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‘So, you’re now asking if it was clinging on to an idea that kept me alive in the Pacific? Look, I don’t know the answer to all your questions about survival, Mr Allen. You must keep on asking around: I know only that pursuing ideas has almost killed me.’


Thor Heyerdahl, not long before his death, at a lunch to celebrate the Kon-Tiki expedition and a life of adventure




 





‘At times it seemed to me that it was my destiny: that I was simply meant to live, Benedict. Other times I thought there might be something inside that we may call upon to sustain us – something ancient, perhaps carried with us from our first home in Africa.’


Laurens van der Post, asked what enabled him to survive while a Japanese POW and on journeys into the Kalahari and elsewhere 
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15(a) A quiet word with the leader: Top Dog with me, while Flashy  White looks on; (b) The dog team safety back in Lorino.


16 A Chukchi herder lassoing deer.
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Chapter I





When I think of Siberia I smile. That’s not to say Siberia turned out to be a happy land of skipping children and promenading lovers, but if you’re picturing that ridiculous old stereotype – a nasty, frozen-stiff, windblown hell, snow snagging occasionally on ruins but otherwise tumbling for miles – well, that’s about right.


However, Siberia is a land of survivors as well as the Gulags, and survivors speak to us of possibility. A place of despair becomes the terrain of what might be. Even the smallest act becomes a feat, a fight-back. So when I think of Siberia I don’t think of the unfortunate weather or my expedition as it fell to bits but the inspiration I found out there, a certain kind of rare beauty and strength. And I think of a night when I might have died – a night that stands out, even on this particular trip.


A cold silence had passed over my dog team. I couldn’t see much in the starlight, but I knew the sounds of the ten dogs – the weight of their breathing, the click of their paws on the ice – and I sensed that something was very wrong. I threw the sledge anchor into the ground, but it was already too late. I saw my two lead dogs disappear; the two animals I trusted with my life had dropped from sight. And now I knew why the team had gone quiet. It was the moment that we all recognize instinctively, that moment when we know we’ve bitten off more than we can chew, when we have risked all and been caught out. The dogs had made a mistake, and they knew – as much as dogs can know about these things – that they might die. They were heading over a precipice.


Exactly how far the fall was, I’d soon find out – already the second row of dogs had followed the first off the cliff. The third would go too, then the fourth, their feet scrabbling in the air as they tumbled into the void.


Soon enough it would be my turn.


What happened next took only a few seconds, but time seemed to slow, giving me all the space in the world in which to contemplate our unhappy fate. As the sledge launched off the ledge and I flew through the darkness to what might be my end, I even managed a wry smile at the irony of it.


I was being taken to my death by hardened professionals. At minus forty, these dogs’ only shelter was the snow; their food was frozen walrus; their water was the ice which they gnawed as they ran. Yet were they so different from us, these creatures? We are, after all, pack animals.


Each of my dogs was doing his utmost to make a go of things, as we humans do within our own tribes. You’ll have seen them before: in your workplace, the alpha male who struts in the boardroom, the plodder happy in the corner of the office; or at home, the boy striving to get a half-decent mark at maths, his mum trying to be a better friend.


The ground rules were always the same: whether we lived our lives ponderously or in haste, whether as stalkers or grazers, in silence or in song, life was warfare. It was a sequence of skirmishes, advances and retreats, as we each sought to improve our chances of survival.


And if you really want to know how we humans go about the business of surviving, where better than Siberia? And what greater expression of man’s ingenuity than the relationship we’ve forged with the dog? ‘Man’s best friend,’ we are fond of saying. Well, in the Russian Far East he is sometimes man’s only friend. There the two species can be seen working with geometrical perfection: man contributing his brain and tool-making hands, dogs their senses and physical stamina.


