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			Prologue

			Wednesday the twenty-third of February 2022, just before 18.00.

			A light rain was falling from the leaden sky above Brussels. I was sitting in the back of the car, on my way home from NATO headquarters, preparing for a working dinner due to take place later that evening.

			My phone rang. David Cattler, the head of NATO’s intelligence and security division, wanted a confidential conversation. I couldn’t speak to him in the car – we would have to wait until I got home, so that I could use the secure line from there.

			I had seen more of Cattler in recent days than almost any of my other colleagues. He was a highly knowledgeable and articulate analyst, adept at communicating complex information in an intelligible way – something I had benefited greatly from over the past few months.

			Ordinarily I received a weekly intelligence briefing, but not any more. Now I was receiving updates several times a day. The drama playing out in Russia was changing by the hour.

			Most recently, I had learned that a new bridge had been built in a single night, just miles from the border with the north-eastern part of Ukraine. Over 100 battalion tactical groups, around 150,000 Russian soldiers, were positioned close to the borders in the north, east and south. Fighter planes, helicopters, special forces, landing craft, paratroopers, artillery, air defence, field hospitals – they had everything they needed to initiate a massive military offensive. A large-scale military exercise taking place in Belarus extended the front and reduced the advance warning we would receive of any action. I was shown a map and images that supported everything Cattler had said.

			On skiing trips back home in Norway, or while cycling along the Belgian country roads, I would often put my phone on silent and stow it in my bag, knowing that if anyone needed to get hold of me, my bodyguards would be notified and come and inform me, no matter the time of day or what I was doing. But now I always kept my phone in ring mode, including at night, and the doors to the hallway and my home office open so that I could hear the telephones with direct lines to NATO headquarters and the White House. If I woke during the night, as I often did in those weeks, I would open my encrypted NATO email and check for updates. If there weren’t any, I would scan the online newspapers and read the latest headlines before trying to get back to sleep, feeling ever more uneasy.

			Sitting in the car, I thought about what Cattler had told me the previous day. Many of the Russian soldiers were out of their camps. They were living, sleeping and eating in their tanks and other military vehicles, which had now been driven out into the surrounding terrain, ever closer to the border.

			Soldiers can only live in their tanks for a few days before they have to return to camp for sleep and rest. Or launch an attack.

			Earlier in the day, I had been informed that Russian planes had been loaded with bombs and missiles. Naval vessels were also in position off Ukraine’s coast, near Odesa.

			Then we learned that the Russian field hospitals had been supplied with large volumes of blood. It isn’t customary to bring blood to forces on training exercises. Blood is a perishable product.

			Vladimir Putin had long been planning an invasion, there was no doubt about that. For several months, we had been receiving precise intelligence that enabled us to warn against an impending attack. Putin’s intention was to invade the neighbouring country of Ukraine, and should the Russian war machine be unleashed, we would see a military conflict the likes of which hadn’t been experienced in Europe since the Second World War. It would torpedo the current security order, one that had existed for decades. But a plan can always be changed, or its implementation delayed, if nothing else. I was a little disappointed in the Americans, who suggested a date for when they believed the attack would come. No war starts before an attack is actually underway, before the final order has been given. So until the soldiers began to march and the tanks rolled across the border, there was at least a theoretical possibility that President Putin might change his mind.

			It was 18.10 when the car pulled up outside my residence in the Avenue Louise. A security guard opened the car door. I greeted the guards on the pavement, walked quickly inside and went up to the first floor, turning right at the landing where family photographs decorated the walls: images of the children, my wife Ingrid and me; my parents, Karin and Thorvald, when they were young; my older sister Camilla as a child; and my smiling younger sister, Nini, pulled up onto the stage in the middle of a concert and dancing with Bruce Springsteen. I continued into my office, with its wide desk and floor-to-ceiling wall of books. My bag, stuffed full of papers as usual, I slung onto a chair.

			I picked up the phone. After a wait of just seconds, David Cattler came on the line.

			‘Secretary General,’ he said. ‘I want you to know that the decision has been made. The order to attack has been given.’

		

		
			
PART 1

			PREPARATIONS

			September 2013–October 2014

		

		
			1

			An unexpected request

			The room was dimly lit. The man who sat opposite me on the other side of the table now had a streak of grey in his hair. Barack Obama had just turned fifty-two. He was in good humour and amiable, and as always he pulled the people around him into the conversation. But on this particular evening, the gravity of the moment shadowed us all. Little more than six months into his second term as US president, Obama found himself in the midst of an international crisis.

			It was Wednesday the fourth of September 2013, and I was in Sweden. Swedish prime minister Fredrik Reinfeldt had invited his Nordic counterparts to dinner with President Obama, who would soon be travelling on to St Petersburg to meet with Putin. We were gathered in the heart of Stockholm, in Sagerska Huset, the official residence of the prime minister of Sweden, with the Ministry for Foreign Affairs and the Riksdag, the Swedish parliament, close by. In this beautiful, venerable residence, Reinfeldt served Swedish specialities such as Arctic char and venison. We sat close around the table.

			Obama was usually surrounded by many people, but on this occasion we were few, and those of us from the Nordic countries already knew each other well: Helle Thorning-Schmidt from Denmark, Sauli Niinistö from Finland and Sigmundur Gunnlaugsson from Iceland, in addition to our host Fredrik Reinfeldt and myself.

			Before the dinner, Obama mentioned he had seen the stunt from my Norwegian election campaign, in which I had posed as a taxi driver, picking up passengers on the streets of Oslo in order to hear their true opinions from the back seat. The video had gone viral and been seen around the world. He had laughed a lot, Obama said, especially when I hit the brake thinking it was the clutch. Not only was it many years since I had driven a car, but I’d never driven an automatic before. The tone remained friendly and informal for the half-hour before we took our seats at the table.

			But then the small talk was over.

