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Interrail youth travel (re)producing communities of
belonging – memories of Finnish travellers 1972–1991
Mikko Manka

History, Faculty of Social Sciences, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT
The creation of the affordable Interrail rail ticket offer in 1972
opened up European railway networks to European youth,
enabling unprecedented leisure travel abroad for many young
travellers. In the Nordic countries especially, Interrail became a
generational European youth experience in the 1970s and 1980s.
This article examines how Finnish Interrail travellers reconstruct
their experienced senses of belonging when reminiscing on their
Interrail journeys between 1972 and 1991. The article is based on
a qualitative analysis of Finnish Interrailers’ interviews and written
narratives. One month’s travel abroad allowed participants to
contemplate their identification with and attachments to various
groups. Although many Finnish Interrailers experienced the
nation state as one reference point in their identification, these
young travellers also felt strong senses of belonging to different
transnational groupings, such as youth as their age peers or the
interrailing community. These findings demonstrate the
multiplicity and situationality of belonging. Identification
moreover appears as an ongoing temporal process in which
reminiscing is also important.
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Introduction

I think that it was more like young people meeting other young people. One’s nationality and
background didn’t really matter at all. Perhaps it was more [relevant] that when you have
come from the Nordic Countries and you look different, blond, or blondish that made you
interesting and exotic in the 1970s. […] I don’t mean that one could exploit it, but you had
an advantage meeting people as they were inclined to have a positive attitude to you.1

This is how Mi, a young Finnish female traveller, described her experiences about 40
years after the four Interrail trips she made in the 1970s. She was only 16 years old on
her first Interrail in 1972 and 22 on the last one. For her, Interrail was primarily a
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1Interview with FIN1, female, four Interrails 1972–1978, November 11, 2016. The interviewees are cited and identified in
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youth experience, but she also considered her privileged Nordic background and gender;
she felt she had a place among these reference groups during her Interrails.

The research question in this article is as follows: how do Finnish Interrail travellers
reconstruct their experienced senses of belonging when reminiscing on interrailing
between 1972 and 1991. By senses of belonging, I refer here to different, dynamic identifi-
cation processes and emotional attachments that travellers felt – or yearned to feel – to
different groupings and places during their travels.2 For example, there were experiences
and encounters that made Finnish travellers feel included or excluded, and which the tra-
vellers still remember even several decades after the actual experience. The shared
elements in these senses of belonging among individual travellers are of particular inter-
est; they tell how people perceived themselves as part of larger groups and communities.
In a broader sense, these travel experiences tell something about how people experienced
society and the world at this time.

The Interrail3 railway ticket became a major transnational youth tourism product and
phenomenon from 1972 onwards. It was a rail pass commissioned by the International
Union of Railways allowing European youth unlimited travel in over 20 European
countries in one month. For many young Finns, Interrail opened the door to visit
other European countries and attractions previously only familiar from schoolbooks
and fiction. These experiences of meeting new people and experiencing new places
beyond the national or local scope showed young travellers’ fresh perspectives.

The time investigated in the article, 1972–1991, covers the period when Interrail
became available in 1972 and enjoyed its greatest popularity in Europe and Finland.
The appeal of Interrail waned in the early 1990s due to higher ticket prices and increased
air travel due to the deregulation of airlines in Europe and thus the advent of low-cost
carriers. Moreover, disputes among railway companies, the Yugoslav Wars and finally,
from 1994 on, the reform of the Interrail system with the introduction of the so-called
zone system also contributed to its decline in popularity.4

Studying senses of belonging through Interrail travel experiences is relevant for at least
two major reasons. Firstly, as Richard Ivan Jobs has pointed out, Interrail and its ‘sister
ticket’, Eurail, allowed millions of young people to travel across European countries,
albeit mainly Western ones, creating a new ‘networked infrastructure’ and a cultural
practice.5 Therefore, studying the experienced senses of belonging gives more insight
into the informal communities engaging in this cultural practice. Secondly, studying
senses of belonging in tourism mobility offers a novel perspective on the sense of belong-
ing itself. Finnish Interrailers were chosen for this study as in Finland Interrail attained
and maintained some of its greatest popularity.

The structure of the article is as follows: first, I examine the sense of belonging as a
theoretical concept and its connection to my topic. Second, I discuss the materials and

2C.f. Elspeth Probyn, Outside Belongings (London: Routledge, 1996), 19; Nira Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of
Belonging’, Patterns of Prejudice 40, no. 3 (2006): 199.

3For the sake of consistency, I am using ‘Interrail’ as the spelling of the ticket in this article. During the five decades of the
existence of Interrail, also other ways of spelling have occurred: it was born as Inter Rail -72.

4See e.g. ‘Interrailin hinta nousee ensi vuonna [The Price of Interrail will Increase Next Year]’, Helsingin Sanomat, Decem-
ber 22, 1992. On aviation see e.g. Moritz Ferdinand Scharpenseel, ‘Consequences of E.U. Airline Deregulation in the
Context of the Global Aviation Market’, Northwestern Journal of International Law & Business 22, no. 1 (2001): 91.

5Richard Ivan Jobs, Backpack Ambassadors: How Youth Travel Integrated Europe (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago
Press, 2017), 5.
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methods used. Third, I describe the development of Interrail as a phenomenon. Fourth, I
analyse the various senses of belonging experienced during Interrail trips in the period
1972–1991 in three thematic sections, after which I summarise the findings.

Conceptualising the sense of belonging

In this paper, I understand the senses of belonging of Interrail travellers as expressed – or
yearned for – memberships of or attachments felt to different groupings, reference
groups and places.6 These may occur on many levels simultaneously and are dynamic
in nature, negotiated again and again. According to Nira Yuval-Davis:

People can ‘belong’ in many different ways and to many different objects of attachments.
These can vary from a particular person to the whole of humanity, in a concrete or abstract
way; belonging can be an act of self-identification or identification by others, in a stable, con-
tested or transient way. Even in its most stable ‘primordial’ forms, however, belonging is
always a dynamic process, not a reified fixity, which is only a naturalized construction of
a particular hegemonic form of power relations.7

For Yuval-Davis, belonging is constructed on three analytical levels: on the level of social
locations, the level of identifications and emotional attachments and the level of ethical
and political values.8 In this study, the main analytical level is that of identifications and
emotional attachments as these are prominent in the reminiscences and relevant for the
analysis of attachments to groupings experienced in travel. Concentrating, for instance,
on social locations would involve more analysis of travellers’ demographics rather than
their expressed senses of belonging. However, it should be noted that all three levels are
inextricably linked even if Yuval-Davis warns about conflating these different analytical
discourses to avoid essentialism.9

As a concept, the sense of belonging is very close to, and even overlaps with, the concept
of identity: both deal with, for instance, questions of identification and of self-understand-
ing answering at least in some way the question: ‘who am I?’Due to these conceptual over-
laps, there has been criticism that belonging is ‘vaguely defined and ill-theorized’,10 as
Marco Antonsich puts it, partly due to belonging having a meaning in a general sense.
In addition, the current understanding of the concept of identity is also that of a processual
and relational concept.11 Despite this, it would perhaps be an exaggeration to argue that
emotions, affects and attachments experienced on one Interrail journey in youth,
however profound, are those that construct one’s identity. Yet the same emotions and
attachments felt on youthful journeys and articulated in the interviews and written Interrail
recollections can nevertheless be seen as indications of belonging or not belonging to a
certain group, or as yearning to belong to some grouping.12

6C.f. Tovi Fenster, ‘Gender and the City: The Different Formations of Belonging’, in A Companion to Feminist Geography, ed.
Lise Nelson and Joni Seager (Williston, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated, 2004), 243.

7Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging’, 199.
8Ibid.
9Ibid., 202.
10Marco Antonsich, ‘Searching for Belonging – an Analytical Framework’, Geography Compass 4, no. 6 (2010): 644.
11See e.g. Stuart Hall, ‘Introduction: Who Needs “Identity”?’, in Questions of Cultural Identity, ed. Paul Du Gay and Stuart
Hall (Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications Ltd, 2011); or T. Lähdesmäki et al., ‘Fluidity and Flexibility of “Belonging”: Uses
of the Concept in Contemporary Research’, Acta Sociologica 59, no. 3 (2016): 241.

