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I suppose I was spoilt, starting off in colonial and ex-colonial Africa.  We had a telephone system that worked: we even had STD before Britain.  I assumed that forty years later Eastern Europe would have reached these standards. But no.


I was one of the first Western advisers into Albania when the wall came down.  The one hotel in Tirana was full, so the Prime Minister moved out of his house for us.  Of course, being the Prime Minister’s house, it did have a telephone that worked in the study, one with an international line.  I was able to phone home, but it meant dialling, dialling, dialling for half an hour to an hour before I got through.  The staff tried to discourage us from using the phone for private calls, by charging us two cents a minute, which they thought was an exhorbitant fee.


Romania under Ceaucescu had also made it very difficult to phone abroad.  The country had only six international lines, four to Moscow, and two for the rest of the world.  Of course, each of these had been bugged day and night by the Stasi.  Once they opened up to the west, they started putting in more lines as fast as they could, of course.  Most phones could not phone abroad, even in theory, and the few that could had belonged to the top party people.  With the sudden change in the system, the party faithful found that they could make big bucks if they rented out a flat, any flat, which had an international line to a foreigner.


Our Project hadn’t been smart enough to get a flat or an office with an international line.  We couldn’t phone out, but we could take phone calls from abroad. The only way round this was to get our London office to phone us at noon every day, when someone would be there to take a call and to send a fax.  Somehow we could not explain this to the staff in London, and we were isolated and kept running out of money.


A plan to have a market information system within the country fell down because, among other things, people could not telephone from the country markets, or receive information from the central system by telephone. The system would have to rely heavily on a very slow postal service, so the data would be obsolete.


The Russian phone system also seemed to be designed to stop people from talking to each other.  Obviously, a superpower did have to have a phone system that worked, and Russia did.  However, this system was reserved for the Military, the Party and some big firms.  There was another system that did not work for the hoi polloi.  When I used it to phone home from Siberia, I found that it took three days, one day to arrange the line from Siberia to Gorki, one to arrange the line from Gorki to Moscow, and one to arrange the line from Moscow to London.  It may be that in those days, the early 90s, they still arranged for a KGB man to listen in.


I thought at first that these delays were just for foreigners making international calls.  Not at all.  When I was making my daily visits to the post office, I noticed the same people there all the time, trying to get their calls to relatives elsewhere in the Soviet Union.  It took some of them a week to get through.  Evidently the authorities thought it was dangerous to have people able to talk to people in other areas of the country, to plot subversion.  Or perhaps it was ostentatiously giving party members access to the one system that worked, in the same way that for many years only party members could have television sets.


Of course things are improving rapidly in Eastern Europe, and you can phone London from Moscow quite easily, and it is possible to e-mail Moscow from the Caucasus within two or three days as a rule.  However, it will be a long time before it is like Kathmandu, for example, where you can go into any of a hundred ‘phone shops’ and telephone, fax or e-mail around the world.


This is not to say that the telephone systems continued to work in all third world countries.  In the 1980s I was working in Pakistan.  The day before I went up to Quetta, a provincial capital, I was told that my daughter was going into hospital.  I spent every evening for the next fortnight trying to phone Ireland through the operator.  It was only when I returned to Karachi I got through.  The Americans pumped money in during the Russian invasion of Afghanistan  -  Quetta is on the border  -  and it is now quite easy to get abroad.
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