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Overview  

• Background- Remembering the Cold War Project 

• The Cold War in schools.  

• The role of heritage sites and events in contextualizing the Cold War. 

• The future: Collaboration between education and heritage networks. 

 

 



Background Remembering the Cold War Project 
 
 • It all started with a British Academic Small Grant Project 

 

• Preservation of Cold War heritage has gained ground in the last two decades in the UK, US and 
Western Europe, leading to the emergence of a new niche with cultural tourism (Caraba, 2011). In 
Eastern Europe, Cold War heritage and tourism is strongly related to communist regimes or their 
downfall. The complexities of Cold War Tourism, its relationship with recent personal and 
collective memories, dark tourism, battleless battlefields (Prideaux, 2007) and politically charged 
narratives has led to very different approaches to ownership, preservation, interpretation and 
accessibility of these sites. 

 

• This project proposes a methodology which will offer greater insight into visitor engagement and 
experiences within Cold War spaces to better inform long-term preservation, legacy 
management, and interpretation.  

 

• Project outputs will be aimed at both academic and heritage industry audiences to ensure the 
project makes a significant impact recognising the importance of these sites to the wider cultural 
sector. 
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In the UK 
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Findings: 
Curatorship 

• An over-reliance on non-experts to present an expert heritage 

• The challenge of reinterpretation  

• Secrecy as a Marketing Tool 

• The Effect of Time 

• A Dissipating Technical Knowledge Base 

• Site Evolution 

• Challenging Structures 

• Questionably Authentic Equipment 

• Limited Archival Material 

• Limited Budgets 

• New Curatorial Methods 

• Lack of partnership working 

• Official Secrets Act and conflicting oral histories 

 



Findings: Visitors 
Experience 
Hidden history 

Excitement/Fear 

Complex sense of place 

Contemporary geopolitical relevance 

Reliance on authentic curatorship 

Links with darkness/dark tourism  

Links with battlefield tourism 

Bunkerology and Urban Exploration 

Curiosity/Secrecy 

Directly relevant civilian or military role  

Military career (not-aligned) 

Reluctance to talk about the period 
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Communist heritage types in Bulgaria  

• Monuments commemorating the birth or death of communist leaders 

• Antifascist partisan life and death  

• The glory of the Soviet Union and the Red Army, Russian-Bulgarian friendship  

• Commemoration of specific historic events, battlefields, etc ( commemorative 
plates, museums)  

• Public buildings 

• Tourism resorts 

• Industries ( heavy and light ) sites 

• Labour camps 
        Source: Mileva & Iankova, 2021 



Communist heritage 
tourism – current state 
A dichotomous and adversarial approach to understanding 
what communist heritage tourism is:  

 

1. Communist heritage tourism is developed under the 
‘western’ gaze’ and under the pressures of global tourism 
market.  

 

2. In eastern and central Europe Communist Heritage is 
unwanted past, a reminder of traumatic events.  

 

 

 

Checkpoint Charlie- visitBerlin.de 

Buzludja- Bulgaria – Alex Wright  

Memento park –
Budapest Hungary -Cnn 



Buzludja Today - Photography: Stanislav 
Traykov 

Taking down the red star from Party 
House, Sofia – archive BNR 

The destruction 
of the 
Mausoleum of 
Georgi 
Dimitrov, Sofia- 
archive - Georgi 
Ovcharov, 
architect 

 



Retro Museum, Varna, Bulgaria The Red Flat, Sofia 

Black sea, Trabant Tours 



Findings  

• An over-reliance on non-experts to present an expert heritage 

• Lived experiences  

• Dominated by walking tours 

• Predominantly western interests 

• The Challenge of reinterpretation – The Entertainment Value  

• The Effect of Time 

• Deliberate Destruction of Key sites 

• Challenging Structures 

• Haphazard Approach to Collections 

• Lost Archival Material 

• Limited Budgets 

• New Curatorial Methods 

 



It is not that simple  

• The fate of the communist sites in many countries is still subject to heated 
debates 

• The presence of trauma – between collective amnesia and collective 
remembrance  

• Indifference, nostalgia, and expressed love and longing for the past 

• Curiosity on the part of western tourists 

• Narratives of triumph of democracy  

• Nostalgia driven by the crisis of the transition period to market economy and a 
crisis of democracy. 

• Viewed through the lens of the end of the regimes  

 



Comparisons • Western Europe 

 

• Largely military  

• Secrecy, Spying and Big Tech 

• Access improving all the time  

• Suggests the West won the war 

• Some reuse of sites based on pop 
culture around zombies, 28 Days 
Later etc 

• Links to Urbex and Bunkerology 

• Links to Urbex 

 

 

• Eastern Europe 

 

• Largely social 

• Lived experiences 

• Interpretation largely tour 
based  

• More hyperreal 
experiences 

• Suggests the West won 
the war (but doesn’t 
attribute success) 

 



IMPACT 
What have we achieved 

• Dissemination event to industry at Kelvedon Hatch 
Nuclear Bunker 

• Two PhD/Academic Workshops 

• Workshop for IWM Curators 

• Creation of a network of Cold War Curators and Site 
Owners 

• Space for collaboration 
• Developing and sharing expertise 

• A series of follow up workshops on site and online  

• Alconbury Weald  

 Yorkshire Air Museum  

 Orford Ness  

 

 



The curriculum- background   

• The Cold War is slipping away from living memory  

• New generations know very little about the Cold War  

• The Cold War in the UK curriculum is a relatively recent inclusion  

• The Cold War is one of several key topics in modern history, so while 
it is explored in detail, it shares time with other major topics such as 
World Wars, Nazi Germany, and decolonization. 

• Coverage often focuses on key moments like the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
the Vietnam War, and the fall of the Berlin Wall. 



The Curriculum – Breath of Topics  

• At GCSE, the Cold War is taught as part of broader units like 
superpower relations or international conflicts. 

 

• At A-Level, it is studied in greater depth with a focus on 
historiographical debates, such as the roles of individuals (e.g., 
Truman, Stalin, Gorbachev) and ideological frameworks. 



The curriculum - Challenges  

• Not all schools choose the same exam board, and some may prioritize 
different historical topics over the Cold War. 

• For example, some schools might emphasize domestic British history 
or other global conflicts, meaning the Cold War might receive 
relatively less attention. 

• The global perspective doesn’t always take into account the role of 
Britain  



Role of Heritage Sites and Events in 
Contextualizing the Cold War 
• The Cold War as distant memory or as personal history  

• Cold War Heritage development and access challenges  

• Relatively new and emerging interest in the UK 

• Under researched  

• Lack of Expertise  

• Diversity of Sites and Museums 

• Decaying and Decommissioned sites  

• Complex Narratives  



Opportunities  

• The Cold War offers rich educational value and modern relevance. 

• Effective partnerships between educators and heritage organizations 
can deepen understanding and engagement. 

• Significant professional and public interest  

• Opportunities for local development  



Initiatives and the Future  

• The Cold War Network, UK  

• National Cold War Heritage Week Saturday 17th May to Friday 23rd May   

Launch in Leeds Beckett University  

Cold War Network Members support through special tours, exhibitions and 
talks 

• Education Group under the Cold War Network  

• The Cold War Museum Toolkit developed as part of the ‘Materialising 
the Cold War’ project, National Museum of Scotland and Sterling University  

• Student Projects  



Instead of a 
Conclusion  
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• Thank you! 

 