12See Probyn, Outside Belongings, 19. Of course, even one trip may have been or could still be a part of an individual’s
identity process.
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Elspeth Probyn argues that the sense of belonging emphasises better the processual
character of the identification process than does the concept of identity: the desire for
an attachment ‘to other people, places or modes of being’ and the ways people seek to
belong to something or want to become something or someone.13 Therefore, belonging
is not only being, but also yearning to be. Furthermore, as Lähdesmäki et al. put it,

people may feel that they belong to something without necessarily describing this feeling as
an identification or identity. The question of belonging opens new perspectives to the dis-
cussion on people’s social relations and their social and cultural practices that embrace, for
example, emotions and affects.14

The sense of belonging as a very person-centred and dynamic concept allows studying
the relationship between the Interrail traveller and societies of past decades.15 The attach-
ments and emotions expressed by former travellers reflect their beliefs regarding them-
selves and, for instance, their relation to the dichotomies of familiar and strange when
they travelled to foreign countries. These expressed attachments and feelings of belong-
ing also connect to the concept of belonging to tourists defining themselves through the
Otherness they encountered.16

In the tourism context, senses of belonging have been studied from other perspectives,
for instance, how tourism has affected the sense of belonging among local children at
tourist destinations and in border areas, or as a tourists’ identifications with or attach-
ments to a particular destination.17 In all these studies, the destination and the notion
of place in belonging have been essential just as Antonsich has claimed regarding the
concept of belonging.18 For him, belonging is both personal, a feeling of being ‘at
home’ but also ‘a discursive resource that constructs, claims, justifies or resists forms
of socio-spatial inclusion/exclusion’.19 The place in its geographical meaning is central
to personal belonging even though the scale of a place may vary from one’s own
house to a ‘national homeland’. Antonsich criticises Yuval-Davis for overlooking ‘the
notion of a place, as if feelings, discourses, and practices of belonging exist in a geo-
graphical vacuum’. Antonsich concedes that the framework created by Yuval-Davis
(2006) is useful but deems it better suited to the analysis of the politics of belonging
than of the emotional feeling of toward place.20

It can be argued that Interrail was a culturally defined place for young Interrailers.21

The one month’s travel was the setting in which the various tourist activities were

13Ibid. About identification process, see also Linn Miller, ‘Belonging to Country – a Philosophical Anthropology’, Journal of
Australian Studies 27, no. 76 (2003): 215–23.

14Lähdesmäki et al., ‘Fluidity and Flexibility of “Belonging”’, 241.
15See also Vanessa May, ‘Self, Belonging and Social Change’, Sociology 45, no. 3 (2011): 364.
16See Vasiliki Galani-Moutafi, ‘The Self and the Other: Traveler, Ethnographer, Tourist’, Annals of Tourism Research 27, no. 1
(2000): 205, 221.

17See e.g. Antonia Canosa, Anne Graham, and Erica Wilson, ‘Growing Up in a Tourist Destination: Negotiating Space, Iden-
tity and Belonging’, Children’s Geographies 16, no. 2 (2018): 156–68; Christine N. Buzinde and David Manuel-Navarrete,
‘The Social Production of Space in Tourism Enclaves: Mayan Children’s Perceptions of Tourism Boundaries’, Annals of
Tourism Research 43 (2013): 482–505; Kuang-peng Hung, Norman Peng, and Annie Chen, ‘Incorporating On-Site Activity
Involvement and Sense of Belonging into the Mehrabian-Russell Model – the Experiential Value of Cultural Tourism
Destinations’, Tourism Management Perspectives 30 (2019): 43–52.

18See Antonsich, ‘Searching for Belonging’, 647.
19Ibid., 644.
20Ibid., 646–7.
21See e.g. Jon Anderson, Understanding Cultural Geography: Places and Traces (Florence, SC: Taylor & Francis Group, 2009),
38.
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performed and new people were encountered.22 For example, the importance of the
place-like function of the Interrail ticket is implied in a question that people are still
asking in Finland, ‘have you ever been on an Interrail’? There seems to be a similarity
with the study by Selänniemi who came to the conclusion that ‘the South’ of a Finnish
tourist is a place that does not necessarily have a location, but it still is a place that
allows freeing oneself of everyday activities.23

Materials and methods

This article is based on two major source material collections: interviews and elicited
travel stories of Interrail travellers in the period 1972–1991. The 18 interviews with 20
Finnish travellers were conducted during the years 2016–2020.24 As many Finns tra-
velled on Interrail during the research period of two decades, I decided to limit the
group of potential interviewees by requiring that the interviewees should have some
photographic materials to help in the reminiscence process. The interview call was
distributed in social media. It should be noted, however, that the interviewees selected
are not a statistically representative sample of Finnish Interrailers of the 1970s and
1980s. For instance, male interviewees accounted for only 20% of the group.
However, I do not consider this sample bias necessarily problematic as the idea
was to find meanings rather than conduct a quantitative analysis. Temporally, the dis-
tribution of interviewees’ trips is quite comprehensive: only interviews from 1975,
1976 and 1991 are missing.

The mean duration of an interview was 85 min, varying from 58 min to 120 min. The
interviews were carried out as semi-structured – but closer to unstructured than struc-
tured – interviews to leave room for the respondents’ own interpretations. A wide
range of topics was freely discussed from the context of the trip and period to reminis-
cences of the journey itself, e.g. motives, preparations, experiences and activities, encoun-
ters, feelings, coming home and the meaning of a trip. The broad outline of the interview
covered all these topics, but the order of the themes depended largely on the interview
situation and the experiences of the interviewee.

Such an interview situation – or oral history in general – is a process in which inter-
viewer and interviewee together create the outcome of the interview. Alistair Thomson
describes the ideal interview as ‘a dynamic, dialogic relationship that encourages active
remembering and meaning-making’.25 In addition, the significance and meaning of
stories in an interview process depend on when they are recalled.26 For example, all
the interviews were conducted before the Covid-19 pandemic. Therefore, health and
safety issues were less prominent as they might have been had the interviews been con-
ducted later. Also, many other factors such as the respondent’s mood, emotional needs,

22On setting see e.g. Edward Relph, Place and Placelessness (London: Pion Ltd, 1986), 47.
23Tom Selänniemi, ‘On Holiday in the Liminoid Playground: Place, Time, and Self in Tourism’, in Sex and Tourism:
Journeys of Romance, Love, and Lust, ed. Tom Bauer and Bob Mckercher (New York: Haworth Hospitality Press,
2003), 19–31.

24All the interviewees freely signed a written consent form. The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
Tampere Region (61/2016).

25Alistair Thomson, ‘Memory and Remembering in Oral History’, in The Oxford Handbook of Oral History, ed. Donald
A. Ritchie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 88.

26C.f. Ibid., 77–8.
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gender, and interview environment affect the interview outcome.27 These factors were
taken into account in the analysis as far as possible.

In addition to these interviews, a collection of written narratives elicited from past tra-
vellers was gathered in 2018 in co-operation with the Finnish Literature Society (SKS) as
a part of their folklore and oral history collection activities. This collection contributed a
total of 32 written narratives of which 25 fit the time frame of this article. Besides this
official collection, I started my own collection of written Interrail narratives through
social media channels in 2020. This resulted in 15 narratives of which six addressed
the period in question. In both collections, the written guideline for narratives was
similar to my interview outline described above. However, it was stressed that the guide-
line was merely advisory, not binding. Of all the 31 written narratives 26 were written by
female and five by male travellers. As with the interviews, gender bias is recognised and
typical for memory material but deemed insignificant given the purpose of the study.28

Temporally the written narratives covered the whole period.
The written narratives and interviews – after transcription – were analysed. A content

analysis was conducted with the help of MaxQDA software. Altogether 58 coded segments
expressing direct sense of belonging were found. In addition, numerous other indirect
expressions of belonging or attachment were found in the data. An example of such an
indirect expression is, for instance, an interviewee expressing a feeling of strangeness.

As the interviews were collected from three to four decades after the actual journey,
the present time brings another layer of material for the interviewees to reconstruct
their past memories in the present. This means that the recollections of interviewees
should be seen as reconstructed stories ‘dependent on the development of the self’
shaped by various public discourses and also on the particular interview context. The
task of the researcher is to ponder why certain memories are recalled and how they
are shaped.29 However, this does not mean that the memories are ‘mere’ stories. On
the contrary, the memories that people recall are usually those with some significance
to them, and, in addition, the narrated memories are interpretations of interviewees’
experiences and valuable accounts as such.30

In addition to the memory material, I have used relevant archival material from the
National Archives of Finland and the Interrail collection of the NSB,31 the national
railway company of Norway, as well as articles from the Finnish press and Interrail guide-
books. These source collections have mainly had a contextual role.