			The civil war raging in Syria was now into its third year. Two weeks earlier, President Bashar al-Assad had attacked two suburbs of Damascus using chemical weapons. The images rolled across the world’s TV screens: people dying agonising deaths, children desperately gasping for air. A total of 1,400 people were killed, 400 of them children. Obama had warned Assad that chemical weapons attacks would have ‘enormous consequences’. And he now believed the Syrian regime had crossed the line.

			At the dinner, Obama made an impassioned but balanced argument for the need to respond to Assad’s attacks militarily. It was far from an easy decision, however. Obama had opposed the invasion of Iraq, which had been undertaken based on what turned out to be erroneous intelligence. But this situation, he believed, was different. The evidence that Assad’s regime was behind the attacks was overwhelming.

			‘I didn’t set a red line. The world did,’ he said. A clear majority of countries had signed the treaty prohibiting chemical weapons. By neglecting to act, the world would be sending a message to all dictators: breaching international treaties has no consequences.

			‘If we allow this, then we’re also allowing the world to become a more dangerous place. The door to the chamber of horrors the world witnessed during World War I will be opened,’ he warned.

			But on that evening in Stockholm, Obama invited those of us seated around the table to come with counter-arguments. There is no decision more serious than the one to order a military attack on another country.

			Danish prime minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt agreed with Obama, and supported the bombing of Assad’s military bases. I advised against it.

			Norway condemns the use of chemical weapons just as strongly as the United States, I emphasised, but bombing Assad would solve nothing. Assad would continue to stockpile chemical weapons, and he would become an even more dangerous and less predictable enemy. For Norway, the lack of a UN resolution was also decisive. This was the difference between Libya and Syria – before the bombing of Libya in 2011, the UN Security Council had passed a resolution allowing military action to prevent Muammar al-Gaddafi massacring his own people. Whether the attack on Gaddafi’s Libya was justified can be debated, but it was at least legal under international law. It’s even possible to claim it would have been wrong not to enforce the Libya resolution, since that would have undermined respect for the resolutions adopted by the UN Security Council.

			Obama said we couldn’t wait for the UN when it came to Syria, because Russia would almost certainly veto any Security Council resolution on the matter, but nevertheless I argued as I had before the Iraq war in 2003: ‘We must respect international law. War is prohibited, unless waged in self-defence or mandated by the UN Security Council. Military action without UN backing will set a dangerous precedent and undermine the rules-based international order.’

			Everyone listened politely, and nobody was surprised at what I said. As a country, Norway was reluctant to support military action, especially in the absence of a UN resolution. This viewpoint was even stronger in Sweden, and as expected Reinfeldt also argued against bombing Assad’s regime.

			After a while, Obama took the floor again. He weighed many arguments for and against a military response, and his assessments made a deep impression on me. It wasn’t clear that the right thing to do was to simply rely on the prohibition of military action under international law. I thought of the speech Obama had given at Oslo City Hall when he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. It had been a homage to peace – but at the same time, he had also convincingly argued that it may sometimes be necessary to use military force to ensure peace. There was strong justification for a military response to Assad’s gas attacks. And just as I wasn’t entirely sure I had taken the correct stance, I realised that Obama was no stranger to the arguments against bombing.

			But there is a time for discussion, and a time for drawing conclusions. And Obama’s conclusion was clear – the arguments in favour of using military force weighed most heavily. Assad had to be bombed.

			The fundamental ideas and attitudes of two parties can be broadly aligned, and yet in challenging individual cases, those same two parties can end up taking opposite positions.

			In retrospect, I thought Obama and his advisers probably regarded me as a security policy dove, my arguments the typical pronouncements of well-meaning, naive Norway. It therefore never occurred to me that what I said in Stockholm that September evening might be an application to become secretary general of NATO. Nor in my wildest dreams would I ever have thought I’d be appointed to the role. I have since been told by Obama’s colleagues that it was probably during that dinner at the residence of the Swedish prime minister that I got the job. What Obama apparently saw, was that I am a politician. Someone who will always weigh the pros and cons, who understands that a leader has to take overall responsibility for decisions made through a democratic process, and who, ultimately, is a pragmatist. The role of NATO secretary general has been held by experts, diplomats and politicians, but the advantage of the politician is that they are used to taking the initiative and pushing through decisions – even when those decisions provoke opposition. As I would realise over the coming years, not all member states want a politician by trade in this role – someone who has a clear agenda for NATO and how the organisation should be developed. But I’m fairly sure that this was Obama’s preference.

			I come from a political family. Both my mother and father were committed social democrats and members of the Labour Party. Family conversations around the dinner table covered social issues great and small, and my parents shared their opinions and viewpoints with us children from early on.

			When my older sister Camilla, my younger sister Nini and I were in our teens, we used to discuss many things with our parents. The Vietnam War, abortion rights, equality, family policy, arms control and environmental challenges. Our home could be like a seminar, and many of our friends found it exciting to visit. While Nini referred to our parents as Mamma and Pappa, Camilla and I often called them by their first names, Karin and Thorvald. Why we ended up doing this, I’m not entirely sure. One theory is that since we became multilingual while living in Belgrade as children, it was easier to use our parents’ first names, which were the same in all languages.

			The door to Karin and Thorvald’s home was always open, both to family members and to their and our friends. Some guests simply ended up staying, so the true size of the household could vary. Thorvald used to say that on weekend mornings, he would go around the apartment counting the big toes sticking out from under blankets and duvets, divide the number by two, and then he knew how many eggs he needed to boil. He and Karin would serve breakfast to much enthusiastic praise, which Thorvald felt was entirely deserved. My childhood home may not always have been the tidiest; the fridge wasn’t always stocked, and dinner plans could be vague. But it was a home full of life – there was always something going on.

			Both my parents had political careers. Thorvald served as Norway’s minister of defence and minister of foreign affairs, and was the country’s ambassador to the UN during the Yugoslav Wars and the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Karin was a state secretary in the Ministry of Trade and the Ministry of Industry, and in the early 1970s served as head of the then Ministry of Consumer Affairs, where she played a key role in shaping a modern family and equality policy for Norway. Yet they had very different personalities. Thorvald was outgoing and social; he loved talking to people, both those he knew and those he didn’t. Karin was a more private person who didn’t much enjoy public attention. But they shared a strong interest in society and politics, and this bound them together.