That is how it was that winter: my dog team, like a diamond-tipped lance, piercing the northernmost tundra. Nothing was quite able to stop us. We came to decayed settlements and communities steeped in alcohol, and the dogs passed through them, unscathed. They remained undiminished, without, it seemed, even a scratch. These animals succeeded in the harshest land humans had ever successfully colonized, while in less demanding parts of the very same planet we humans in our own packs have such mixed fortunes – so many disappointments and broken dreams.


Ten colleagues, then, each doing their bit tonight to deliver me through terrain that offered so little. Except that the dog leading this particular foray had made one elementary mistake and we were about to face the consequences.


It was upon us, the event that might mean our end. I wasn’t much aware of the pain at first, just that I’d taken the first impact and that there would be more. I was close behind the rear dogs, and the 300-kg sledge had smashed me into the snow with what felt like the force of a train. But the sledge was still upright, and I sensed we were speeding up, not slowing. Skating down a crumpled bed of ice, perhaps. Snow was striking my face, flying past as we careened left, then right, creating what seemed like a funnel of light through the dark. But there was always the one comforting thought: if I was to die, it would be alongside my dogs.


That night there was something so exquisitely beautiful in their unity of purpose, something beautiful even in them flying, as one, into the abyss.



















Chapter II





Even as a child I’d wondered at those with a capacity to survive. They stepped from burning planes, they hauled themselves from swamps, they walked in from the cold. I knew quite a lot about the latter because of Grandad’s book about British polar explorers. A slim volume, it lay unnoticed at first among his Victorian editions of Punch. I remember first setting eyes on it as my grandfather, a man with a fondness for Fox’s Glacier Mints and who had only one arm, was doing his best to ease it from where it lay trapped between the solid, leather-bound ranks. The cover was the toothpaste blue of a crevasse and smelt of Grandad’s pipe tobacco; the spine was splintered and the pages inside had the palid, exhausted quality of old skin, as if the book itself had been recovered like a corpse from a blizzard. As it turned out, the book had been published during the Second World War to remind readers of the virtues of duty and sacrifice, although even aged six I noticed that rather a lot of these polar explorers had got nowhere near the Pole. Many had botched their plans and some didn’t seem to have planned very much at all.


My favourite story was of Sir John Franklin, a Victorian of great distinction who got into trouble – or so it seemed – whenever he led his men beyond the Arctic Circle. Once, he was reduced to eating tripe de roche, which, I learnt, was a type of lichen. I pictured it as an omelette, only grey and with the texture of sea sponge. Franklin’s men suffered, and then suffered some more, as they silently ate their tripe de roche and tried to escape the iron grip of the cold. On they staggered into a wall of icy wind. They ate their moccasins. They even ate bones chucked away by people who had been desperate themselves. And the great thing was, they didn’t die! At least, not at first. Then one of their number, a native guide called Michel, decided he couldn’t stand it any more. He got out his gun. But it wasn’t suicide he was thinking of, it was his next meal. And while trying to solve the problem of where that might come from, his eyes alighted on a companion. I pictured the scene: a man with a face black with frost who was sick of eating spongy omelette and now had a really terrific idea that suddenly made him altogether perkier. He licked his lips and then he began stalking his friend as you might a passing deer. He aimed, fired, dragged the corpse to a convenient spot and then made a lovely roaring fire. When he had roasted him until he was just right, he ate him up.


‘All of him?’ my friends asked in the school playground.


‘All except the left foot,’ I said. But the truth was that I was doubtful about the details, and anyway, no one quite knew what he had eaten and what he had carefully put aside for later. The deed was done in secret, away from the other survivors, and they weren’t keen on telling the world what really happened because cannibalism wasn’t what Victorian expeditions were meant to resort to.


‘What happened next?’


‘The other survivors decided to shoot him,’ I said, grimly, ‘before he became hungry again …’


Franklin survived that trip, but things didn’t really work out that well for him. When next he sailed into the Arctic it was with the latest equipment and 129 men in order to chart ‘the Northwest Passage’. They all died.