The Interrail system and travellers 1972–1991

To celebrate its jubilee, the International Union of Railways (UIC) launched several com-
mercial projects of which INTER-RAIL -72 was one.32 Interrail was a rail ticket meant for

27Valerie Yow, Recording Oral History. A Guide for the Humanities and Social Sciences. 3rd ed. (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefi-
eld, 2015 (1994)), 57.

28C.f. Jyrki Pöysä, Lähiluvun tieto: Näkökulmia kirjoitetun muistelukerronnan tutkimukseen (Joensuu: Suomen Kansantietou-
den Tutkijain Seura, 2015), 22.

29Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory (London: Routledge, 2010), 86, 90.
30Ibid., 105.
31The Interrail collection of the NSB is actually a large cardboard box containing a lot of Interrail-related material gathered
by the NSB employee responsible for Interrail in Oslo.

32The UIC was founded in 1922; SNCF, Direction commercial marketing, ‘Études de marché’, 15 January 1974, NSB Interrail
collection.
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European youth and provided by the European railway companies. The basic frame of
the Interrail system was copied with some modifications from the existing Eurail
ticket sold to overseas tourists – initially young Americans – travelling on the European
railways.33 In addition to the jubilee celebrations, the UIC also saw Interrail as an oppor-
tunity to attract the ‘customers of tomorrow’ to the railways.34 During the 1960s, other
forms of transport, such as private cars and aeroplanes – especially charter flights – were
becoming increasingly popular in tourism, thus eclipsing the popularity of railways.35

Other forms of youth travel of the period included language schools, study tours and
hitch-hiking. According to the feedback of participating railway companies, many
parents welcomed the Interrail option as a safer means of travel than hitch-hiking.36

The early seventies was also a period when other forms of cheap land travel, such as
the routes of the Hippie trail, had gained popularity especially among young travellers
in western countries.37

The original Interrail ticket was valid for one month and was valid for unlimited travel
on the European railways for anyone under 21 years of age. The initial price of the ticket
in 1972 was set at 200 gold francs (about 360 euros in 2020) and the national price was
determined annually according to currency exchange rates.38 The ticket offer initially
covered 23 railway companies in 21 countries.39 It transcended the boundaries created
by the Cold War even though most participating railway networks belonged to the
Western countries. For example, Yugoslavia and Hungary were members of the Interrail
‘family’ from the beginning and Nicolae Ceaușescu’s Romania also joined in 1974. The
former East Germany and Poland participated in the UIC jubilee celebrations in 1972.
However, both retracted after the jubilee was over and rejoined the system only after
the end of the Cold War. The former Czechoslovakia and Bulgaria did not belong to
the system until the 1990s. Although Interrail was a decidedly European ticket system,
its boundaries crossed those of geographical Europe: East Trache of Turkey had
already joined the Interrail area in 1985 and the rest of Turkey followed in 1989.
Besides Turkey, Moroccan railways participated in Interrail from 1974 to 2007. The
involvement of different European countries in Interrail is presented in Figure 1.

The Interrail ticket was very well received by European youth. Due to its popularity,
the ticket offer was extended to the following years, likewise to the delight of European
youth. The popularity of Interrail in relation to the population was greatest in the North-
ern countries of Norway, Finland, and Denmark in the early 1970s (Table 1). This is an
interesting phenomenon lacking one single explanation. However, the early exit from the
parental home and markedly different family ties in the Nordic countries compared to
other parts of Europe may partially account for the popularity of youth tourism. Of
course, other factors such as different income levels may also have affected this

33See Jobs, Backpack Ambassadors, 161.
34SNCF, Direction commercial marketing, ‘Études de marché’, 8–9, 15 January 1974, NSB Interrail collection.
35See e.g. Patrizia Battilani, Vacanze Di Pochi, Vacanze Di Tutti. L’evoluzione Del Turismo Europeo (Bologna: Mulino, 2001).
36‘Questionnaire “Marché des jeunes”. Synthèse des réponses des reseaux membres de la Commission Commercial de
l’UIC.’ 21 June 1973, NSB Interrail Collection.

37Sharif Gemie and Brian Ireland, The Hippie Trail: A History, 1957–1978 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017).
38SNCF, Direction commercial marketing, ‘Études de marché’, 8–9, 15 January 1974, NSB Interrail collection. The price in
Finland, for example, was 275 Finnish markkas (FIM) in 1972.

39Officially the Interrail system consisted of the different railway networks/companies, not countries. However, it is more
reader-friendly to write about countries involved as most participating railways were state owned except the Swiss BLS.
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popularity.40 After all, one of the main reasons for the popularity of Interrail was its
affordability. Before Interrail, travelling from the Nordic countries to the Continental
Europe was quite expensive for young travellers.

At the beginning of the 1990s, the popularity of Interrail had reached its peak in
Europe. Around 370,000 Interrail youth tickets were sold in 1990, but after that the
decline was rapid. The following year, the number of tickets sold was still about
350,000 but only 290,000 in 1992 and 132,000 in 1993 (Figure 2).41 In Finland, the Euro-
pean wide drop in sales was exacerbated by the worst economic crisis since the Great
Depression of the 1930s. The Finnish markka was devalued and floated, with dire
effects on the price of Interrail tickets tied as it was to the gold franc.42 However, even
if the popularity of the product has varied, the Interrail pass is still on sale almost 50
years after its launch – albeit with many more options to choose from.43

Demographic and destination information on Interrail travellers is available from the
two market studies of the 1970s and one Finnish survey from 1986. Whereas at the Euro-
pean level the majority (64%) of Interrailers were men in 1972, the gender distribution
was more equal in Finland: 50–50 between female and male. The share of female travel-
lers increased over time, especially in the Nordic countries. According to the data

Figure 1. Countries involved in the Interrail system.

40C.f. Marco Albertini and Martin Kohli, ‘The Generational Contract in the Family: An Analysis of Transfer Regimes in
Europe’, European Sociological Review 29, no. 4 (2012): 828–40. Even though this study was published decades after
the period in question it may afford some explanations as cultural changes are also slow.

41In addition to the youth tickets, an Interrail Senior ticket was available 1979–1984. Moreover, an Interrail pass for adults,
i.e. for people over 26 years of age, was piloted in some countries in 1989 becoming available in all countries in 1998.

42See, e.g. Jaakko Kiander, Laman opetukset. Suomen 1990-luvun kriisin syyt ja seuraukset (Helsinki: Government Institute
for Economic Research, 2001).

43For more on Interrail at present, please see https://www.interrail.eu/en.
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available, the majority of Norwegian Interrailers were female as early as in 1976, and two-
thirds of Finnish Interrailers were female in 1986. The vast majority of Interrailers were
young students, 92% of Finnish Interrailers and 84% of all Europeans.44 This popularity

Table 1. Sales of Interrail tickets per railway company in relation to the number of young people in the
first two years of Interrail system.a

1972

Share of ticket sales to all
young people 16–20 years of

age 1973

Share of ticket sales to all
young people 16–20 years of

age

BR, NIR AND CIE (THE UNITED
KINGDOM AND IRELAND)

8124 0.2% 11,081 0.3%

CFF/SSB + BLS (SWITZERLAND) 8712 1.9% 13,059 2.8%
CFL (LUXEMBOURG) 1035 n/a 1704 n/a
CH (GREECE) 737 0.1% 531 0.1%
CP (PORTUGAL) 426 n/a 490 n/a
DB (WEST GERMANY) 8234 0.2% 10,077 0.2%
DR (EAST GERMANY) 301 n/a did not participate
DSB (DENMARK) 5218 1.4% 11,081 3.0%
FS (ITALY) 1798 0.1% 2650 0.1%
JZ (YUGOSLAVIA) 138 n/a 212 n/a
MAV (HUNGARY) 33 0.0% – 0.0%
NS (THE NETHERLANDS) 7237 0.6% 8674 0.8%
NSB (NORWAY) 9594 3.2% 17,956 6.0%
PKP (POLAND) 3 n/a did not participate
RENFE (SPAIN) 1588 n/a 1414 n/a
SJ (SWEDEN) 10,423 1.9% 12,439 2.3%
SNCB (BELGIUM) 1506 0.2% 1849 0.3%
SNCF (FRANCE) 8115 0.2% 7108 0.2%
VR (FINLAND) 12,051 2.9% 16,905 4.0%
ÖBB (AUSTRIA) 2526 0.7% 5565 1.6%
IN TOTAL 87,375 122,305
aPopulation data: ‘Questionnaire “Marché des jeunes”. Synthèse des réponses des reseaux membres de la Commission
Commercial de l’UIC.’ 21 June 1973, NSB Interrail Collection; The sales data: UIC – Commission Commercial, Sous-com-
mission ‘Recherche Commerciale’, Rapport à la Commission Commerciale, ‘Question 2/b/2(V1) “Etude par catégorie de
clientele ayant pour objet les jeunes”. Enquete Inter-Rail 1974’, 11 February 1976, NSB Interrail collection; Valtionrau-
tatiet, Rautatiehallitus, Talousosasto, Yleisten asiain Kirjeistö [Letters of General Matters], Fb 22, 912, Kansallisarkisto.
Due to different statistical categories in different countries, the numbers of young people aged 16–20 have been
partly estimated in the cases of Italy and the Netherlands

