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During my work with this book, I had assistance from a half a dozen proofreaders, all of whom native English speakers. All of them I found through one of the international language learning platforms, and the job was fulfilled online. Some of these proofreaders live in Britain, others in Europe and Latin America. I send my thanks especially to Jack P., a young engineer in Sheffield, and Harvey Planer, a young filmmaker from London, who have stayed with me most of the time during this job. We spent many hours together reviewing my texts, chapter after chapter, line after line, and I hope that they have learnt from me at least a piece of what I have learned from them.




Prologue


To my children,


You will certainly be surprised by this letter. It is not something that we are accustomed to doing, writing letters to each other: I do not actually remember the last time I wrote one. It is now the norm to send texts and e-mails. The problem with these modern means of communication is that they are not appropriate if you have something particular on your mind, such as a story. And that is exactly what I have and want to tell you - a story, the story of how and why we came to Denmark. I think that this is the time to do it.


Actually, you already know it, at least in general terms. Your father had a job on a Russian merchant ship: the ship came to Denmark in the autumn of 1989, and on October 19th, he abandoned the vessel for a new life in the West. You even know the place – I like to take you to the harbour of Korsoer, where my feet touched Danish soil for the first time.


In this respect, you already know the answer to the first question – How? In writing this story, I have focused more on the second one – Why? Why did your father, at 29 years old, decide to abandon Russia and look for happiness abroad? You will also learn more about Russia, where we came from, and about our family.


It is a great challenge to move to a new land, to experience new rules of living, a new culture, and to learn a new language. Moreover, in 1989, Russia, rather the USSR or the Soviet Union, was still communist. Leaving a Soviet ship in a Western harbour was not straightforward; it was illegal according to Russian law. It was considered to be betrayal by defection. Abandoning the ship was like burning one’s bridges and putting yourself into a situation you couldn’t turn back from.


This is also an attempt to tell you about the events in my life which preceded that rainy night in October 1989. That night, I was alone on watch in the ship’s wheelhouse, looking into the rain outside, into the darkness, illuminated by the lights of the unknown, sleeping, Danish town: aware of the consequences of my plan but knowing nothing, absolutely nothing, about the future waiting for me.


But let’s start from the beginning.




My childhood near the Baltic Sea


I was born on the 23rd of November, 1959 in the city of Kaliningrad, on the coast of the Baltic Sea. My father, Vladimir, was a foreman at the shipyard. My parents met each other in Kaliningrad after the Second World War: my father came to Kaliningrad from Ukraine, and my mother from Russia.


I do not remember very much about my father’s family. I know he came from Gorlovka. I visited the town once and remember the high hills of coal from the mines that it has always been famous for. My mother, your babushka Valja, came from Nisjnij Novgorod. Her family was not rich, either, but her father, who was a cook, worked hard and took care of the family. Mother had three sisters – Katja, Vera and Tamara. You probably remember Aunt Tamara, who lived in Svetlyj, very near to Kaliningrad. My mother and her sisters had good relationships for their whole lives and visited each other regularly. I remember all my aunts and was friends with their children.


Before the war, Kaliningrad was called Koenigsberg and was the centre of Eastern Prussia, Germany. The shipyard where my father was employed was built by the Germans. We lived very near to it, just a hundred metres from the gate, on Transportny Tupik street, on the second floor of an old two-story house. Transportny Tupik translates as Transport Close. It was on the outskirts of the city and was the last stop for trams and buses.


There was a bath in our two-room flat, which was installed in the kitchen. To heat water for a bath, you had to burn a basin of coal in the stove. I had some toy boats and liked to play with them in the water. It was another time and we, being children, played other kinds of games, unfamiliar to this day and age. There were still a lot of German things around us. When we dug in the ground, we sometimes found coins, fragments of plates, military helmets and even weapons. There were intense battles in Koenigsberg at the end of WWII and a lot of ammunition could still be found in the ground.


My father was something of a handyman. For years we had a vegetable garden outside the city with a little wooden summer lodge, or dacha as it was called, which he built himself. He liked to spend weekends in the garden, especially in summer, taking care of apple and pear trees, vegetables, watering them from the well, which he had excavated and fitted himself.