Franklin’s Arctic Experience: Background Info



John Franklin (1786–1847) joined the navy aged fourteen and accompanied Matthew Flinders on his exploratory voyages around Australia. He served at the Battles of Trafalgar (1805) and New Orleans (1814). He commanded the Trent on Captain David Buchan’s Arctic expedition of 1818, which aimed to investigate the possibility of a Northwest Passage (direct from Europe through the Arctic waters of the Americas to Asia) and also to reach the North Pole. It was turned back by ice.


The following year, however, Franklin was given command of an overland expedition (1819–22) from the western shore of Hudson Bay to the Arctic Ocean, hoping to join up with Edward Parry and complete the passage by boat. It was on this expedition, with Native American guides who proved less than reliable, that Franklin embarked on what turned out to be his famous epic ordeal of survival.


The following is a paraphrased version of the account given by John Barrow, Secretary of the Admiralty and the person largely responsible for the bout of naval expeditions (the navy lying idle after the end of the Napoleonic Wars) in search of a Northwest Passage:




The expedition members were desperately awaiting relief supplies to be sent along to them by George Back. Franklin split up from his companions – Dr John Richardson, Robert Hood and John Hepburn – and soon several of his Indian guides asked to join Richardson’s camp, where firewood and tripe de roche were to be obtained. However, of the Indians, only one, Michel, arrived.


At first Michel had proved a most useful Iroquois: he brought them a hare and a partridge. ‘This unexpected supply,’ wrote Dr Richardson, ‘was received by us with a deep sense of gratitude to the Almighty, and we looked upon Michel as the instrument he had chosen to preserve all our lives.’ Then he became sulky and refused to gather tripe de roche. He returned one day with meat from a ‘wolf’, which he claimed to have killed with an antler. They began to suspect that it was the remains of another guide. Michel now ‘evinced a diabolical state of mind’. Hood was the next to die: Richardson heard a gunshot and found ‘poor Hood lying lifeless at the fire-side, a ball having apparently entered his forehead’. He was at first ‘horror-struck with the idea that, in a fit of despondency, [Hood] had hurried himself into the presence of his Almighty Judge, by an act of his own hands; but the conduct of Michel soon gave rise to other thoughts’. Besides, on closer examination, he realized he had been looking at an exit wound. Hood had been shot in the back of the head.


Michel tried not to leave the two officers alone to confer over their suspicions, but when he did depart camp – perhaps to retrieve more meat – Hepburn and Richardson shared their thoughts. Something had to be done. Hepburn was the man who did it, putting a bullet through Michel’s head as he approached. Already starving, they walked six days through snow, existing off the lichens and the buffalo cloak of ‘poor Mr Hood’ until they rejoined Franklin, who was also starving. He and the three remaining men of the expedition had been surviving off discarded bones, which they hardly had the strength to pound, and some old deer skins. Two died before a rescue party of Indians arrived a week later.





A second overland expedition (1825–7), with the same aim of investigating the viability of a Northwest Passage, added new knowledge of about 2,000 km of the northwestern rim of the North American coastline, and although it encountered hostile Eskimos, returned with only two fatalities.


Barrow’s narrative was written at the time of the final (and, as it happened, fatal) expedition ‘under the command of the gallant veteran, Sir John Franklin, whom, with his brave officers and men, may God preserve’. Having departed with the Terror and Erebus on 19 May 1845, they had last been seen by whalers in Baffin Bay that July.


Their fate was not reliably confirmed until fourteen years later, when a search mission dispatched by Franklin’s wife, Lady Jane, and led by Francis Leopold McClintock, reached King William Island and found the first skeletons. A note revealed that Franklin was among the first to die – conceivably of natural causes – on 11 June 1847. This, Franklin’s final, ill-fated expedition, and the numerous subsequent relief expeditions, helped prove the existence of the Northwest Passage and did much to chart the Arctic waterways of Alaska and Canada.