Figure 2. Yearly sales of Interrail youth tickets in Europe and in Finland 1972–1997. Source: Wenche
Berger, email message to author, November 3, 2014.
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of Interrail among students is reminiscent of the Grand Tour of previous centuries.
However, the duration of travel was much shorter and Interrailers – at least in the
Finnish interviews and written narratives – were from all social backgrounds as
opposed to the upper-class status of Grand Tour travellers.45 In addition to being a
student phenomenon, the Interrail ticket was initially a youth product. The upper age
limit of 21, later 23 and 26, guaranteed that this form of youth tourism was a ‘safe
space’ from adults. In 1974, almost two-thirds of all Interrailers were aged 18–20 even
if only 5% of all travellers were under 16 years.46

There is no precise data about the favourite destinations of Finnish Interrailers as
the travel data available is presented in terms of passenger-kilometres (pkm) (Figure
3). This shows how much Finnish Interrailers travelled on certain railways in total.
This way of counting emphasises the importance of transit countries at the expense
of the destinations, like Italy or Greece, the latter with its short railway routes. For
example, the Finnish pkm on Swedish railways was about 18% of all Finnish pkm
but hardly anyone considered Sweden to be an Interrail destination. Instead,
Sweden was seen as an obligatory transit stage in order to get to ‘Europe proper’.
Altogether, average Interrailers travelled over 6800 kilometres in other than their
home countries on their trips in 1972. For Finnish Interrailers, the number is even
bigger (7323 km) as one had first to travel through Sweden and Denmark to get to
the Continent.47

Despite the challenges with the data, it still confirms that Finnish Interrailers headed
for all parts of Europe except the other Nordic countries (Figure 3). Finnish Interrailers

Figure 3. Share of destination railways (countries) of all passenger-kilometres travelled by Finnish and
other nationalities’ Interrailers in 1972.

44SNCF, Direction commercial marketing, ‘Études de marché’, annexes 26–27, 15 January 1974, NSB Interrail collection;
NSB Hovedadministrasjonen, ‘Hvordan Inter-rail-ordningen oppsto og dens utvikling’, 25 January 1977, NSB Interrail
collection; Jussi Jauhiainen, Suomalaisten Interrailmatkailu [Finnish Interrail Travelling] (Helsinki: Kansalaiskasvatuksen
Keskus r.y., 1989).

45Battilani, Vacanze Di Pochi, Vacanze Di Tutti, 86–92.
46UIC – Commission Commercial, Sous-commission ‘Recherche Commerciale’, Rapport à la Commission Commerciale,
‘Question 2/b/2(V1) “Etude par catégorie de clientele ayant pour objet les jeunes”. Enquete Inter-Rail 1974’, 11 February
1976, NSB Interrail collection.

47SNCF, Direction commercial marketing. ‘Études de marché’, annexe 56, 15 January 1974, NSB Interrail Collection. The
respective shares of Finnish pkm of all their pkm in Italy and Greece were 10% and 1.5%.
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were clearly ‘over-represented’ in West Germany, Sweden and Denmark, which speaks
for the transit nature of travelling in these countries, perhaps apart from West
Germany, which was also a destination per se. France and Italy were clearly destinations
– reminiscent of the Grand Tour between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. The
same top five countries in Figure 3 were also the most popular destinations for Finnish
Interrailers in the survey of 1986,48 showing little change during the period.

Nation-state as a reference point for belonging

Most of the Interrail travellers interviewed seemed to ‘find’ their belonging to the
Finnish nation on their journey. Seeing – or hearing – other Finns on the European
railways and in cities frequently sparked a sense of belonging. The aural encounters
seemed to be of great importance: compatriots were mostly recognised by hearing
the clearly distinctive Finnish language spoken. In addition, Interrail travellers habitu-
ally attached a small flag to their backpacks, which made identifying a compatriot easy
in the 1970s and 1980s. For Jouni, who travelled in 1984, meeting compatriots created
a feeling of togetherness which was strengthened by smalltalk sharing the details and
experiences of one’s trip in the native language.49 The nation acted as a reference
point in these social interactions between travellers. As Ville Kivimäki, Sami Suoden-
joki and Tanja Vahtikari have pointed out, recent studies on everyday nationalism
stress the importance of encounters between people, for instance, as one of the
ways in which the nation is reproduced.50

The importance of a nation-state as a ‘normal’ reference point in the 1980s is clearly
visible as Leena describes her feeling that the world has changed since her trip in 1982. In
her opinion, meeting other Finns in the 1980s led to some conversation, whereas ‘nowa-
days it seems that when you hear Finnish language spoken, one thinks “let’s not tell
anyone that we are from Finland”’.51 However, it should be noted that there were travel-
lers back in the 1980s who did not want to be recognised as Finnish nationals. Rita
describes how one Finnish boy thought that Rita and her friend had not guessed he
was from Finland and expressed amazement at being addressed in Finnish. ‘“How
could you know?” “Well, you have a Finnish flag on your luggage and in addition to
that, your German sounds like that of a Finn”’.52

Yet, in most cases, the importance of nation in belonging should not be underesti-
mated: the shared national background made people feel ‘obliged’ to at least start a con-
versation. On some occasions, Finnish Interrailers travelled together a leg or two of their
journeys with compatriots they had just met. For many Finns, travelling through Sweden
was an inevitable, and allegedly boring, part of Interrail as the ferry tickets straight to
Germany were expensive for young travellers. Therefore, much time was spent with
other Finns at the beginning of these journeys – simultaneously creating a community
of Finnish Interrailers.53 As one interviewee described her journey in 1972:

48Jauhiainen, Suomalaisten Interrailmatkailu, 34–5.
49Interview with FIN3, male, 1984, February 23, 2017.
50Ville Kivimäki, Sami Suodenjoki and Tanja Vahtikari, ‘Lived Nation: Histories of Experience and Emotion in Understand-
ing Nationalism’, in Lived Nation as the History of Experiences and Emotions in Finland, 1800–2000, ed. Ville Kivimäki,
Sami Suodenjoki, and Tanja Vahtikari (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2021), 7.

51Interview with FIN9, female, 1982, March 3, 2017.
52Interview with FIN10, female, 1989, March 13, 2017.
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It was like a Finnish migration period. There were hundreds of Finnish people leaving for
Interrail. We instantly met boys from the same town on the ferry to Sweden. Also, on the
other ferry routes there were a lot of Finnish [travellers] on the move.54

In addition to the language, seeing cultural or other products as signifiers of Finland trig-
gered feelings of belonging to the nation. For example, Marja, in her early twenties, had
used her Interrail ticket to travel to a language course in Vienna in 1976. At the weekends
she had spare time and using the Interrail ticket she visited Bavaria, crossing the border
into West Germany. She was feeling homesick in a local youth hostel when she saw ‘a
couple of young blond girls wearing Marimekko-striped55 shirts’. Seeing recognisable
Finnish objects first created a sense of unity and joy. However, Marja was soon disillu-
sioned by the lack of a common language as the girls spoke Swedish, coming from the
autonomous Åland area, where Finnish is rarely spoken. This led to a feeling of non-
belonging despite the common signifiers of nation.56

Encountering these signifiers, for example signs in Finnish, were reminders of
national belonging for some travellers. For instance, a Finnish couple celebrating their
honeymoon on Interrail took a ferry, the St Patrick II, from Ireland to France in 1989.
The fittings of the ferry showed it was old Aurella that had formerly plied between
Finland and Sweden. This small ‘discovery’made the couple feel emotions of joy and nos-
talgia for home.57 Another Interrailer was slightly irritated when a Finnish film by Jörn
Donner was marketed as a ‘Swedish film’ in Paris in 1972.58 Although the language of the
film was Finland Swedish – one of the two official languages of Finland – the absence of
any notion to Finland seemed to disturb the interviewee.