I did not like working in the garden, digging and weeding. However, I was attracted to other things there. There were two iron barrels near the well, for keeping water for the plants. During the warm summer days, the water got very warm, and the barrels were big enough to climb in and splash about with toy boats. Sometimes, when the barrels were not emptied for a long time, I also had the company of water beetles and even little frogs, and it was wonderful. Afterwards, I climbed to the loft of the lodge and slept on the hay bed. Sometimes the straw pierced through the blanket, but it was mysteriously dark, warm and smelled pleasantly of hay and wood.


My father also had another hobby - cobbling. For this, he had a suitcase, which was filled with tools, spare soles and pieces of leather and rubber. The suitcase was more like a clumsy toolbox, made of dark brown plastic with metal edges. However, it opened like a suitcase and, as such, was called one. When one of our shoes needed mending, my father sat down on a low stool, put the damaged footwear on the metal foot stand and started cutting new soles or hammering the heel.


Playing with this suitcase was my passion. However, it was not the leather or the rubber that had my attention. It was the flat, brightly coloured, Monpacie hard-boiled sweet cans, which my father had filled up with small nails. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands of them, short and sharp. Simple things had another value in those days. If you see a ball-point pen on the ground today, you will hardly bother bending over to pick it up. At that time, however, you felt lucky to get such a find, and the small glittering nails represented a fortune to the child’s eye.


There was also something else in the suitcase which attracted me: my father’s metal cigarette case. Although he was a heavy smoker, he never used it. He kept it with the shoe-mending tools. On the lid, there was an engraving, which depicted a battle scene - a sinking Russian naval ship, with the name Steregushiy beneath. The two sailors on the engraving were fighting to close the porthole, through which the water was gushing inside. Though the picture was expertly made, the case had hardly any real value; my father obviously kept it for sentimental reasons. Nevertheless, I dreamed that he would give it to me one day when I grew up. Not because I intended to keep my cigarettes in it, though sometimes I raided his pockets for one or two Primas, which I enjoyed behind the barns in the yard, but because I was fascinated by the plot of the engraving - it fuelled my childhood imagination.


Many of my memories from childhood had connections with the sea and ships.


Every day, the buses and trams brought thousands of workers to our street, and the endless crowd shuffled to the shipyard gates. The shipyard was established on the banks of the canal connecting Kaliningrad with the Baltic Sea, which was busy with the ships that came in and out of the ports. There was nothing unusual about it for us, but once or twice a year, something really big happened - the return home after their long sea voyages of the legendary whaling flotilla, Jury Dolgoruky. At that time, whale hunting was still legal, and the USSR had established a special whaling fleet, which consisted of a huge whaling factory ship and a number of whaling ships. While the canal was not deep enough for the factory ship, which anchored in Leningrad, whaling ships passed through the canal to the Kaliningrad harbour. We would know about it by the gunfire. We would all run to the shipyard pier to wave to the passing ships, and they would reply by shooting the harpoon guns on their bow.




My passion for windsurfing


I like windsurfing and I have practiced it for most of my life in Denmark. However, my first introduction, both to windsurfing and to conventional sailing, was in Russia.


There was a yacht club near Kaliningrad, on the coast of Kaliningrad Bay. Near the yacht club was a summer camp for children, with the romantic name, Brigantine. One year, my mother paid for me to go to this camp.


In the Soviet Union, such camps were called “pioneer camps”. They were usually open during the summer holidays and were widespread. Many of them were financed by local enterprises and planned for the children whose parents were employed by these factories. Your mother, during her schooldays, spent several summers in a camp, named Scarlet Sails, on the coast of the Baltic Sea. The camp was created by the shipping company where your grandfather, dedushka Gena, worked as chief engineer on board ocean-going ships.


Some of the time in these camps was dedicated to communist propaganda, but for the most part, we just enjoyed our holidays through swimming, playing games, fishing and roaming around in nature. Spending a summer holiday in these pioneer camps was very normal in Soviet times.


On the weekends, the camps were open for our parents to visit, and these visits were usually the highlight. The mothers had a good custom of bringing bags filled with fried chicken, sausages, cakes, chocolates, candies, and bottles of lemonade – Russian soft drinks.