			Thorvald had told us children about his conservative family and home life, with parents who voted for the conservative right; he had spoken to us about what led him to social democracy and the Labour Party. The 1950s, when Norway was being rebuilt, were key, since it was a time in which maintaining the sense of community of the war years was deemed to be of vital importance. At the local meetings of the Labour Party to which he was taken by friends, my father experienced a sense of solidarity he had never experienced elsewhere.

			The couple of years Thorvald spent in the United States around 1960 made a strong impression on him. The class differences were great; the state was weak and capital was strong. Thorvald saw that forces at home in Norway and internationally were pulling in the direction of inequality and unfairness; the principle of the law of the jungle was beginning to gain a foothold, and he believed the trade union movement to be its most important counterweight. Good friends from his student days had connections to the Labour Party, but Karin’s influence proved most important. She was more radical than him. By the time Thorvald finally joined the Labour Party in 1963, his slow drift towards membership had become so protracted that everyone around him thought he’d already been a member for years.

			Both of my parents spent a lot of time travelling to meetings and conferences when I was a child. They brought many ideas and impressions home with them, and it became natural for us children to form our own opinions on everything from nuclear weapons to European cooperation. As a thirteen-year-old, I travelled around with Thorvald while he campaigned for Norway to join the European Union (or the European Community, as it was called back then); I think I took the ‘no’ result of the country’s 1972 referendum just as hard as he and Karin did. The following year, I joined the Labour Party’s Youth Organisation. My local group had sixty members, but nobody wanted to be its leader, so I was handed the role along with my membership card. Only after several months did I realise that the organisation was in the midst of a crisis. In the wake of the EC referendum, the Labour Party and the Youth Organisation were viewed by young people as being out of touch. There was little engagement; hardly anyone came to meetings.

			It was off to a tough start, but my love affair with the Labour Party and social democratic values had begun. It is a relationship that has endured throughout my life.

			After the general election on the ninth of September 2013, my time as Norway’s prime minister came to an end. The Conservative Party’s Erna Solberg took over.

			On three previous occasions I had moved from the government’s departmental offices to the Storting, Norway’s parliament, to then return to the departments. But this time, I had the feeling it wouldn’t happen again. I had been prime minister for ten years, at the top of Norwegian politics for over twenty and a member of the Labour Party’s national committee for over thirty, and I was fairly sure this chapter of my life was now drawing to a close.

			I discussed the way forward with Ingrid, and a few other close confidants, and quite quickly concluded that I wouldn’t stand for election again in four years’ time. But I was also keen to step down as party leader in an orderly and undramatic way. It would have to happen at the party conference in 2015; what I would do after that remained unknown.

			Yet I was now evidently one of the former heads of government that Western leaders discussed with an eye to international positions. It was indicated that I might be a candidate to become the next secretary-general of the UN. Ban Ki-moon’s successor would be chosen in 2016, and I reportedly had support in many countries – even Russia was apparently willing to accept me. But there was uncertainty about what China would think, because my government had refused to apologise for the Norwegian Nobel Committee’s awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to Chinese human rights activist Liu Xiaobo in 2010.

			During a pleasant telephone conversation I had with German chancellor Angela Merkel, she mentioned almost as an aside that the position of secretary general of NATO would soon become vacant, since Anders Fogh Rasmussen was due to leave the post in the autumn of 2014. I expressed neither interest nor disinterest, and Merkel also said it would probably prove difficult to elect two Scandinavians in a row. Nor was it in my favour that Norway wasn’t a member of the EU. The role was out of the question, I thought.

			In a letter wishing me all the best in my future endeavours, Obama had added by hand at the bottom of the page: ‘It has been a great pleasure working with you … I hope we will have the opportunity to collaborate further in future.’ A warm gesture, but at the time I didn’t think much of it. What I didn’t know, was that Obama’s closest advisers had spoken to the German chancellor about NATO and me. Angela Merkel and Barack Obama had begun to make a plan.

			Around New Year of 2014, the Norwegian minister of defence Ine Eriksen Søreide received a request from Washington. The Americans wanted to nominate me as their pick to lead NATO; Germany and Poland would also support my candidature. Was I interested? This was clearly of much greater significance than a few polite enquiries, and I needed to give the matter some serious thought.

			At first, I discussed the request only with those closest to me, and mostly with Ingrid. She was surprised, and sceptical initially. Ingrid felt we had spent more than long enough living in the public eye, and she had been looking forward to life becoming a little more private. Next I spoke to Thorvald, my older sister Camilla and her husband Atle, and my children. Several of the conversations took place in Thorvald’s home, in the kitchen of the apartment in Mogens Thorsens gate, where in our youth Camilla, Nini and I had sat discussing politics with our friends until late into the night.

			It was here, as a child, that I had heard my parents talk about what it was like to grow up during a war. But it was the stories of my grandfather, Emil Stoltenberg, that were always the most exciting. My grandfather was a fantastic storyteller, and we had become especially close, our intimacy built upon his recollections of the things he had experienced when war came to Norway. He conjured up vivid images of the days in April 1940, when as a forty-year-old captain he had led a company of conscripted nineteen- and twenty-year-olds on a mission to try to stop the Germans’ advance through Valdres at Høljarast bridge. They fought intense battles there, but were eventually forced to fall back. My grandfather could make you feel the atmosphere of chaos and the freezing conditions; the fear and confusion of nothing going according to plan. That was war.

			Thorvald was lukewarm about the NATO opportunity. He had become well acquainted with the organisation through his decades spent working as a state secretary and minister in the Norwegian ministries of Defence and Foreign Affairs, and had probably attended more meetings of NATO ministers than any of his compatriots. He thought I would find it too quiet, out there in Belgium. ‘What’s actually going on within NATO right now?’ he asked. Well, a major operation was ongoing in Afghanistan, but the alliance was in the process of pulling out. Other than that, not much. And Thorvald knew his son. He didn’t think I would be happy among the generals and diplomats in Brussels.