Quite a common memory of national belonging and pride was anger at being mista-
ken for a Soviet citizen: ‘There were people who genuinely thought that Finland was a
part of the Soviet Union, which had the effect that I could have slapped their face’.59

In these cases, the sense of belonging to the Finnish nation was strengthened by negative
feelings of non-belonging to the eastern bloc and the Soviet Union. Finland tried to pos-
ition itself as a neutral country between the power blocs. However, during the Cold War,
the Soviet Union considered Finland a country in its sphere of influence and had hin-
dered several of Finland’s attempts at economic rapprochement with the western com-
munities.60 The travellers’ reactions seem to be grassroot level responses to the public
discussions of the geopolitical position of Finland in the Cold War.

As these examples show, a sense of belonging to the Finnish nation was sparked by
both immaterial and material factors. Yet, the whole concept of a societally and culturally
homogenous Finnish nation prior to this is debatable.61 Jouni Häkli has described
Finland ‘as a root metaphor, that is, as an interpretative framework that is automatically

53Interview with FIN12, female, 1985, March 17, 2017; The boredom is mentioned i.e. by SKS30, female, three Interrails
1974–1976.

54FIN1, female, 1972.
55A very common – and quintessentially Finnish – garment at the time in Finland.
56SKS24, female, 1976.
57Interview with FIN4&5, female & male, 1989, February 24, 2017.
58FIN19, male, 1972, May 19, 2019.
59FIN1, female, 4 Interrails 1972–1978. Also FIN10, female, 1972; Interview with FIN17, 3 Interrails 1986–1990, May 30,
2017; and SKS29, female, 1979 recalled similar conversations.

60See e.g. Juhana Aunesluoma, Vapaakaupan tiellä. Suomen kauppa- ja integraatiopolitiikka maailmansodista EU-aikaan’
(Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura, 2011), 172–4, 202–3, 261–5.

61See e.g. Pauliina Raento and Kai Husso, ‘Cultural Diversity in Finland’, Fennia 180, no. 1–2 (2002): 151–64.
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applied without ever recognizing that it is only a metaphor’.62 This naturalisation of ‘the
idea of Finns as a nation’ – even if not necessarily a Finnish speciality – has served as a
framework for the negotiation of national identities. According to Häkli, geopolitical
changes such as the collapse of the Soviet Union, Finland’s EU accession and increased
immigration have diversified the identity discussions.63 This may be partly reflected in
the Interrail experiences of belonging: recalled memories of the Finnishness of decades
past seems to differ from those experienced today. For example, the ethnicity of Finns
seems to be taken for granted in the Interrail narratives as in Pirjo’s account: ‘one
tried to seek places in which there were different [looking people] than us Nordic or
Finnish looking people’.64

The distinction between past and present symbols of national belonging is visible in
other aspects, too: The recollections include numerous references to border formalities
and national currencies which were tangible examples of nation-states for travellers in
the 1970s and 1980s. Also, the context of the Cold War with references to the ‘Wall’
or the eastern bloc is something that is recalled in almost every reminiscence process.
On the borders of Western Europe, merely showing the cover of a Finnish passport
was enough on many occasions but crossing to the eastern side of the Iron Curtain is
remembered very differently: the atmosphere was tense and bureaucratic according to
travellers’ recollections. However, it seems that the Finnish policy of neutrality
between the blocs widely publicly propagated in Finland in the post-World War II era
influenced these travellers’ recollections: neutrality is not directly recalled but the
notion of the separateness of the Finns from ‘others’ is clear. For example, Janne remem-
bers that on his way to Hungary ‘it was enough for us to flash our passport covers in the
customs but the luggage of Germans was spread on the platform and one crying woman
was told to pick up her stuff’.65 Here – as in other accounts – belonging to the ‘neutral’
Finnish nation is seen beneficial in contrast to others. The Finnish ‘blue passport’ sym-
bolises the nation – perhaps also the neutrality – in the travellers’memories of belonging.

Negotiating senses of belonging between a nation-state and
transnational entities

Among Finnish Interrailers, however, senses of belonging exceeded the national scope.
By definition, Finland is and was a Nordic country but feelings towards other Nordic
countries were somewhat mixed. Sweden in particular was considered familiar and
almost like home. Many Finns had left Finland to work in Sweden in the 1960s and
1970s, thus there were many personal connections with Finns residing in Sweden. As
many had – and all should have – learned Swedish in school, the language barrier was
lower than between other nationalities. Based on her four Interrail journeys, Mi
described Swedish and other Nordic citizens as ‘second cousins’ mostly due to the lin-
guistic connections. Just as in the case of feelings of unity with other Finns, language

62Jouni Häkli, ‘Who Is the Finn?: Globalization and Identity in Finland’, Journal of Finnish Studies 9, no. 2 (2005): 5. Author’s
Copy (http://urn.fi/urn:nbn:uta-3-962).

63Ibid.
64FIN8, female, four Interrail trips between 1981 and 1987. Italics by the author.
65SKS6, male, 1972. Other travellers have shared this experience. SKS30, female, 1972; SKS28, female, 1980. On Finland’s
policy of neutrality and identity, see Juhana Aunesluoma and Johanna Rainio-Niemi, ‘Neutrality as Identity? Finland’s
Quest for Security in the Cold War’, Journal of Cold War Studies 18, no. 4 (2016): 51–78.
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seems to play a prominent role here as well: the compulsory Swedish in Finnish schools
was seen as beneficial. However, for some, the same familiarity was also a reason not to
engage in conversations with Swedish travellers or visit the Nordic countries; they were
not ‘exotic enough’.66

This sense of familiarity with other Nordic countries drew an invisible border between
‘us’ and ‘them’. Many interviewees had a feeling that the ‘real Europe’ only began from
Copenhagen. Erkki remembers that some of the maps of Europe actually ended at
Denmark, excluding the other Nordic countries, in his journey of 1972.67 Pirjo looked
back on her four Interrail travels between 1981 and 1987:

First and foremost, one had to get to Central Europe even if it meant sitting [on a train] as
long as possible, but one had to get out of here. We certainly didn’t stop in Sweden. In
Copenhagen […] we thought that now the world opens up.68

Pirjo’s recollection is quite typical according to the analysis of source material. If one
takes familiarity as one sign of belonging, then it could be said that most Finnish felt
some sense of belonging to Sweden as well – albeit reluctantly for some.69 This feeling
of familiarity or belonging could also be connected to tourists’ search for Otherness
that was more easily found when one felt ‘properly’ abroad: ‘I think that the real strange-
ness began only after we came to Germany’, stated Mirja of her Interrail trip of 1988.70

Something being too familiar did not provide the mirror to Self that the young tourist
may have pursued. Of course, the definition of the dichotomy familiar/exotic varied a
lot depending on the background and travel experience of an individual Interrail
traveller.

However, the familiar–exotic dichotomy should not be seen as separate entities but as
a continuum. For example, tourists constantly revisiting the same places – like some
Interrailers here – may feel that the place has become something ‘they feel part of,
where they dwell and not just go through. In their perception, what marks their regularly
visited place is perhaps their sharing time and experiences with the Other’.71 Even though
‘Europe’ was the exotic Other for many, it did not prevent some Interrailers from also
feeling they were Europeans in addition to their Finnishness. For example, Jukka
thought that ‘being European was important [for him] in some way. I am part of
“them”. Even though I am Finnish, I am European, too’.72 This ‘European dimension’
of Interrail – Interrail as an eye-opening European experience – was very much pro-
moted by the first Finnish Interrail guidebooks and especially one Finnish travel essay
book from 1983, Elävänä Euroopassa.73 Still, for most interviewees and travel narrative
writers, Europe in the 1970s and 1980s was something that they visited rather than
feeling part of. For example, Jouni, who travelled in 1984, summarises the common

66Interview with FIN8, four Interrail trips between 1981 and 1987, March 4, 2017.
67FIN19, male, 1972.
68FIN8, female, four Interrail trips between 1981 and 1987. Italics by the author.
69C.f. Antonsich, ‘Searching for Belonging’, 644. Antonsich considers feeling at home as one of the key issues in the sense
of belonging.

70FIN4, female, 1989.
71C.f. Galani-Moutafi, ‘The Self and the Other’, 221.
72FIN6, male, six Interrail trips 1982–1989.
73See Kalle Heikkinen, Harri Saukkomaa, and Pertti Suvanto, eds., Elävänä Euroopassa (Helsinki: Gaudeamus, 1983); Pekka
Haavisto, INTER-RAIL-OPAS (Helsinki: WSOY, 1978); Pekka Haavisto, Nuori Eurooppa. Inter-Rail opas (Helsinki: WSOY,
1986). There are also other Finnish guidebooks covering Interrail in that period.
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feelings about Europe: ‘[…] let’s go to see what it [Europe] is really like, what it looks like
and how things are over there’.74 Jouni experienced Europe as a separate entity of Other,
not something that either he or Finland were part of.