One of the most popular sweets was sweet, condensed milk in 400-gram cans. You had to make two little holes in the lid, and afterwards, you slowly drew sweet, viscous liquid from it. A few of us, those who were patient enough, could stretch out the pleasure of this drink for a whole day.


All these delicacies were highly appreciated. Being outdoors most of the time, we had a very healthy appetite. If you were lucky, you could get additional food at the canteen. We called these extra plates dobavka, and this was the most frequently spoken word at the camp: we were not so lucky as to get dobavka every day and were quite hungry most of the time.


The Brigantine, where my mother sent me, was one such pioneer camp. As it was near the yacht club, one of the main activities was sailing. I can remember that there were a number of Finnboats and Flying Dutchman boats, which are also well-known in Denmark. There were some other, smaller, and less well-known boats there, as well.


Everybody in the Brigantine could try sailing an Optimist. I was among those who tried it and I liked it very much. Afterwards, I signed up for membership at the yacht club. Later, I spent one winter taking theory courses and obtained the license, “Yacht’s Helmsman, Second Class”. I still treasure this little document, written in Russian. With this license I could sail wherever I wanted, except the sea.


Sailing in the Baltic Sea was forbidden by the Border Service, as the authorities were afraid that people would defect to Sweden. However, these limitations did not bother us as children. We had enough space and were lucky enough to go sailing in the bay.


Later, I changed from an Optimist to a junior-class Cadet boat, which had two sails. The crew consisted of a helmsman and a sailor, and I persuaded one of my friends to sign up as the sailor. Besides being a neighbour, he had another advantage - his mother worked at the local bakery.


When we were leaving for the weekend on the water, he was usually equipped with a full-sized bag filled with delicious baked goods. If there was not a race on, we just sailed out on a course for the Green Islands, and spent time swimming, sunbathing and eating the tasty contents of my friend’s bag.


Much later, when I was 22, I moved to Siberia for work, where the climate is not very well suited to water-sports. However, I spent one of my summer holidays in Crimea, in the little village of Gurzuf on the coast of the Black Sea, where I first learned windsurfing.


In my childhood, I had been to Crimea with my mother a couple of times, and I have very nice memories of it. Crimea always reminds me of dark, warm nights, the buzz of cicadas and the smell of cypress trees. At that time, the Crimean Peninsula was also famous for its wines. It had wide fields of grapes and produced several well-known Massandra wines. These wines were rare in Russia, but visiting Crimea, you could enjoy them in the local restaurants and even in small kiosks on the promenades. There was one such kiosk near our hotel in the resort city of Yalta, where I was with my mother. There was usually a huddle of adults near the kiosk, enjoying cheap and tasty drinks. The seller would be busy opening the bottles and throwing away the coloured foil disks that were set on the bottle tops. We children would gather these discs, gently straightening them out and swapping them afterwards between ourselves. It was warm, the sun was shining, and there was the scent of tropical flowers and the sweet smell of wines all around us.


It was very nice to come to Crimea from Siberia and try windsurfing, even for a short time.


In the 80’s, windsurfing was still very young, and the boards were primitive. It was possible to rent the equipment and I learned how to handle the sail quickly. A couple of years later, when I returned from Siberia to Kaliningrad, I purchased a windsurfing board second-hand and practiced the sport in Kaliningrad Bay.


This experience became useful when I came to Denmark. Only in Denmark did I really get good opportunities to enjoy this sport. Water is everywhere here, and sailing is much more widespread. My first purchase of a windsurfing board in Denmark was financed by my mother, your babushka Valja. She generously contributed 15,000 Kroner for this. So, in this way, I owe a lot to my mother for my favourite hobby. Over time, I became a member of the windsurfing club in Veddelev in Roskilde. Together with Nadja and our friends, we have spent many unforgettable winter holidays in the Canary Islands and other sunny places, enjoying this sport.




My first meeting with Siberia


Anyway, back to the beginning of the story.


In Russia, there is a saying, “Tell me who your friends are, and I will tell you who you are”.


There were four of us, two boys and two girls. I was proud of my friends. They were good friends and the best pupils at our school. Sometimes, we called ourselves NOSA, which was an acronym of our names - Natacha, Olja, Sacha, Andrej.