			‘You’re not made for that kind of work,’ Thorvald said. He had seen the other side of NATO: never-ending meetings, drawn-out negotiations, endless back and forth over the wording of statements. Ingrid agreed with him. She knows me better than anyone, and was well aware of my impatient side.

			Thorvald thought that instead of pursuing the NATO job, I should keep the door open for making a comeback as Norway’s prime minister in 2017. The way he saw it, staying in Norway would also have another major upside, because then I would still be eligible to become secretary-general of the United Nations – a thought he liked very much. Thorvald belonged to a generation with irrepressible faith in the UN. He had been thirteen years old when the Second World War ended in 1945 – old enough for the occupation of Norway and heinous acts of war to have made an indelible impression on him. The UN was the organisation that could bring all the world’s countries together in a trusting, collaborative partnership, making another major war unthinkable. In his eyes, the role of UN secretary-general was the most important job in the world.

			Personally, I had my doubts about the NATO role. Of course I was flattered, and I felt honoured to have been asked, but to tell the truth I had never had any strong desire for an international career. Ingrid was a diplomat, and Thorvald had worked on foreign policy his entire life, so this was their field, not mine. I was also unsure about exactly how much power and influence the leaders of various international organisations actually had.

			I’m also an economist. I like things that are measurable; anything that can be described using figures, tables and graphs. Concrete issues, clear answers. I like to be involved in building things, everything from oil platforms to sewage treatment plants. As for messaging, deliberation and processes – the kinds of things often handled by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs – I felt myself growing restless just at the thought. There wasn’t anything wrong with it, it just wasn’t me.

			And not least: I loved living in Norway. I gave much thought to having to live away from the rest of my family. True, my children were fully grown and living their own lives, but I wanted to be as close to them as possible. If Ingrid and I moved abroad, I would miss our family dinners; my children’s company whenever they unexpectedly stopped by to borrow something or have a chat, often with their friends, whom Ingrid and I also knew well. Thorvald was now an old man, almost eighty-three years old. He was fairly fit and self-reliant, still able walk to Frognerveien to do his grocery shopping. And he had Anja. Filmmaker Anja Breien had come into Thorvald’s life after my mother Karin died, and she had been a breath of fresh air. Thorvald hopefully still had many good years ahead of him – his father had lived to be ninety-eight.

			Then I thought about my little sister, Nini, who had struggled with drug addiction for so many years. Her partner, Karljohn, had died the previous year, and Nini had been severely impacted by his death. She was going through a difficult time, and Thorvald, Camilla and I all felt a responsibility to be there for her. Nini and I would meet up occasionally, but we mostly kept in touch by phone. It therefore didn’t really make much difference whether I lived in Brussels or in Oslo. I could come home for weekends and holidays, and besides I would only be in Brussels for four years, maybe five at most. But during those years, I would no longer be in the immediate vicinity, should Nini need me.

			I expanded the circle of those I consulted. The attitudes among friends and acquaintances, both within and outside the Labour Party, varied from ambivalent to strongly opposed.

			I thought I had plenty of time, that I wouldn’t have to make my final decision until the spring. But in early February, I suddenly learned that I needed to tender my reply. The US wanted to avoid the position of NATO secretary general becoming bound up in horse-trading relating to the distribution of leading roles within the EU following the European Parliament elections in the spring. Obama was due to meet with French president François Hollande, and wanted to be able to tell him that I was the candidate of the US. So he needed to know if I was willing to take the job.

			I was.

			Slowly but surely, I had come to realise that I wanted to be the next secretary general of NATO.

			I was used to saying yes whenever my party asked something of me. It had been that way for years; you take the office people want you to have. Now the West’s most powerful leaders were asking something of me – and when people like Barack Obama and Angela Merkel ask you to do a job, it isn’t exactly easy to refuse. To say no to them because I would rather live in Oslo and go skiing in Nordmarka seemed a little short-sighted.

			But nor should one say yes to such an opportunity solely out of a sense of duty. Over the weeks in which I had pondered my decision, a deep, inner motivation to become head of NATO had taken root within me.

			I was only fifty-five years old, and the thought of sinking my teeth into a new, large-scale project appealed to me. Of all international work, peace-keeping efforts are the most important. While wars are raging, it is impossible to make headway on combating climate change, fighting poverty, or promoting economic development. Peace is the very foundation of social progress. And NATO stands at the forefront in ensuring peace and security for close to a billion people.

			Over sixty years had passed since NATO was established. The organisation was founded to secure a common defence against the communist Soviet Union, and to ensure freedom and democracy within the member states. NATO cooperation was both political and military in nature. The US, Canada and ten Western European countries had been members from the start, but a number of other countries had also joined the alliance since then.

			For me, there is a political affinity between the NATO alliance and the social democratic idea that we can achieve more together than we can alone. It is paradoxical that there is often the notion, even among social democrats, that defence and security are issues that primarily belong to the political right. But the truth is that NATO has enjoyed broad support across the political landscape, and social democratic parties have historically been the organisation’s driving force. The majority of the European countries who came together and formed the alliance were either led by social democrats, or had significant social democratic participation. The British Labour Party government under Clement Attlee’s leadership played a key role, but other social democratic prime ministers such as Willem Drees of the Netherlands, Hans Hedtoft of Denmark and Einar Gerhardsen of Norway also made important contributions when NATO was founded. In the US, democrat Harry Truman was president, and the Liberal Party’s Louis St Laurent was prime minister in Canada. Both were left of centre within their domestic political landscapes.

			I had mostly worked on issues relating to domestic policy, such as pensions, the administration of Norway’s oil fund, and reform of the public sector, and my international engagement had mainly focused on the challenges of climate change and children’s health. Still, defence and security policy had always been part of my political life, from the Labour Party Youth Organisation’s debates about NATO and nuclear weapons in the 1980s to the major defence investments made during my time as prime minister. I had also worked on Norway’s participation in international military operations in Afghanistan, Libya and Kosovo, and beyond.

