in the houses opposite the streets. I just turn up the heating.”  

Max Miltser from Kazakhstan is used to cold weather. Even if he was a bit sceptical 
when he first moved in to his houseboat last November, he is not worrying about the 
cold season ahead.  

Quiet, not cold 

There are around 2500 houseboats in Amsterdam. Even if they have a grey, cold and 
almost abandoned appearance, most houseboats are cosy and warm on the inside, even 
in the middle of winter.  

Max Miltser moved into the houseboat to work on his music productions. Heavy bass 
dubstep makes resonance in the water, but not in the neighbours’ walls, and so far he’s 
had no complaints.  

“It’s even more quiet in the winter, which is quite nice”.  
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Miltser tells that the biggest challenge of the houseboat life is that the floating home is 
rocking from side to side.  

“Usually it’s no big problem, but when the canal boats pass constantly during the 
tourist season, the whole house is moving.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Winter avdantages 

The first snow fell in Amsterdam this morning, but inside his boat, Miltser wasn’t even 
aware.  

“Snow and ice I don’t worry about at all. I don’t have to, since I don’t have a yard but 
only water around the house.” 

The shallow canals don’t need many cold nights before they freeze in the winter. But 
being stuck in the ice is no disadvantage to a houseboat owner.  

“When the water freezes, the boat stops rocking, and I get a new ‘front yard’ that I can 
walk onto straight from my window.” 

Miltser explains that his little floating flat heats up very fast, and that he would not 
trade winter in a houseboat for any apartment, even if the temperature drops. 

“It is quite fun, actually. Last year, we had a few weeks of ice outside, and I could see 
people skating right past my window. It was an unique experience, and I hope it will 
happen again.” 

Max Miltser is 
looking forward to 
when his boat 
freezes in the ice. 

Foto: C. Enge 
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Part of the past 
• By Caroline Enge 

 
 

He has forgotten some details, but 
the German occupation of Norway 
shaped Reidar Skar’s adolescence. 
War films like ‘Max Manus’ can 
only show fragments of how it was 
like, but then again – nothing can be 
remembered forever.  

”It is impossible for Norwegians today 
to imagine everyday life during the 
war. The fear, and not being able to 
even trust your neighbors was the 
worst.” 

Reidar Skar still reads books and 
watch documentaries about the war, 

but he doesn’t believe they are 
showing new sides of the events 
anymore. Skar explains:  

”The same information and the same 
stories are repeated again and again. 
Sometimes it hits me: This is not the way it happened! But of course, we have different 
viewpoints, and some things will be emphasized, other parts left out.” 

Disputed resistance 

Born in 1927, Reidar Skar naturally didn’t know much about the political events 
leading up to the war. But the occupation in 1940 still made its impression on the 13-
year-old errand boy.  

“We heard about what was happening in Oslo, that people refusing to work for the 
Nazis were shot on the spot.” 

So when the German invasion reached Skar’s home place Krogstadelva, near the city 
Drammen, everything went orderly and without any fuzz.  

“We all knew that cooperation was the way to go. So nobody I knew was harmed, we 
all went on doing our jobs and minding our own business.” 

But across the country, groups were organizing resistance in secrecy. The Norwegian 
war heroes have been honored in many ways, and depicted in famous films like 
‘Operation Swallow: The Battle for Heavy Water’ and the more recent ‘Max Manus: 
Man of War’. 

’Max Manus: Man of War depicts the Norwegian 
restiance during the German occupation. But 
watching this kind of historical drama often 
makes Reidar Skar (85) shake his head.  
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Skar remembers: “The resistance in Buskerud county helped many people, and they 
probably saved my elder brother Bjarne’s life. When he was enlisted to fight on the 
Eastern Front they hid him in a small cabin up in the valley until the war was over. 
They also did a lot of sabotage, for example blowing up a train full of Nazis here in 
Mjøndalen.”  

But there are different opinions on these actions:  

“Of course there were reprisals every time, and civilians were executed. For what 
cause? The resistance was important, but it also cost Norwegians more than it some 
times was worth”, says Skar.  

Part of history 

Today, few of the people participating in World War II are alive. But important dates 
and fallen heroes are commemorated through ceremonies and memorials. Reidar Skar 
thinks this will decrease in the future:  

“Of course, young people nowadays are less interested in the war. It is only natural, 
because it doesn’t concern them in the same way.”  

New films on the subject can attract some attention, but as Skar remarks, these are 
dramas made to sell tickets and DVDs.  

“Many things that happened during the war we will never know. But what we do 
know, should be accounted for as accurately as possible.” 

Skar believes that it is important that future generations learn about the war. But he 
emphasizes the fact that this is history, a part of the past: 

“Let’s memorize the war, but not blow it out of proportions. Just as the details of the 
First World War, the events of the 1940s will also slowly retract into the history 
books.” 

 