There were other tales of the north: of thermometers exploding as the temperatures plummeted, of people whose fingers became brittle and black with the cold and then broke off, like sticks of charcoal. But to me as a child the cruellest of all cold was to be found in Siberia, the heartland of nowhere. There, during the long, grinding winter, even the everyday acts of ordinary people become acts of heroism.


We had done Siberia at school. ‘When the Bolsheviks overran Russia and needed somewhere out of the way in which to imprison the Tsar and his family, Lenin’s first thought was of the empty lands to the east,’ the teacher began rather impressively – all cribbed, we later discovered, from a book. Stalin too had noticed Siberia there on the map. It was an unproductive land but the one thing it had always done really well, even before the time of the communists, was inflict suffering. So he also sentenced people to go there, and off they went to join the others.


It was one evening after bathtime that I saw what I took to be my very first Siberian prisoner. I’d been allowed down for half an hour to watch the television, and I sat on the sofa in my pyjamas as he made his escape with a dog. His clothing was coming away, for in Siberia the cold seemed to feed on weak things, remorselessly chewing them apart. I watched as he struggled to make a fire, gathering kindling with fingers as stiff as bird talons. Finally, with a slow, swollen, quivering hand he managed to strike a match. He was going to live! The dog watched his master with a new light of hope in his eyes.


And then – I still remember the horror of it – a treacherous spark leapt from the match. It ignited the remaining matches, which, tied in a neat bundle, exploded in his mittens. He dropped the bundle in the snow. Even in the howling wind you could hear the hiss of the matches being extinguished by the tundra, and with the dying of the flame, so died his hope of life.


But the man had an inspiration. He had heard somewhere that if all else fails you might survive the wind a few hours longer by dressing yourself in a dog’s skin. The prospect of what might happen next was too terrible for a child to contemplate. And yet I had to know. I looked at our own dog, a corgi called Toffee who was stretched out on the Afghan rug, and she looked back at me.


What exactly did happen, I don’t know for sure – I was driven protesting up to bed. But I wasn’t going to sleep until someone told me the outcome, and so my sister Katie was dispatched to my bedroom to reassure me. It was all right, she said. The man and dog survived somehow.


‘How?’


‘They just did. Now go to sleep.’


I didn’t sleep. Under the bedclothes I thought of the bitterness of a place that had forced a man to think of sacrificing his friend. I was reminded of my grandfather leafing through the book of British polar explorers and surrounding me with the reassuring warm fug of the thick blue clouds of his pipe tobacco. But from time to time I would also glance up – that missing arm.


‘Lost in the Great War,’ the grown-ups had whispered, and I pictured the missing limb still out there somewhere, left behind when Grandad was gathered up from no-man’s-land by the stretcher-bearers. And it seemed to me that Siberia must be a place much like noman’s-land: the Gulags suggested the fear, barbed wire, loneliness and mud of the Western Front.


A cross-examination of my sister over breakfast revealed that both man and dog had indeed survived, and although the details she provided didn’t stand up all that well to scrutiny, the story was one of underlying comfort. It served much like a fairy tale: the moral was that, however bleak life was, if approached in the right way things might turn out all right.


The tale of the frozen man and his loyal dog hinted at another reason for hope. The northernmost segment of Siberia was home to the Eskimos and their huskies – and also the Chukchis, who in the photos appeared to be more of a reindeer-herding sort of native. Although further reading revealed that not all was rosy for these people – the elderly were rather expected to slip off the back of their sledge and die, and what’s more, in hard times the dogs were eaten and the women had to haul the sledges in their place – you didn’t see them shivering, only smiling. The screaming cold of the north need not, they reminded us, result in a story of despair; it might be a lesson in how to live.


It seemed only a matter of time before I sought out those who made a home of such a desolate place, the greatest no-man’s-land of all: the tundra, that empty stage on which even the dimmest pulse of life was extraordinary.



