			I believe in strong institutions. In cooperation, through which countries big and small are given a seat at the table; where everyone is heard and common rules are established to constrain the law of the jungle. This, in essence, is what we call civilisation – within local communities, at national level, and, above all, internationally. In order to prevent war and injustice, organisations founded upon international law and democratic principles are needed. It is through organised cooperation that an individual country’s interests are best safeguarded, and this is especially true for smaller nations. A binding partnership between the US and Europe is the very foundation of the cooperation we need on defence and security.

			On the evening I learned that the Americans needed an answer by the following morning, I sat down with Ingrid. The conversation we had was long. Her scepticism wasn’t assuaged entirely, but she believes in international cooperation just as strongly as I do. Together, we made the decision. I agreed to become Barack Obama and Angela Merkel’s candidate for the office of secretary general of NATO.

			From Washington, I learned that I had broad support from many NATO countries, and that I personally didn’t need to do a thing. The greatest campaign manager in the world, Barack Obama, was working for me, I was told. All I had to do was wait.

		

		
			2

			A step change

			‘That’s fantastic, Jens!’

			Thorvald gave me a warm hug. On the twenty-eighth of March, the US and Germany had persuaded all the member states to support my candidature, and I was appointed the thirteenth secretary general of NATO. Just a few days later, we gathered around the kitchen table for yet another dinner in Mogens Thorsens gate.

			Once I had made my decision, Thorvald supported me wholeheartedly. For him, the only important thing was that I figure out what was best for me. That I would be working for NATO was all that mattered now. Any suggestion that the alliance was out of date had been silenced.

			Moreover, a drama was now playing out, early in the spring of 2014, which had revived old East–West antagonisms, and once again drew increased attention to our collective defence.

			The US had not bombed Syria, as Obama had proposed at the dinner hosted by the Swedish prime minister in September 2013. Congress was generally opposed, and Obama decided not to take up the political challenge of going against the elected representatives. Instead, the US and Russia negotiated a deal in which Syria’s chemical weapons would be surrendered and destroyed. NATO and Russia also agreed to provide military protection to the ships that would transport the chemical weapons out of Syria.

			But then came the crises.

			In the early months of 2014, intense clashes broke out in Kyiv after Ukraine’s pro-Russian president, Viktor Yanukovych, refused to sign an association agreement with the EU. Several dozen demonstrators were killed by riot police, and the regime’s brutality escalated the crisis. At the end of February, Yanukovych was removed by parliament; he fled the country and sought refuge in Russia. A short time later, reports came in that something was brewing in Crimea – Ukrainian military units had been surrounded and threatened by so-called ‘little green men’, soldiers in unmarked uniforms. But as to where these men had come from, there was no doubt. This was a Russian occupation. On the eighteenth of March, Russia declared Crimea part of the Russian Federation.

			A few weeks later, separatists protested in several cities in the Donbas region in the east of Ukraine, taking control of large parts of the area. The separatists were led and financed by Russia, and would have been powerless without this support. In contrast to events in Crimea, in the Donbas intense fighting broke out between the Ukrainian government’s soldiers and the separatists.

			The security situation in Europe was bumped up the international agenda. Tensions increased. All dialogue with Russia ceased.

			But Ukraine was not the only country in which a crisis was unfolding. In Syria and Iraq, the terrorist organisation the Islamic State (IS) was making significant advances, and had taken over large areas. A terrorist state the likes of which the world had never seen had established itself close to NATO’s borders.

			The world had changed. There were now greater dangers. More uncertainty. Less stability.

			We found ourselves in a situation where Western cooperation was suddenly more important than it had been for decades. All this had happened during those brief weeks in which I had been thinking about whether I wished to be put forward for, and was eventually awarded, the role of head of NATO. Of course I felt anxious, but the more difficult the international situation became, the more attracted I was by the thought of the challenges that awaited. I was extremely motivated by everything that happened over the course of that dramatic spring.

			To enable me to prepare, I was allocated an office in the Norwegian chief of defence’s residence, a beautiful house down at Akershus Fortress in Oslo, where I conferred with my colleagues and other NATO employees who came up from Brussels. Over the summer, I was able to obtain an ever clearer picture of the task I now faced. NATO had become an entirely different organisation from the one it had been during the Cold War. It had gone through several rounds of extensive cuts. The command structure staff had been halved, and year upon year more roles had been cut from among the civil staff, to meet savings requirements.

			Most important, however, was the fact that NATO was generally organised and structured to run operations outside its own area. In all the years in which NATO had deployed to Bosnia, Kosovo and Afghanistan, European armed forces had been reduced. Military readiness, reaction times, combat capability, high-tech warfare to defend one’s own territory – all this had been weakened. Furthermore, NATO had paid too little attention to new challenges, such as China, cyber security and the militarisation of space.

			In the chief of defence’s residence in Akershus, a major political project gradually began to take shape. The ship had to be turned around. A drastic remedy was required; NATO had to be restructured, armed and modernised. The budget cuts simply couldn’t continue – NATO needed increased investment and more staff if it was to once again become capable of achieving its core aim: to secure peace and ensure our common security.

			A large part of my preparations involved visiting some important capital cities. One day, towards the end of June, I was led into the German Chancellery on the Tiergarten in the centre of Berlin. Angela Merkel invited me into her office. We drank tea, which she served herself. It was always good to see her – over many years of working together, we had developed a close and trusting partnership. She congratulated me, and I thanked her for her support.

			Merkel was deeply concerned about what was happening in Ukraine, and the potential consequences for peace in Europe. She was the Western leader most frequently in contact with Moscow, and she’d had many long conversations with Vladimir Putin following the annexation of Crimea. Her interactions with the Russian president had done little to assuage her unease.

			‘Putin is living in his own world,’ she said.