Thus, it was more common for Finnish Interrailers to feel a sense of belonging to a
broad and abstract concept of humanity than feel part of a European ‘nation’. These feel-
ings of belonging were mainly experienced by engaging in different social interactions,
especially in train compartments where travellers stayed long periods with the locals.
The experienced similarity of foreign people seems to have surprised many of the
young travellers, inexperienced as they were. For example, Pirjo noticed on her train
journeys that the locals ‘also had their own worries and grievances’ and they were the
same kind of people as her. This created a feeling of common humanity.75 The same
was also true for Leena, who stated that the nicest thing about meeting new people on
her journey of 1972 was finding out that ‘even if we come from different countries, we
are still similar people’.76 Another Finnish traveller who also visited Czechoslovakia on
his 1972 Interrail recalls that the common language – in a local restaurant in České Budě-
jovice – consisted of ice hockey player names: locals remembering Finnish names and the
Finnish Interrailer the Czech names.77 In all these encounters, the communications and
language – even if it was non-verbal at times – played a major part in creating these cos-
mopolitan senses of belonging.78

In general, it seems that the basic needs and deeds of people, such as communicating
with others, and eating and drinking, allowed Interrailers to feel a sense of unity with all
other travellers and locals. The cultural differences were stripped away when all the tra-
vellers in the same compartment were sweaty and hungry. Tarja recalls her thoughts of
her 1972 trip:

On those crowded carriages, one finds out that we are all the similar [human beings]. When
you think that you’re hungry or sweating or feeling dirty: We are all feeling the same in this
situation. […] Even if the spontaneity and character of people appear to be different, but in
the end, people are surprisingly similar in their needs, too.79

Seija also remembers having pondered whether there are real differences between
nationalities at all. For her, this idea was demonstrated in practice as country folk was
dividing their provisions in a Yugoslav train on her 1972 Interrail. ‘We didn’t have
any common language, but eye contacts and gestures were enough to create a mutual
understanding. It was very nice.’80 The sharing of food created a temporary feeling of
community,81 and it was actually described by quite many Finnish Interrailers. This
habit seems to have been particularly common in the trains of Southern Europe. Erkki
felt very pleased and acknowledged when the local youth shared their bread and

74FIN3, male, 1984.
75FIN8, female, four Interrail trips 1981–1987.
76Interview with FIN20, female, 1972, March 3, 2020. See also interview with FIN13, female, 1981, March 17, 2017.
77SKS26, male, 1972. Even though Czechoslovakia was not part of the Interrail system, it was sometimes visited by
Interrailers.

78C.f. Sam Schueth and John O’Loughlin, ‘Belonging to the World: Cosmopolitanism in Geographic Contexts’, Geoforum
39, no. 2 (2008): 926–41.

79Interview with FIN18, female, 1972, June 1, 2017.
80FIN10, female, 1972.
81C.f. Wulf Schiefenhövel, ‘On the Human Ethology of Food Sharing’, Anthropological Review 77, no. 3 (2014): 356. ‘The joy
of sharing, a proximate behavioural set of motivation, is typical for our species’.
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salami with him when he was travelling in northern Italy in 1972 – even though he was
not used to ‘white bread’ as he had learned at home that ‘it was nothing, the [real] bread
should be rye bread’.82 Seija remembers a similar situation where local peasants – as she
described the people – were giving her chicken legs in a train compartment in
Yugoslavia.83

In general, it should be noted that the number of foreigners and foreign-born people
was still quite small in Finland in the 1970s and 1980s.84 Therefore, Interrail afforded an
opportunity to meet diverse people from all over the world, and these encounters are still
vivid in travellers’ memories, perhaps due to the novelty value they represented. Of
course, this does not mean that there were no previous connections: many of the travel-
lers had friends or acquaintances living in other European countries, exchange of letters
was popular, and quite a few Interrailers had been working abroad, mainly in Sweden.
These existing networks gave Interrailers a good opportunity to get to know the local
habits and sense of multiculturalism a bit more than just passing through a city. For
example, Kaisa had her sister living in Oxford, through which she gained entry into
the local circles during her Interrail of 1974. She stayed there for ten days, an experience
that sparked a yearning for cosmopolitanism even though her ‘local life’ consisted largely
of touristic leisure activities such as night club visits described here:

Music was playing loud; people were packed like sardines, and it was hot. The crowd mainly
consisted of English and students from all over the world. It was a brand new world and it
felt just great to belong to that group.85

The ‘liminoid state of mind’ of an Interrailer combined with the vast variety of sub-
cultures in the European metropolises offered experiences that were totally different
from those experienced at home in normal life.86 Nor were all the experiences touristic
in nature. For instance, gender minorities could meet other people more easily on their
Interrail travels than in their home regions. As a Finnish Interrail guidebook from 1988
stated: ‘Attitudes to gays and lesbians are a bit more free and easy than in Finland. It’s
good to broaden your horizon by visiting a gay or lesbian venue. Your tolerance will
increase.’87 Even though the tone of the guidebook was perhaps excessively positive
about tolerance, there were many other occasions where young people had a chance to
broaden their horizons. For example, there are many accounts of Interrailers visiting
the red-light districts of Paris and Amsterdam – others deliberately but others not
always even understanding where they were.88

Kaisa concluded her recalled memory narrative with a statement that combines her
senses of cosmopolitan and national belongings at the same time:

On these trips I learned that people all similar all over. There are gentle and helpful people in
every country. I am not afraid to travel abroad and not afraid of different-looking people. I

82FIN19, male, 1972.
83FIN10, female, 1972.
84Elli Heikkilä and Selene Peltonen, Immigrants and Integration in Finland (Turku: Institute of Migration, 2002).
85SKS30, female, 1974.
86C.f. Selänniemi, ‘On Holiday’.
87Janne Taalas, Reilaajan kirja (Helsinki: Tammi, 1988), 106.
88E.g. FIN8, female, 4 Interrails 1981–1987; FIN9, female, 1982; FIN12, female, 1985; SKS22, female, 1987; SKS29, female,
1979; IR1, 4 Interrails 1980–1991; IR2, female, 4 Interrails 1976–1983.
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found that we knew a lot of other European countries, but the others knew very little or
nothing of Finland. Back then, it felt strange as everyone did go to school!89

Here the sense of belonging to a common humanity comes from the similarity of people.
Yet at the same time, Finland represents ‘us’ and other European countries ‘them’. The
difference is highlighted by the education system and Finland’s position on the periphery
of Europe became apparent to Kaisa.

However, there were other factors that helped bridge the gap between ‘us’ and ‘them’.
For example, transnationally shared cultural products such as films and books created
opportunities for imaginary attachments to places that were not by any means part of
the traveller’s own world. For a fifteen-year-old Finnish girl, visiting local markets in
Paris created an opportunity to identify with an imagined French movie:

Wandering through colourful and scenting tables of vegetables, herbs and flowers in the
buzz of conversation of traders and in summer heat, one could imagine being an ordinary
Parisian housewife on her everyday shopping tour or a movie star in a melancholy French
movie.90

This recollection is also quite a good example of memory: while it is possible that a 15-
year-old feels like a housewife, this part of the memory could also be a product of a lived
life.

International pop music was also connected to feelings ‘typically’ associated with
youth, such as falling in love. Riikka tells how they listened to a lot of The Bangles’s
song Eternal Flame and watching Guns N’ Roses on Music Television in the summer
of 1989 with her Greek friend who was ‘so much in love with her boyfriend of the
time’.91 These shared experiences of youth created mutual emotional attachments.
Indeed, the transnational outputs of pop culture were important factors creating oppor-
tunities for belonging beyond nationality. Jonathyne Briggs writes, that ‘cultural forms,
particularly popular music, offer a utopian possibility of unity through a shared cultural
expression’.92 However, Jukka commented on ‘the mainstream unitary [youth] culture’
that there was not much room for variation. In one of his Interrails, ‘anywhere you tra-
velled, it was Bronski Beat [playing]’.93

In addition to creating a familiar atmosphere, cultural products also inspired travel-
lers: for Rita, one of the most important experiences of her 1989 Interrail trip was
‘seeing with one’s own eyes places familiar from books and movies’.94 In addition to
these ‘literary pilgrims’, a concept used by David Herbert, religious places could also
help create senses of belonging: Christianity was a connecting factor for some Interrailers
despite different interpretations of the faith.95 One visitor of 1979 describes the ecume-
nical community of Taizé as a place that gave her a very meaningful experience:

89SKS30, female, 3 Interrails 1974–1976.
90SKS29, female, 1979.
91Interview with FIN7, female, 1989, March 4, 2017.
92Jonathyne Briggs, Sounds French: Globalization, Cultural Communities and Pop Music, 1958–1980 (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2015), 7.