Chapter III





But I was just one more child with dreams. I forgot about Siberia. Years went by. I went to university. I trekked across the Amazon. I became a writer. Then one day, on a lone expedition through the lowlands of West Papua, I found myself sheltering at an abandoned mission station. Amid the heat, the sweat bees and the leeches, I was gathering strength to make contact with the Obini, a hitherto unknown indigenous group about to be set upon by a band of overenthusiastic missionaries. It was a lonely place for a twenty-four-year-old with huge ambitions but hopelessly out of his depth. A week or so went by as I tried to assess whether I should trust my guides, who were from the Momwina, a little nation that even a fervent brand of American protestants had failed either to clothe or disarm. Adding to my disquiet, the friendliest Momwina offered his girlfriend to me. She was a grass-skirted maiden with long, dusty eyelashes and a neat belly who dallied in the porch, though to no avail. In the mission house I’d discovered a shelf of eight books, including a paperback, partly torn up and digested by forest wasps, of The First Circle by Solzhenitsyn. Once again I found myself walking the permafrost of Siberia; I could hear the leather crack, feel the wind that scythed down the weakest in the bread queue.


I remembered the man in rags I had seen on the telly as a child – the prisoner with the dog. Was I absolutely sure he’d escaped from a Gulag? Wasn’t this a Jack London story? If not, where did the dog come from? Perhaps he was a camp guard: as Stalin’s paranoia deepened, he would sometimes decide, at the stroke of a pen, to purge the guards as well.


When I did proceed from the mission station through the dripping forests to the Obini, I soon found myself in trouble. The Obini had initially seemed a likeable bunch; they shyly accepted my presents of salt, even gently taking my hand and leading me across a fast river and into the heart of their camp. But there I found myself before a humourless-looking man who was perched up on a platform, braced for action and with his bow drawn.


It transpired that the Obini had been at war with the Momwina – or so the Momwina now claimed. But whatever the truth of that, the Obini certainly wished to join battle now. They began what you might loosely call a war dance. I fled along with the Momwina, leaving behind a little pile of hastily deposited gifts. Then it was back through the unmapped forests, which took two days, even running all the way.


Finally, I was back at the mission house. I slumped to the floor and began to take stock, as you might after a bad car crash. I sat staring at the contents of my survival kit spread out on the floorboards, knowing that these boy-scout tricks – the spare compass, waterproof matches, fishing hooks, distress flares, notebook and pencil – might not be enough next time. Then and there, I tore off a piece of paper and began writing out a list of guidelines. ‘Remember the Importance of Having a Way Out’ seemed a good start.


As I lay against the wall, an image kept recurring, tugging at my sleeve: that of a half-frozen man making his way with a dog despite the worst that the world could throw at him. I wondered why he had survived. Indeed, I was beginning to wonder how any of us get by at times – the businessman with the failing career, the mother at her wits’ end, sunk beneath the weight of depression and hardly able to drag herself out of bed. However, it was hard to discern anything much, surrounded by all the confusion and complexity of the tropical forest. And in that respect, I decided, the jungle wasn’t so different from home: the everyday clutter of our lives stopped us from seeing clearly. So what is it that you, me – any of us – find in ourselves to keep going in times of despair?




*





It took me two weeks to find a way out of the forest. The only payment I could offer the Momwina was my stack of razor blades, and even the Momwina knew they weren’t genuine Wilkinson Sword but fakes from China. Nonetheless, all this gave me time to dwell on my earlier thought, that the Arctic offered something special: a perspective on how to go about the business of coping with disappointment, not to say downright ruin. The tundra was patterned by the deeds of those who refused to lie down and die; those who knew, in their agony, how to reach out and grasp at life.


My own life, meanwhile, went by fast. There were many more adventures – and equally, there were many more misadventures. I was chased, I was left to die, I was shot at. I began to look beyond those guidelines for emergencies in my survival kit. I emptied a drawer in my desk, and into it went any tales of survival I came across. I collected newspaper cuttings, I scribbled words I’d overheard. Being an adventurer, I had a professional interest in not dying, of course, but haven’t we all? So I gathered up any clues from deserts, jungles, planes and buses. And gradually, I felt more and more of a yearning for some quality that seemed inherent in the bleak simplicity of the tundra, that frozen expanse that asked a lot of humans – too much, very often. ‘If you gaze into the abyss, the abyss also gazes into you,’ said Nietzsche. But if you got it right, the Arctic also offered a lens: there, the essentials of how to persevere in life and not yield were clear to see.



