			She spoke about the crucial role NATO played in holding the US and Europe together. Angela Merkel, who before 1989 lived in East Germany, understands NATO’s significance perhaps more than most. We went out onto the terrace, where she pointed to the area of the city in which she had lived, and she repeated a phrase I’d heard her use before: ‘One has to be patient when waiting for big changes.’ It might seem like an eternity, to live behind the Berlin Wall under authoritarian one-party rule and without the freedom to leave. But it took twenty-eight years from when the wall was built until it was torn down. You might think things will never end, but nothing lasts forever.

			Merkel was also concerned about the way relations between the US and Europe were developing.

			‘The Americans are powerful, but I hope you won’t do everything they ask,’ she said. ‘What’s important, Jens, is that the United States don’t always get their way.’

			There is a unique subtleness to Merkel, who is able to make a serious point in a light, almost roguish way. There was both jest and earnestness in her warning. I smiled, and promised her that I didn’t intend to give in to the US on absolutely everything.

			There was much talk of how the United States was in the process of turning its attention away from Europe and towards China and Asia. The trend had been evident for a long time, but had recently intensified. Yet Merkel wasn’t overly concerned about transatlantic cooperation and Europe’s standing within the powerful circles in Washington. She got on well with President Obama.

			A little later in the summer, I found myself sitting in a deckchair on the beach in Villefranche-sur-Mer, on the French Riviera, just east of Nice. I stared dozily at the blue expanse of the Mediterranean, a cold beer in my hand.

			Not long before, I had met French president François Hollande, and like most of his compatriots, Hollande was preoccupied with the French language. When NATO was established in 1949, four of the twelve member states were entirely or partly French-speaking. There are still four French-speaking countries in the alliance, but the number of member states has now risen to thirty-two. This naturally affects the language’s position, although French remains NATO’s other official language, alongside English.

			I had studied German at school, and I would therefore, as far as I knew, be the first secretary general of NATO who couldn’t speak a word of French. I wanted to seem obliging towards Hollande, so I told him I would take a French course.

			Following my retirement at an extraordinary party conference earlier in the summer, Jonas Gahr Støre was elected as the Labour Party’s new leader. ‘You’re going to try to learn French?’ he exclaimed upon hearing my plans (Jonas speaks the language fluently himself). ‘It’s utterly hopeless,’ he said, ‘you don’t stand a chance.’

			But I kept the promise I made to Hollande, and signed up to an intensive three-week course arranged by the renowned Institut Français. The tuition involved eight hours of teaching each day, daily homework, and a prohibition against speaking any language other than French while on the institute’s grounds.

			Ingrid decided to join me, and we stayed in a small apartment in idyllic Villefranche-sur-Mer. On the first day, we walked up to the language school, which was located in a magnificent villa on a hillside with a view of the town and the sea. Everyone was to be allocated to a group based on their existing knowledge, and we were brought in one by one to be tested. When my turn came, I was shown into a room in which three tutors sat waiting. On the plane from Norway I had practised ‘My name is Jens’ and ‘I am Norwegian’ and a few other simple phrases, which I now rattled off. The three tutors stared at me, their faces expressionless.

			A short time later, Ingrid disappeared off into one of the groups of advanced students. I was told my level: Débutant.

			I took the French course seriously, people have to give me that. I went every day, stuck it out for eight hours straight in the summer heat, and always did my homework. But when you’re a complete beginner, there’s a long way to go before you have even the most basic grasp of the language.

			These were delightful days – it’s almost impossible not to enjoy life in a place like Villefranche-sur-Mer in the summer. In our free time, Ingrid and I took long walks along the beach; we rented bicycles and sampled excellent food. But as the course approached its end, I took stock. I had indeed learned quite a bit, and I could say some simple, coherent sentences. But I was far from being able to use French in any reasonable way. Achieving that kind of proficiency would have required much more effort, and time I simply didn’t have.

			There in the deckchair on the beach, I drew my conclusion. Jonas had been right.

			Later that summer, we were at our summer house in Hvaler, Norway, as usual. I often get a little restless while on holiday, so enjoy doing work around the garden. On Tuesday the twenty-ninth of July I was raking up the leaves when Ingrid rounded the corner of the house and came towards me.

			I could see right away that something was wrong. She handed me her phone but said nothing. On the other end of the line was Camilla.

			‘Jens,’ she said, ‘Nini is dead.’

			Camilla was calling from Nini’s apartment. She had found her there.

			Ingrid and I looked at each other. She took the rake from my hand, leaned it against the wall of the house and embraced me for a long time. Then she put an arm around me, and together we went inside.

			I changed into clean clothes and set off for Nini’s apartment; a couple of hours later, I met Camilla and Thorvald there. Nini, wearing a thin silk nightdress, sat in a chair in the kitchen. She looked peaceful. I gently put my palm to her cheek and felt that she was cold. The fear had long gnawed away at me, and now it had happened. My little sister was dead.

			That past summer, while I was in France, I had called Nini several times. She didn’t pick up the phone. This had worried me, but most of all, it had made me sad. It was fairly normal for her not to answer. Most of the time it meant that she was feeling down and didn’t want to speak to anyone. I decided to visit her as soon as I got back to Norway.

			When I rang her doorbell a few days later, she didn’t reply. ‘Nini!’ I shouted through the letterbox, but there was only silence. Maybe she was out running errands; maybe she was in but didn’t feel up to answering the door. I had brought along some smoothies, because I knew she was struggling to eat properly. I gave them to a neighbour, who had agreed to pass food on to her before.

			Now Thorvald, Camilla and I stood in her kitchen. We didn’t speak much. Thorvald wept. For years he had done his utmost to help and support his youngest child. I knew how exhausting it had been for him. All the time he had spent on Nini; all the worry. Now she was gone forever. There would be no going out to look for her this time. There was no longer any hope, only grief.

			Over the days that followed, people spoke warmly of Nini, and several beautiful obituaries were published in the newspapers. People stopped us in the street; they posted messages on social media and told us what Nini had meant to them. It can be wearing, being a family that is constantly in the public eye, but it was a true gift to experience so much warmth and thoughtfulness from friends and strangers alike.