93FIN6, male, six Interrail trips 1982–1989.
94Interview with FIN11, female, 1989, March 14, 2017. On the impact of cultural products, on the choice of destination, see
e.g. Richard W. Butler, ‘The Influence of the Media in Shaping International Tourist Patterns’, Tourism Recreation
Research 15, no. 2 (1990): 45–53; David Herbert, ‘Literary Places, Tourism and the Heritage Experience’, Annals of
Tourism Research 28, no. 2 (2001): 312–33.

JOURNAL OF TOURISM HISTORY 17



Taizé with its ecumenical-societal ideas and as a celebration of pluralism was something else:
feeling right and like home, giving space and creating global understanding and care for the
world. […] The experience of togetherness with other youth in Taizé regardless of their
church or religious background was strong and very important. It has sustained me in
my life.96

The Interrail communities of young travellers

As the availability of Interrail train tickets was principally limited to young people until
1989, many of the senses of belonging and emotional attachments experienced by the tra-
vellers were tied to the generational age group of youth. The existing upper age limits of
Interrail during the entire period discussed in this article made Interrail truly a youth
experience denied to adults. However, it should be noted that the youth component in
the expressed senses of belonging could also be strengthened due to the method of
data collection and by the way the memory works. Recalling one’s youth can evoke
different forms of nostalgia.97 Even so, the shared experience of youth travel was
clearly a major issue creating a sense of unity among the travellers who crowded Euro-
pean trains and youth hostels, especially during the summer seasons. As Richard Ivan
Jobs has stated, youth travel became a cultural practice which was made possible by
affordable travel of the Eurail and Interrail ticket systems and the ever-increasing
network of hostels.98

Apart from visiting interesting places, Interrail was very much about meeting new
people, especially other young people from different countries. This was also emphasised
in the Finnish guidebooks as one of the major ‘attractions’ of Interrail. In addition, men-
tions about meeting people were by far the most numerous coded segments of the ana-
lysed data.99 Young people flirted, they were infatuated and in love with their new
acquaintances. In addition, the Interrail opened up opportunities for travellers to fam-
iliarise themselves with different world views and attitudes. One Interrailer describes
how she fell in love with an Irish punk rocker which made the ‘last traces’ of her
middle-class habitus and values disappear. For her, the sense of belonging she felt with
the newly met ‘different’ youth was a life-changing experience.100 Of course, there
were a lot of non-romantic encounters as well. Leena very much enjoyed meeting
other young people on her Interrail trip of 1972. For her, the Dam square in Amsterdam
was something really special with the possibility of meeting ‘real hippies’ and people of
the peace movement of the period. She says that hippies were a bit older, ‘but we were of
course really interested in them’.101 Leena’s memory hints that ‘the real hippies’ were not
easily found in Finland. Leena was not alone in her quest to meet other young people in
Amsterdam. Amsterdam and Copenhagen were the two major European cities ‘to be
associated with the young backpacker phenomenon of the early 1970s’.102

95Herbert, ‘Literary Places’. The idea of Christianity as a universal European community dates back to the Middle Ages. See
e.g. Heikki Mikkeli, Euroopan idea. Eurooppa-aatteen ja eurooppalaisuuden pitkä historia (Helsinki: Gummerus, 1998).

96SKS17, female, 1979.
97May, ‘Self, Belonging and Social Change’.
98Jobs, Backpack Ambassadors, 5.
99See e.g. Haavisto, INTER-RAIL-OPAS, 11–12.
100SKS16, female, 1991. She even moved to Ireland even though the relationship did not continue.
101FIN20, female, 1972.
102Jobs, Backpack Ambassadors, 164.
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The age group itself created a sense of unity highlighted by contrasting it with the
world of adults. This is apparent in the memory narrative of Mervi, in which she even
included an excerpt from her diary: the Spanish boys from Madrid were trying to
explain the domestic policy of Spain to the Finnish girls. According to drawings and a
few English words written by the boys in Mervi’s diary, they wanted to make it clear
that Spanish youth were different from older generations: Franco and fascism were
only for the old and the younger generation had other ideas.103 Of course, this is an anec-
dotal example, but highlights the need for separation from previous generations which
was clear in some of the encounters.

Being on a common trip was also something that connected young Interrail travellers –
and fellow Eurail travellers as well. When the Interrail was launched in 1972, Tarja was
among the first Interrailers and described the shared feeling of a unique chance that pre-
vailed among Interrailers. ‘Everyone felt the novelty value of [Interrail] “We have been
given this chance”. […] It connected people. One didn’t have to be shy to start
talking.’104 Of course, the travellers in the first year (1972) had no way of knowing that
the ticket was to be continued after the UIC jubilee. Neither was the feeling of being on
the same trip limited to the first year of Interrail. The transnational characteristics of the
Interrail reaching over 20 countries provided a framework for youth of different national-
ities to identify themselves as transnational ‘Interrailers’. As Jouni states, ‘It was a shared
feeling that we are on a same trip. Even if we just now meet at this crossroads […] It
was like a common language.’105 This sense of belonging might have been temporary in
many cases, but it was a strong one. However, some of the travellers also made lifelong
friends. In any case, Interrail could be seen as a ‘community of experience’ of young tra-
vellers or rather, many fluid and temporary communities of experience.106

This sense of belonging to the Interrail communities was indeed strengthened by the
shared experiences and circumstances of a trip. For example, it was quite common that
the youth hostels of a city were fully booked and the Interrailers had to spend the night
on the street, in a park or in front of the railway station. The interviewees described that
in these instances Interrailers gathered together in order to provide each other with
security. Jouni tells how their group of three young Finnish male Interrailers did not
have a place to sleep in Paris in 1984. They encountered four Danish Interrailers with
exactly the same problem at the Paris Gare du Nord and in the end, they spent the
night in a group chatting and drinking beer. In addition to being fellow Interrail travel-
lers, Jouni attributes the sense of belonging to ‘the common Nordic background’.107

Bigger groups made travellers feel safer.
The sheer number of Interrailers and ‘Eurailers’ on trains and at various European

destinations increased the probability of an unknown backpacker being on an Interrail
or Eurail trip. The volume of Interrail travellers made the communities of Interrail
real in the 1970s and especially in the 1980s, when the number of travellers exceeded
300,000 per year – peaking in 1991, when 402,150 youth tickets were sold.108 Pirjo

103SKS15, female, 1975.
104FIN18, female, 1972.
105FIN3, male, 1984.
106See Kivimäki et al., ‘Lived Nation’, 13–14. C.f. Eric G. E. Zuelow, A History of Modern Tourism (London: Palgrave Mac-
Millan, 2016), 172.

107FIN3, male, 1984. Similar experiences were also recounted by FIN6, male, six Interrails 1982–1989; FIN8, female, four
Interrails 1981–1987.
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describes how she felt that she could recognise an Interrailer by instinct, having made
four Interrail trips in the 1980s.109 A young male Interrailer travelling alone in 1986
reported that ‘somehow one felt very at ease with other backpackers’.110 Jukka, for his
part, describes Interrailers as ‘a nation’ of which one felt oneself a citizen: ‘The
number of us [the interrailers] equalled a nation. If there had been a war against San
Marino, we would have won’.111 Just as the Finnish language, flag or certain garments
from Finland were distinguishing features of the Finnish nation for young travellers,
the backpack signified the traveller as part of ‘the nation’ or communities of Interrai-
lers.112 On these occasions, overseas travellers on Eurail were also counted as Interrailers
by the Finnish travellers. No distinction was made – or at least mentioned.

The shared travel experience was a common denominator which allowed travellers an
easy way to get into a conversation on trains and in hostels, which were perhaps the main
places for interaction but of course not the only ones. As pointed out among the Finnish
travellers, the conversations were situations in which senses of belonging were many
times felt among the Interrailer travellers as well. However, even if there was a sense
of unity, it did not automatically mean that the conversations were always very profound
between random Interrailers. The travellers have described them as more like smalltalk
over the practicalities of travel and sharing experiences: where people had been, where
they were going or giving a word of caution about dubious places.113 The significance
of these communities of sharing was emphasised as neither internet nor social media
were available – as was pointed out in multiple reminiscences in comparison to the
present day – and the information of the guidebooks might be out of date. In addition,
connections to home were scarce due to the costs of telephone calls and the lack of funds
that beset many travellers.