Chapter IV





Dogs. They, I told myself, were the key. I read up on the subject and learnt that of all those Arctic peoples who kept dogs – the Eskimos, the Samoyeds, the Mahlemuits and so forth – it was the Chukchis of Siberia who had what seemed to me to be the greatest sledge dog. And there was a good reason why: their homeland was a nightmare, like a blasted heath but worse. It offered precious little hope without them.


Chukotka, the land of the Chukchis, was that unfortunate chunk of the Russian Far East sticking out east towards America, cut off from the remainder of Siberia by mountains and from the rest of the world by icy seas. It had a balmy climate – in Siberian terms – with temperatures dipping to only minus thirty or forty. It was the wind, though, that was the killer. The Chukchi Peninsula, it was said, boasted not a single tree.


‘Even the ordinary Siberians feel sorry for those Siberians!’ chortled a Russian I met in a café when I asked his opinion. He’d emigrated from Moscow to Holland Park ‘at short notice’, he said mysteriously, and, much to the excitement of the waitress, paid for his cappuccino from a thick roll of fifty-pound notes.


‘You know something else?’ he went on. ‘Out there, they talk about the rest of Russia as “the mainland”, as if they were living on an island!’


‘I must remember that!’ I laughed. ‘That’s funny.’


But he wasn’t laughing.


‘Nine time zones from Moscow, Benedik,’ he said. ‘You sure this godforsaken place is where you want to get to?’


‘It’s because it’s godforsaken that I’m going there,’ I said. I would have told him more about how much more rewarding it must be to emerge safely from a Hades of tormented souls than from a luxuriant paradise, but he wasn’t listening.


‘Nine time zones from Moscow,’ the Russian repeated slowly to himself. ‘Shit.’


The library books were more optimistic – or rather, they were at first. I read how the earliest Chukchis had kept only the odd dog or two for guarding their livestock. Chukchis being reindeer-herding nomads, hungry dogs only spelt trouble. However, the Chukchis nearest the far eastern coast learnt from the Eskimos how to harvest food from the waters with kayaks and harpoons; they began seeking ways to negotiate the vast swathes of tundra which separated them from their inland, reindeer-herding cousins. They looked to their dogs.


Bitches were kept tethered while on heat to ensure an effective breeding programme, and rather than selecting for size and strength as the shore-dwelling Eskimos had always done, dogs were chosen for obedience and endurance. They ran at only moderate speed – but for long distances. They were small – and therefore easy for families to maintain – and each dog was of an amiable disposition, ideal for working as part of a larger team.


How I loved reading about these dog heroes who made a people great. ‘They were of the fox kind,’ reported Captain Cook, passing through the Bering Strait, ‘and of different colours with long soft hair like wool.’ Over generations, the Chukchis worked on their dogs as Grand Prix mechanics might change the oil mix and tweak the chassis of their cars, and they came up with a breed uniquely efficient in the tundra. Unlike Eskimo dogs, which had been engineered to perform an array of duties from short-distance freight-hauling to shoreline hunting, the Chukchi dog was a highly specialized transportation tool – over long distance more reliable and over the worst terrain more capable than anything man has yet to devise. The dog became central to every aspect of Chukchi life. The shamans even spoke of them guarding the spirit world.


I read on: the Russians began to encroach, and the sledge dogs found themselves key operatives in a guerrilla war. With reindeer cavalry in support, they thwarted intruders for three hundred years. Dogs could scamper up a precipice, whip across deep snows, charge through the blackest night. They were a match even for the brilliant and bloody Cossack. Of all the peoples in all the Arctic, the Chukchis alone remained undefeated. Directly or indirectly, their dogs ensured that they alone were masters of this land.