			Uranienborg Church was packed when the church bells rang on the morning of the eighteenth of August. Outside, the rain poured down.

			‘A big brother is supposed to protect his little sister,’ I said in my eulogy. ‘I tried to look after you. As did Thorvald, Camilla, and many others. But in the end, death was simply too strong.’

			We carried out the coffin. White lilies and roses were spread across its lid. My son walked directly ahead of me. With my eyes fixed firmly on his back, I carried the coffin past all the silent pews and out to the waiting hearse.

			In the days following the funeral, Camilla and I gradually began to clear out Nini’s apartment. It testified to just how hard Nini’s life had been – there was a lot of clutter, and the debris of a life involving drugs. But we also found beautiful things. Small objects, pictures and letters she had kept, and which now brought back fine memories.

			I will never fully understand why things turned out the way they did. As children, Nini and I shared a room and set of bunkbeds; I slept in the top bunk, she in the bottom. The same family, the same school, many of the same friends. And yet the trajectories of our lives had been so very different.

			Nini’s life was unfinished – she had many skills she never got to use, so much potential that was never realised, although we had always hoped she would one day manage to create a better, richer life for herself. But at the same time, I noticed how the fear of death released its grasp, now that she was gone. A curious doubleness: grief and loss – but also relief.

			Beautiful, poetic Nini, who could come up with the most moving words and sentences; who made the most magnificent greeting cards with her lovely handwriting. As a young person she liked to draw, and made attractive ceramic figurines. I found one of them while we were clearing out her apartment. On it were the words: ‘Fly, wild-winged one, fly’.

			Ingrid and I spent a lot of time with Thorvald in the period after the funeral. He appreciated our company, but at the same time he was concerned that life must go on, and that I needed to prepare for the tasks that awaited me. Eventually, I would have to make space for a kind of everyday living, a form of normality among everything that seemed so abnormal. I would travel to Wales, to attend a meeting of NATO leaders as a guest, on the fourth and fifth of September.

			This would be the first time NATO heads of state and government had gathered since the world had drastically altered over the course of a few short months. The wars in Syria and Ukraine provided a sombre backdrop. In July, a Malaysian passenger plane travelling from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur had been shot down over Eastern Ukraine, the rocket fired from an area controlled by Russian separatists; several of the individuals later convicted by a Dutch court of law were Russian agents. A total of 298 people were killed, and the tragedy intensified the sense of insecurity and danger.

			At the NATO summit, I met President Barack Obama again, and together we reviewed the most important issues. We were both deeply concerned about the consequences of Russia’s illegal annexation of Crimea, and the military encroachment in the Donbas region. It was evident that NATO had to be strengthened, and that Ukraine must be given more support. At that time, Obama and the US were opposed to providing military aid, because it was felt that this might escalate the conflict to a level we were not ready to handle. Obama was keen to emphasise that we shouldn’t offer false hope. He also believed Ukraine was more important to Russia than to the West, and that Moscow would therefore be willing to make greater sacrifices.

			The message was that we needed to provide extensive political and economic support to Ukraine, not massive military assistance. In return, however, NATO would need to strengthen its defence, in order to deter Moscow from threatening any NATO allies. Obama was especially keen for the European NATO countries and Canada to increase their defence spending – the current situation was simply untenable. The United States’ defence budget represented well over 70 per cent of the other NATO members’ total defence expenditure. ‘This isn’t fair, and it won’t be possible to justify it to American taxpayers in the longer term,’ he said.

			It was a subject with deep roots. American dissatisfaction with how the financial burden was shared was almost as old as the alliance itself. ‘NATO states are not paying their fair share,’ complained President John F. Kennedy to his National Security Council all the way back in 1963.

			Now Obama wanted a resolution on a fairer distribution of responsibility from the Wales summit. ‘We need a clear resolution, but even more importantly, we need action. And I trust that you’ll deliver this, Jens,’ Obama said with a gleam in his eye. I smiled and said that yes, of course I would, but I felt extremely unsure as to whether I could live up to his expectations.

			At the meeting, Anders Fogh Rasmussen introduced me as NATO’s next secretary general. UK prime minister David Cameron also said a few words, keeping the tone light. ‘I have great belief in continuity. And now we have another slim and fit Scandinavian former prime minister to follow our previous slim and fit Scandinavian former prime minister,’ he said. Fogh Rasmussen was known for donning his running shoes at any opportunity; his first NATO bodyguards had to be replaced because he kept outrunning them. They certainly wouldn’t have that problem with me.

			In meeting the other heads of state and government, Obama pushed hard on the question of how the alliance’s financial burden should be shared. He called countries with low defence budgets ‘free riders’, who in a crisis simply relied on receiving assistance from the American military. The European member states and Canada wanted the least possible commitment, and no precise figures to be set. But in the end, they gave in to the pressure and agreed that everyone should spend 2 per cent of their gross domestic product on defence.

			The closing statement, however, was a compromise: ‘Allies aim to move towards the 2% guideline within a decade.’ Considered as part of a legal document, such vague wording can open up many loopholes for sidestepping the pledged commitment. But the political reality was quite a different one – and this was the crucial point. A promise had been made to significantly increase defence spending, and this was a promise the US expected Europe and Canada to keep.

			I realised that increased defence spending and military requirements were issues that I would be working extensively with in the times ahead. The alliance had made a step change.
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			In Brussels

			Starting in the role of secretary general of NATO was like jumping onto a speeding train. On the first of October 2014, I arrived at the somewhat run-down NATO headquarters for my first day as head of the alliance. I was shown into my office, immediately dazzled by the wall-to-wall NATO-blue carpeting featuring the alliance’s logo. Like many people, I had assumed the logo depicted a star, and commented on how attractive it was. ‘Secretary General, that’s not a star. It’s a compass,’ NATO’s chief of protocol explained to me, amiably but firmly.

			I was then accompanied to the meeting room of the North Atlantic Council, which gathers representatives from all the member states and is the alliance’s principal decision-making body. One of the walls featured the Latin quotation Animus in consulendo liber – ‘a mind unfettered in deliberation’ – from the Roman historian Sallust.