However, it should be noted that the meanings attached to the communities of Inter-
rail were not the same for all, just as Yuval-Davis has pointed out regarding the impor-
tance of an intersectional approach to belonging.114 For example, the social background
of a traveller – among other things – had an impact on the funds available and thus on the
travel experience itself even though the budget travel dimension on the Interrail seems to
have been one of the elements that unified travellers. Gender was another issue that
affected the experienced belonging. Even though Raili and Hillevi (girls), for example,
felt that their gender was not a factor in their Interrail of 1973 as they had a feeling of
‘belonging to that Interrail gang’,115 many other women found that gender mattered.
Some of the young women on Interrail were subjected to sexual harassment from
groping on the train to attempted rape in private housing.116 As these examples show,
there were negative experiences of Interrail, too, even though Interrail is predominantly

108Interrail Database compiled by author.
109FIN8, female, 4 Interrail trips in the 1980s.
110SKS19, male, 1986.
111FIN6, male, 6 Interrail trips in the 1980s.
112C.f. contemporary studies: Scott A. Cohen, ‘Lifestyle Travellers: Backpacking as a Way of Life’, Annals of Tourism
Research 38, no. 4 (2011): 1535–55; Greg Richards, ‘The New Global Nomads: Youth Travel in a Globalizing World’,
Tourism Recreation Research 40, no. 3 (2015): 340–52.

113FIN3, male, 1984; FIN12, female, 1985; FIN17, female, 1986&1989; FIN18, female, 1972.
114Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging’, 201.
115Interview with FIN15&16, both female, March 21, 2017.
116See e.g. FIN10, female, 1972; SKS21, female, 1972, SKS17, female, 1979; FIN8, female, 4 Interrail trips 1981–1987; SKS28,
female, 1980, FIN1, female, 4 Interrail trips 1972–1978.
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viewed as a positive experience in the reminiscence processes. Nevertheless, it is good to
keep in mind that even if belonging to a common group was shared, it had different
meanings for individuals. The senses of belonging could have been multiple: the sense
of belonging to the “social location” of women, using the concept of Yuval-Davis, and
to the community of Interrailers coexisted and had a reciprocal relationship.117

Conclusion

The advent of the Interrail ticket in 1972 created a new transnational ‘playground’ for
European youth. This space dedicated to youth – with numerous new experiences and
encounters – enabled young travellers to contemplate their senses of belonging and
attachments to different groupings while fulfilling their Wanderlust. According to the
findings of this article, the different senses of belonging that the Finnish Interrail travel-
lers felt can be roughly divided into three main groups or dimensions: first, the attach-
ments felt in the context of and to a nation-state, second, the senses of belonging that
went beyond the national scope and third, a feeling of belonging to the temporary com-
munities of Interrail travellers. Of course, these groups are closely intertwined and many
factors, such as gender and age, together with travel companions, affected the experi-
enced attachments of travellers.

For many of the Finnish travellers, the senses of belonging to the Finnish nation and
the importance of the nation as a reference point were highlighted when they encoun-
tered compatriots abroad. The common Finnish language was the major element initiat-
ing a sense of belonging and unity – while excluding others. In addition, the sheer
number of Finnish Interrailers made it quite easy to create temporary national commu-
nities on the rails. The sense of belonging to a nation-state was also strengthened – and
reproduced – by checks at borders and changing currencies in different states – the pass-
port being the symbol of national belonging.

Yet Interrail trips also created and revealed many attachments to transnational
groupings. Many young Finns experienced the other Nordic countries as home-like,
‘feeling at home and feeling safe’, as the sense of belonging is described by both
Yuval-Davis and Antonsich,118 and simultaneously too familiar in which to spend pre-
cious travel time. The ‘strange’ Europe that most went in search of only began from
Copenhagen. For many, Interrail opened up the previously only geographical
concept of Europe and allowed travellers to create new personal meanings for cities,
nations and the entire Continent: some travellers even found themselves as Europeans.
Thus, Interrail could be seen as one – albeit small – element constructing ‘lived Eur-
opeanism’ or ‘lived transnationalism’.119 Touring European destinations elicited fam-
iliarity and helped to satisfy the curiosity of Finnish youth regarding other European
nations long before the formal integration of Finland into the European Union in
1995.120 In fact, the details of this ‘informal integration’ created by Interrail would
merit further study.

117Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging’, 199–200; C.f. Lähdesmäki et al., ‘Fluidity and Flexibility of
“Belonging”’, 237.

118Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of Belonging’, 197; Antonsich, ‘Searching for Belonging’, 646.
119C.f. Kivimäki et al., ‘Lived Nation’, 15–16.
120C.f. Jobs, Backpack Ambassadors, 5.

JOURNAL OF TOURISM HISTORY 21



On a more general level, Interrail provided everyday experiences that reduced the
importance of nationality in travellers’ experiences of belonging. For example, the
notion of the similarity of human beings all over Europe was emphasised by many Inter-
railers as travellers and locals experienced understanding between each other despite the
lack of a common language. Of course, it would be naïve to argue that Interrail as such
increased solidarity between people for all, but the differences seen on the journey broad-
ened the perspective and offered senses of cosmopolitan belonging as described by Sam
Schueth and John O’Loughlin – at least for some Interrailers.121 For example, the multi-
cultural world and minorities were much more clearly visible in the European metropo-
lises than in Finland of the 1970s and 1980s. The numerous encounters with other
travellers and local people on European railways, in hostels and cities provided tangible
examples of the similarities and differences of foreign people and ideas at a time when
leisure travel was less common than it is today. Experiencing these differences allowed
the travellers to contemplate their conception of the world, and some of the travellers
took this opportunity, too.

Finally, young Interrail travellers on trains and hostels created fluid and temporary
communities of travellers based on the shared travel experiences, and transcending the
nationalities written on their passports. The sense of uniqueness of these communities
was helped by the nature of the ticket system that made it an exclusively ‘youth only’
experience until the creation of Interrail for adults in 1989. The considerable numbers
of Interrail and Eurail travellers on the European railways made these communities
vivid and visible, and the backpack was the most important signifier of membership of
the ‘club’. These shared communities also preceded present-day social media networks
as people shared their experiences and gave each other advice during their trips.

Altogether the findings of a sense of belonging simultaneously to both national and
transnational communities appear to confirm that belonging can indeed be multiple
and intersectional.122 One could experience simultaneously being Finnish, European,
an Interrailer and young, the importance and temporal duration of attachments depend-
ing on the individual and the context. During the period in question, the temporal differ-
ences in the experienced senses of belonging seem almost non-existent. There are at least
two possible explanations for this: either the travel experiences stayed almost the same
during the period or the reminiscing process brings out similar experiences.

It should be noted that some of these senses of belonging were already recognised and
shared by travellers themselves during their journeys. The senses of belonging to the
Finnish nation and to communities of Interrail travellers were especially tangible as
they were easy to recognise and attach to compatriots or other backpackers on trains
and in hostels. However, the more abstract feelings of attachment, for instance, to a
part of common humanity could have been felt strongly on a personal level by travellers
but were not necessarily shared with others at the time. Yet these appear as shared in the
analysis of reminiscences of the Interrail trips as they recur in the narratives of one tra-
veller to another. This underlines the notion of Lähdesmäki and others of identification
as an ongoing temporal process: some of the attachments may have been felt on the

121Schueth and O’Loughlin, ‘Belonging to the World’.
122Lähdesmäki et al., ‘Fluidity and Flexibility of “Belonging”’, 237. See also Yuval-Davis, ‘Belonging and the Politics of
Belonging’, 199–203.
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journey and some only in the recollection process.123 Thus, reminiscing also appears as
an important part of experiencing belonging. May has even pointed out that one can feel
a sense of belonging to past time.124

The study was conducted among Finnish Interrailers and experienced senses of
belonging were common in this group. These findings may not be conducive to gener-
alisation. In light of these findings, it would be worth studying whether similar experi-
ences of attachments occur in other groups of travellers in different decades. In the
interviews several decades later, many of the Finnish Interrailers felt that travel itself
had been very meaningful for them, shaping their ideas about themselves and others.
Feelings, attachments and experiences of their young selves were still vivid, even
though decades had passed.
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