I had known Sacha since the sixth grade. At that time, we had moved from an old German house near my father’s shipyard to a new flat, closer to the centre of Kaliningrad. The shipyard built a new, five-storey block for its staff and a number of employees were allocated to the new flats. At that time, my father had worked at the yard for more than 20 years and he was one of the lucky ones. The new flat was actually not much bigger than our previous place, but it was modern, and it made my mother happy.


Because of the relocation, I had to change schools. My new one was School Number 16, on Bagrationa street. At this school, I met Sacha and our girls.


Sacha’s full first name was Alexander. In Russian, the first name can be changed, depending on the person’s age and situation. “Alexander” is more official and is used more often for adults. If anybody was angry at Sacha, they could call him “Sachka”. For his mother, when he was a baby, he was also “Sachenka”. For us, his friends and classmates, he was usually just Sacha. In Russian, the alteration of the first name is one of the ways to express your attitude to a person. My name, Andrej, can also be changed in different ways, such as Andruscha, Andrejka.


Sacha lived right near the school, with his mother and grandmother, in an old flat with high ceilings. In the Soviet Union, most people lived in 2-, sometimes 3-roomed rental flats. Houses just for one family were almost completely unheard of. Although the rent was very low, it was usually very crowded, as two, sometimes three generations lived together - because of a lack of housing, people were often forced to share their homes.


Sacha was lucky to have his own spacious room. His mother was an official in the Communist Party and some privileges came with the job.


His grandmother was old-school, with a respect for the little things, especially bread. This was common for Russians who made it through WWII. Although they were relatively comfortable, old bread was never thrown away at Sacha’s home. Instead, his grandmother would make croutons, adding some salt for taste. On lucky days, we would enjoy a good plate of them.


Sacha had many hobbies, the biggest being astronomy. In his room, there were maps of the starry sky, a globe of the Moon and pictures of planets. He knew the names of all the planets and star constellations, and could easily find them in the sky. Unsurprisingly, astronomy was his favourite subject at school. Sometimes, we called him Astronomer and the nickname suited him fine.


Being very good at mathematics and physics, he experimented in making telescopes. They were just cardboard tubes, with built-in lenses and magnifying glasses that he bought in a specialist shop near our school. He gave me one of these home-made telescopes. It wasn’t very effective, but it did not matter. I spent hours looking through it at the night sky and trying to make out new stars and planets.


Finally, he got a real telescope. It was a gift from his mother. It was a small one, designed for learning astronomy at school, but it was a real piece of equipment. On clear nights, we would gather near his house, he would come out with his invaluable apparatus, and we would watch the Moon.


It was amazing! It was powerful enough to make out the Moon’s craters very clearly. During the day, using a protective filter, we could spot stains on the sun. What could be more exciting?


Nobody was in doubt that Sacha’s future was in astronomy.


We met the girls in ninth grade, when the two classes in our school joined together. At that time, we were 15 years old. Natacha and Olja were neighbours and had been friends since their childhood. As I remember now, our friendship began with Natacha’s birthday, which we were invited to. Afterwards, we began hanging out together.


If the day was rainy, it was nice to go to the cinema. At that time, the Soviet Union had achieved success in space and there were popular movies about the achievement, even for children. Sacha enjoyed these films very much, so it is not surprising that we went to the cinema specially to see them. I remember one of them about children who were sent to space on a special voyage. It was called “Moscow – Cassiopeia”, and we saw it several times.


Sometimes we went to the coast. There are two resort towns near Kaliningrad: Svetlogorsk and Zelenogradsk. They are popular relaxation places for Kaliningradians, especially in the summer. You can get there in half an hour by public transport. It was nice to go to the sea at weekends, roaming in the parks and on the beaches. There are several kilometres of beaches in Svetlogorsk, with high sand slopes. Although it wasn’t very safe, they were very exciting to climb. If we had money, we would enjoy ice creams at the few coffee shops there.


Among my favourite places was the harbour in Kaliningrad. In those days, there was a lot of life in the port. Not far from my home, there were workshops for repairing fishing trawlers. The atmosphere was always noisy with the grinding and hammering of metal, and the smells of welding and oil. Ships at the pier had multiple spots of rust and dents on their hulls, and it spoke a lot about what was going on out there, far away from home shores.