			I took my place at the table, where the gavel lay, and watched the NATO ambassadors as they entered the room and found their seats one by one. I weighed the dark wood in my hand for a moment, then tightened my grip, rapped the gavel against the table, and for the first time opened a meeting of the North Atlantic Council.

			There were no speeches or formal introductions to indicate the organisation now had a new leader, but of course this was obvious to everyone in the room – and not least to me. I wasn’t used to leading a body of which I hadn’t first been an ordinary member. Every time I wished to give someone the floor, I sought the right person from among all the unfamiliar faces.

			At the time of my taking office, NATO had a total of around 13,500 employees. It’s a large organisation, responsible for everything from ongoing military operations and exercises to plans to establish NATO standards for member states’ weapons and matériel.

			The secretary general has two main tasks. One is to lead NATO as an organisation – the people who work at the alliance’s headquarters in Brussels and in different agencies in the member states, as well as at offices in NATO partner countries. The other is to chair the meetings of the North Atlantic Council. The council meets several times a week, and consists of ambassadors from all the member states, who all have permanent delegations at NATO headquarters. On a few occasions each year, it is the ministers of defence or foreign affairs, or possibly the heads of state and government, who represent their countries at the council. The meetings are then referred to as either ministerial meetings or summits. So the seniority and level of the participants varies, but the meetings are always chaired by the secretary general.

			The fact that NATO’s secretary general is both an administrative leader – a kind of group CEO – and chair of the organisation’s most senior decision-making body, gives the role-holder a unique position compared with the heads of other international organisations, where these responsibilities are often separated. Within the UN, the secretary-general leads the organisation, while other roles chair the meetings of the Security Council and the General Assembly, where decisions are made.

			Of course, the secretary general of NATO has limited power, because it is ultimately the member states who make the decisions. Nevertheless, the secretary general has significant influence. Leading a large organisation offers opportunities to take the initiative, set the agenda and establish the conditions for decision-making processes.

			I now held the overarching responsibility for the complex activities of this vast organisation, but in practice much was delegated to the group of assistant secretary generals and my other close colleagues. From the very start, I aimed to run the organisation through those closest to me in what is known as the private office. I wanted to spend as much time and energy as possible on the political work.

			Some Norwegian former colleagues had also accompanied me to NATO. As director of my private office I chose Vegard Ellefsen, who had served as Norway’s ambassador to NATO for the past four years. My head of communications from the Norwegian prime minister’s office, Trude Måseide, joined me as my communications adviser. Gjermund Eide, former military assistant to minister of defence Anne-Grete Strøm-Erichsen, accompanied me to Brussels as my military assistant. Randi Ness had been my adviser in parliament after the 2013 Norwegian election, and she also agreed to work for me as an adviser in Brussels. From NATO’s defence policy and planning division, I brought in political scientist and diplomat Stian Jenssen, who was already well acquainted with NATO from the inside, and who had assisted me during my preparations.

			I felt it vital to have a group of people around me whom I knew well, and who also knew me. I knew that the job would become hectic at times, and my terms as Norway’s prime minister had shown me the importance of forging relationships with a small group of people whom I could trust completely. This kind of intimate, close-knit team gave me greater strength in the work of leading the organisation. Every member would need to be able to both act as a political adviser and undertake practical tasks. We collaborated on everything, big and small.

			Ingrid and I arrived in Brussels just a few days before I took office, and we moved into the house that Lord Carrington had acquired for NATO when he was secretary general in the 1980s. At first, Ingrid continued to live in Oslo, but as a senior adviser within the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, she worked extensively with the EU system and could partly work from Brussels.

			Many years had passed since we first moved in together. I got to know Ingrid in 1975, when we were classmates at Oslo Cathedral High School. She was in a relationship with an older boy, who drove her to school in his car. Every morning, I saw the car stop before the school gates; Ingrid would lean towards her boyfriend, thank him for the lift with a kiss, then open the car door and step out. Confident and straight-backed, she crossed the schoolyard like a dancer – which she also was.

			Ingrid was sharp, with a great sense of style, and there was something exceptional about her. She didn’t much care about the boys in our class. We were young and inexperienced, and we didn’t have cars.

			But there was one area in which I felt fairly proficient, and that was the political arena. Oslo Cathedral High School was a school with a high level of political engagement, holding intense debates and many elections for various student organisations – elections I stood for, and won. Until the time came to choose the school’s representative for the national convention of Norway’s student union, in the winter of 1977. Somewhat surprisingly, Ingrid stood as an independent candidate and won by a huge margin. Since I came second, I became her deputy, and we travelled to the convention in Trondheim together. By this point, Ingrid and I had become part of the same circle of friends. I was in love with her, and she had started to take a little more interest in me. We were actually supposed to spend the night camping out in a sports hall with all the other delegates, but neither of us were particularly keen on the idea. We took a room at the Hotel Phoenix instead. We didn’t define ourselves as a couple right away, but nevertheless our relationship grew ever more serious. In 1979, we moved in together, into a small apartment we rented in Grünerløkka in Oslo, with no bathroom and a toilet in the hall we shared with our neighbours. It was a happy time, and the start of a long life together.

			The house in Brussels we moved into over thirty-five years later was of a rather different standard. The residence, built in the early 1900s, had a floor plan that covered almost thirteen thousand square feet, and was situated in a sheltered part of the several-kilometre-long Avenue Louise. On the ground floor were large reception rooms, well suited to dinners and entertaining. On the first floor I installed my home office, and this was also where we had our private living quarters and bedrooms. Six large rooms on the second floor were excellent for hosting house guests, and in the loft my predecessor had left behind an extensive selection of gym equipment.

			At the back of the house, a small set of steps led down from the terrace into a private garden facing the Bois de la Cambre park, where over the coming years I would cover a great many miles, walking both alone and with friends, in sunshine and in sleet, sometimes listening to a podcast, at others speaking on the phone. And occasionally in silence, pondering what on earth I was going to do about
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