In the harbour, huge ocean-going trawlers were unloading pallets of frozen fish, while others were being loaded with equipment before embarkation for work in the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Trucks came in and out through the port gates. There were dockworkers in overalls and mariners in smart clothes which had been bought abroad. Sometimes, near the gates, you could see groups of women and children with flowers, who had come to greet their husbands and fathers returning home from long sea voyages.


I did not know Nadja at that time, but she had also been there with her mother, babushka Galja, coming to meet dedushka Gena after his trips. A long time afterwards, she was there once again, this time to meet me after my six-month expedition to the Atlantic Ocean.


Even in Soviet times, with its Iron Curtain, Kaliningrad had links abroad - a window to another world – albeit very tenuous. Some of my classmates and friends became mariners, attracted by the enchanting atmosphere of working at sea. It was almost impossible to be untouched by it, especially if the first book that your mother had read to you was Robinson Crusoe.


Just as Sacha was passionate about his astronomy and the sky, I was attracted to sea adventures and what was going on over there, beyond the horizon.


My father always took care of his job at the yard, but it was not unusual to see him drunk. This often resulted in quarrels at home, and it made me unhappy. This was also the reason that I almost did not touch alcohol until I was 30: bad luck brings good luck. Finally, at 53 years old, my mother obviously became tired of such a life.


At that time in Russia, you could earn a good salary in Siberia. There were plenty of jobs and the government paid good money to people who were ready to change from a moderate climate to Siberia’s permafrost.


My mother flew 7,000 km to Aihal, a little village in Yakutia, the centre of the Russian diamond industry. She found a simple job in the canteen at a building materials factory and, after taking a special course, was promoted to a job in the workshop. Once she’d saved some money, she bought an air ticket for me to join her.


In this way, during the summer of 1975, I had to say goodbye to Kaliningrad, to my school and to my friends. A 7,000 kilometre journey and two changes of aircraft were waiting for me – not so easy for a 15 year-old.


My friends came with me to the airport. We shook hands and promised to write to each other. As my mother had only temporary residence, we agreed that they would send letters to the post office on-demand.


In Moscow, I had to change planes to get to Mirnyj, the unofficial capital of the Russian diamond industry. However, my journey unexpectedly became much longer. There was a lot of bureaucracy in Soviet times, and it turned out that I lacked the special permission to access this region in Yakutia. I had to spend two weeks at my uncle’s home in Russia’s capital.


One of the first things I did after finally arriving in Aihal, was to visit the local post office. An employee said she could not remember a similar situation when a new arrival had received so many letters. Afterwards, she laid out as many as 15 envelopes on the counter. My friends had definitely kept their promises.


Aihal was a relatively new village, created in 1961 near a big diamond deposit. At that time, in 1975, there were about 3,000 inhabitants. Many of them worked at the diamond factory. Huge trucks brought kimberlite, a diamond ore, from an open quarry to the plant where diamonds were produced. The industry was profitable, and the state took care of the village. While people in the rest of the USSR had begun to experience a shortage of food products, there was a reasonable choice in the shops in Aihal.


Just behind the last houses, there was a larch forest. In these parts of Siberia, forests are not as dense as in the Russian Far East. On the very first day, I ran out to explore the area. Despite it being August, there was already some snow and temperatures were close to zero. Being a city boy, I did not think much about what I wore. I put on my usual light jacket and a pair of tight Wellington boots, with a pair of nylon socks. It felt cold, but I easily forgot about it. I was in Siberia and the famous Taiga was around me! My first lesson came when I returned from my short expedition. It was not easy to pull my boots off. When I finally did it and my blood circulation began to recover, the pain came. I managed to keep my mouth shut but I was really on the verge of tears.


During the first month, I lived with my mother in a hostel. After a month or two, we were allocated a little room in another kind of hostel – which was a barrack for families. It was a long, single-storey building, with a corridor from one end to the other. From the corridor, you entered directly into the rooms. There was space for two beds, a mini-cooker and a washstand. There was only enough room for a chair between the beds, as the passage was too narrow.


There was one water tap for all occupants, at the far end of the corridor. The outside toilet was primitive. We could not compare the conditions with our flat in Kaliningrad, but it was a room that we didn’t have to share with anybody, and it was warm.


There was neither a fridge nor freezer. During the winter, we just put the food in a string bag and hung it outside, through the window. It worked as a perfect freezer while the temperature was minus 40 degrees Celsius.


During the short Siberian summer, there was another solution. I sawed out three or four floorboards. As there was no concrete foundation beneath the floor, I had direct access to the ground. Houses in Siberia were usually built on pillars, with some space left between the house and the earth. Had they been directly on the ground, the warmth of the house would have melted the permafrost and the house would sink into the swamp. We dug a half-metre hole, and in this natural fridge, under the floor, kept our food in the summer. Robinson Crusoe would be green with envy.


Despite the pleasure of being in Siberia, I missed my friends very much. I began going to the local school soon after arriving, but I did not know my new classmates or anybody in the village. As you might say now, I lost my social network when I moved to Siberia. It was hard, and my mother felt really sorry for me. Finally, she bought me a hunting gun and she could not have done much better than this.


It was a second-hand 16. calibre single-barrelled gun, bought privately. My mother paid 15 roubles, and for this price, I also got five cartons of ammunition, each containing ten cartridges. The purchase made me a hunter, and you can hardly overestimate what this could mean for a teenage boy.


Later, my mother made the next good move. She introduced me to one young man, Viktor, who worked at the same factory and was a hunter in his free time. From this point on, my love affair with Siberia began.


On one of the first weekends after we met, Viktor took me hunting. It was not just an ordinary hunt in the Taiga. We had to sleep overnight in the forest and hunt the geese at dawn. The spot was several kilometres from the village, near the Saksalokh stream.


On the way, Viktor killed a bird – I think it was a sandpiper. It was the first time I saw someone shoot a hunting gun. We made a fire on the spot and Viktor, being a tough guy, fell asleep directly on the moss. I could not sleep at all. The whole night, I tried to get closer to the fire to get warm. It was the longest night of my life.


The dawn came as a great relief. When light returned, we found that the sandpiper that Viktor had laid down directly on the snow was gone; there were only prints of a little ermine near where it had been.


In the end, we did not see any geese. Actually, the only result of this hunt was that I messed up my woollen jacket. It took in so much smoke from the fire, that I could not wear it to school anymore. Every time afterwards that I put it on, the smell reminded me of this night.


If you think that this failure affected my desire for hunting in any way, you would be wrong.


Viktor admitted that he liked to go hunting with me because I never complained, no matter how long and how hard our trek was. I was in good shape because of my one year in an athletic club in Kaliningrad, during the ninth grade.


Viktor was the man who gave me my first introduction to hunting. He taught me how to shoot and take care of the gun, to arm cartridges with pellets and gunpowder, and how to read the prints in the snow. He showed me good places to hunt around the village. Later, when I got to know my new classmates, I began hunting with them, but he was my first teacher.


Hunting was the hobby and obsession for many of my new comrades. We liked to talk about it, brag about our guns, and exchange the scarce ammunition at the little hunting shop in the village.


As cartridges were generally in short supply and expensive, we usually made them ourselves, loading the cases with gunpowder and pellets. If you had enough powder, which was in short supply, too, you could exchange it for pellets or for the primers. We produced wads ourselves, too, cutting them out from the valenki – special woollen Siberian boots.


When the cartridges for the forthcoming hunt were loaded, they were put in a bandolier. It was trendy to have one from good leather, with three sets of closable pockets, for protection from rain and snow. After some time, I managed to obtain one for myself and did not miss an occasion to get it out. My new experiences I shared eagerly in letters to my friends in Kaliningrad.


Hello, Natacha, Olja and Sacha.


I am sorry that I haven’t written for several days. When I have free time, I take my gun and go to the Taiga. The snow has become deeper and deeper, and you cannot go far from the village. The last time I was in the forest, I killed a hare, the first in my life. I found him hiding under the root of a fallen tree. I had enough time to take the gun off my shoulder and take aim. I was proud to bring my prize home. I skinned it myself, though it was not easy, as I had not seen how to do it before. I was obviously not careful enough cutting him up, as the meat had a little unpleasant smell afterwards. However, my mother soaked it in vinegar to kill the smell, and we relished eating it.


The previous weekend I was hunting partridges. I walked about two hours from the village and was tired. It is hard-going in the deep snow. The hunters normally use wide hunting skis, but I do not have them yet. I made a fire and boiled tea in a can. Then I ate some bread and butter. The butter I just broke into pieces with my hunting knife. You cannot spread butter in the normal way in this frost. Partridges are white now and difficult to spot. The best way is to look for their tracks. When you find the tracks, you pick one up. If the snow under the print is a hard clump, the prints are old. If the snow just runs between your fingers, the birds could be very near. In this way, I found two partridges and shot the first one with my gun. The second one flew off but landed nearby. I took out the second too. We cooked them at home and ate with delight. There were just several pellets in the meat, and we had to chew carefully.


Sincerely, Andrej


In one of their letters, my friends in Kaliningrad asked if I could come and visit them for the New Year, during the winter holidays. I liked the idea very much, but the flight would have cost a fortune.


In those days, people in Siberia used to holiday on the mainland once every three years. According to the standard employment contract, every three years the state paid for air tickets, both for an employee and for members of their family. To travel more often meant that you had to pay the whole price yourself. To go to Kaliningrad after just 5 months away would be widely seen as pure luxury. However, my friends did not give up. They wrote that they would find a way to help me.


There were two possibilities for them: either to ask their parents for money or to earn it themselves. There were not many small jobs for teenagers in the Soviet planned economy. If we needed money for the cinema or candy, we had to ask our parents, but an air ticket was not just an ice cream for 10 kopeks.


One of the very few possibilities was collecting plants for medicinal use. There were some plants that Russian pharmacies paid for, such as broadleaf plantain and rosehip. The money was not good, but it was paid in cash per kilogram, and no one asked for an employment contract.


My friends knew some good places with rosehip bushes and decided to pursue this option in order to raise funds. Natacha, Olja and Sacha spent several weekends working, and collected several kilograms of good-quality berries. When they delivered it to the nearby pharmacy, they got about 35 roubles. They sent the money together with a picture showing their hard work. It was their gift to me and a donation for NOSA’s joint meeting.


It was still not enough for the flight, as a ticket cost about 180 roubles, but my mother, being impressed, subsidised the rest from her hard-earned salary. Thus, the journey to Kaliningrad became reality.


So, at the end of December 1975, I took the same route again, but in the opposite direction, Aihal-Mirnyj-Moscow-Kaliningrad. The trip to meet my friends once again involved a 7,000 km journey and two changes of aircraft. In Moscow, I had to move from one airport to another. By the age of 16, I had become a rather experienced traveller.


The two weeks in Kaliningrad flew by so quickly. We were together most of the time, including the New Year. As usual, there was time to go to the coast, to Svetlogorsk, where we roamed around the snowy streets, parks and beaches. It was a wonderful time, during which our friendship moved more and more towards teenage love. I could not sleep the night before returning to Siberia. I took a piece of paper and tried to write down my thoughts and feelings for my friends. I wanted to share everything that overwhelmed me with them. That sleepless night resulted in some verses dedicated to them.


It was also one of the last times when NOSA was together. From this year on, our paths slowly began diverging. I returned to Aihal, where I lived until the summer of 1976, when I finished school. By the time I returned to Kaliningrad to continue my education, Sacha had moved to Saint Petersburg to study at university. The education would have paved the way for a future in astronomy. Unfortunately, despite his talent, he did not manage to finish the course. After a couple of years, he got married and moved with his wife to Minsk, the capital of Belarus, where he still lives now.


Through the years and distances, we have gradually lost contact with each other. He has a good job, apparently, but astronomy never became his profession.


The teenage love had faded away. Everyone from NOSA found their soulmate and became happily married. However, even now, after so many years, I still feel gratitude to my friends for their friendship, teenage faithfulness, and for these nice feelings that they awakened in me. Never again have I seen the craters on the Moon and stains on the Sun, and felt that the line between achievable and unattainable could be so thin.


In 1977, after passing my exams in mathematics and physics, I gained a place at the Kaliningrad Technical Institute, which educated mechanical engineers for the Russian fishing industry. I believe the Institute corresponds to the technical university in Denmark.


It was five years of study, with a focus on mechanical engineering. After some time, I found that these disciplines were not my favourite and I even wanted to abandon my studies. However, either because I was not strong-willed, or the pressure from my mother was too high – she was frightened of the alternative, two years in the Soviet army – I continued and finished the course.


One of the most memorable experiences during that time was sport. Through all five years there, I was a member of the Institute’s athletic club. I was a middle-distance runner, with a speciality in 800m and 1500m, and I was not bad, either. I liked to work regularly and hard. My best results over these two distances were 1 minute 59 seconds and 4 minutes 2 seconds, respectively. I’ve held onto this passion for sport throughout my life, as a runner, windsurfer, swimmer and hiker.


Another memorable experience from my studies was on-board a fishing trawler, which was a part of our industrial practice. We sailed from the harbour in Riga, Latvia, and spent three months fishing in the Atlantic Ocean. Our whole group were employed as seamen, working on deck and in the fish factory inside the ship.


Compared to fishing boats in Denmark, the vessel was huge – we could catch up to 70 tons of fish in one go. It was one of the typical Russian fishing trawlers - about 100 m in length, with a crew of 100. We had eight hours of work and eight hours of rest, with no time-off on the weekend. The job was hard and monotonous.


The fishing areas were not very far from the Canary Islands. Sometimes, we caught mackerel, tuna and even swordfish in our trawl.


The best of all was a visit to a Belgian harbour at the end of the voyage. Living in the open and democratic Denmark, with the right to go abroad when and wherever you want, you can hardly imagine our excitement before visiting a foreign country. We could not sleep before arriving at the Antwerpen harbour. We also had high expectations for shopping, as we were promised money for our work.


As soon as we got permission to go ashore, we hurried to the small shops not far from the port. Everyone spent their money on jeans and denim jackets. They were extremely fashionable at that time and there was a great lack of them in the Soviet Union. Having spent all our money, we roamed the streets, with all eyes on the houses, cars, plentiful clothes, food, and other goods in shop windows. Most things were unachievable in the USSR, fenced behind the Iron Curtain. On the way back to the ship, we passed a street with prostitutes. We were very curious to look at these women, who represented another side of Western culture. Not even visiting a local Tivoli (a theme park) could have been more exciting for us.


The fishing industry played an important role in Russia. So, everyone, after graduating from their studies, had to get a job either on the fishing vessels at sea or in fishing enterprises onshore and had to spend at least three years there. It was some form of payment for our education.


To this end, there was no question of where I had to work when I completed my studies in 1982. My father had died a year before, of lung cancer, at 64 years of age. I lived alone with my mother, your grandmother Valja. So, when I had to choose where in Russia to take my first post, I selected Siberia. When you are 22 years old, you want to undertake something special, and in a communist country closed off to the world, Siberia could still ensure an opportunity for adventure.




Taking a job far north of the Polar circle


I was stationed at a fishing enterprise in the small village of Chokurdakh, in the republic of Yakutia, almost by the shore of the Arctic Ocean - a thousand kilometres away from any civilisation. My mother asked if I could take her, too, and I could not say no. After all, it was thanks to her that I had got to know Siberia in the first place.


We were installed in a small, one-room flat in a two-storey wooden house. The conditions were primitive - an outdoor toilet and a lack of drinking water - we had to use water from the rusty central heating system. Despite all of these inconveniences, I spent three and a half years in Siberia and this time was not the worst in my life. I came for an adventure, and I got what I came for.


The house belonged to the enterprise and my work was very near our new home. There were about 100 employees and half of them were fishermen, divided into groups of between two and five men. In summer, they went fishing in the river Indigirka and in the winter moved to ice-fishing on the numerous lakes in the tundra. Fishing sites were usually several hundred kilometres away from the village. To ensure the smooth operations of fishing and the delivery of the fish, a number of complex logistical tasks were put in place. My responsibility was, among others, to arrange transport by helicopter and small aircraft to provide the fishermen with fuel and other supplies, and to keep daily radio contact with them.


The conditions for work were tough and sometimes dangerous. Once, during the winter, I had a routine radio contact with all twelve fishing sites in the tundra. Calling a fisherman on the lake of Ozogino, about 200km from the village, I heard “SOS! SOS! Gunshot wound! Gunshot wound! Call for emergency helicopter!” Really frightened, I ran as fast as I could to the airport. Afterwards, we found out that one of our men was not careful enough with his hunting gun and had shot himself in the foot. At least, that’s what he said.
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