None of this particularly impressed the communists when their time came. The party embarked on a breeding programme to produce an official Soviet dog, an animal designed to represent the collective struggle of the proletariat as opposed to that creature from the Stone Age. It would be called the ‘Leningrad factory breed’ and it would be an amalgamation of Chukchi strains with larger, rangier and altogether more impressive-looking dogs. Frankly, the final product sounded like something off an assembly line, like a Lada.


Long before the break-up of the Soviet Union, the original Chukchi sledge dog – that small, friendly, indefatigable character – was presumed extinct. But then one day I was waiting in line at the Gate cinema when I was queue-barged by a Russian. ‘Thank God for that bloody dog,’ he said, when we got talking about Chukotka. ‘The villages are bloody running short of everything.’ He then gave me a very long list of shortages, beginning with fuel and ending with small parts for the snowmobile. That’s how I discovered that in northernmost Chukotka, unlike anywhere else on our planet, whole communities were once more dependent on the dog. The day I heard this – standing in line for an evidently slightly disappointing French movie in Notting Hill – was the day my mind was made up. I wanted to be there, in the worst place in all of Siberia, more than anywhere else in the world.


My vision was of journeying with dogs alone across the Bering Strait. I’d launch out into a no-man’s-land, that space between the Old World and the New, travelling across the winter ice until I hit either water or America – and then I’d come back. Out there I would be beyond rescue. That was crucial: no radio communication, no satellite tricks, no outside help. Only that way would I know how I stood with the furthest end of Siberia. Such was my dream – and we all have a duty to our dreams, do we not? I’d attempt it, even at the risk of ending up like poor John Franklin, eating sponge-textured lichen while lost to the wastes.



















Chapter V





As my ideas began to coalesce, I tried to make the bleakness of the Arctic seem real by picturing my frozen peas sitting stiff in the packet in my freezer. I’d be eating and sleeping in a land five times colder than that. Speeding along with my dog team, my eyes might freeze over.


For the expedition I bought a lightweight plastic file – ‘guaranteed indestructible’ – that might accommodate my collection of notes on survivors, and I assembled yet more notes which might come in handy on this venture: ‘FRANKLIN’S ARCTIC EXPERIENCE: BACKGROUND INFO,’ began one. Another page was headed simply ‘CHUKOTKA AND GOVERNOR ROMAN ABRAMOVICH: A QUICK OUTLINE’. Another: ‘WHY SCOTT DIED AND AMUNDSEN LIVED: NOTES TO SELF’.


I did my best to recall the experience I’d already had of life below zero, walking with Kazak herders at minus twenty-five at the foot of the Altai range. I’d been comfortable enough wearing a coat fashioned from the pelt of a bear, but when the breeze quickened, the air tore at my flesh. The weaker cows dropped to their knees, and the Kazaks jumped down from their horses and cut the throats of the stragglers – in the Altai, such an act was a kindness. I watched the blood gush down the cows’ necks in crimson beads and freeze before it reached the snow, slowing like wax running down a candle.


The message was simple. Left without food or water you might last weeks in the rainforest – I knew this from personal experience. In a hot desert you might last days – I knew that too. But in the wind-seared, ice-locked Arctic you’d last hours at best, and if you fell through the ice into the sea, you might have a heart seizure and be dead in thirty seconds. Unfortunately, a day trip to Cambridge – specifically to Professor Peter Wadhams at the Scott Polar Research Institute – revealed that the sea ice had been increasingly fluid of late. Indeed, the satellite record indicated that the Bering Strait hadn’t frozen over for twelve years.


I rang my contact in Russia, Ivan, a smiley, young, bearded individual from St Petersburg with thick eyebrows flourishing wildly on him like an outcrop of thrift on a cliff ledge. We agreed he should at least ask the authorities for permission for me to travel to Chukotka. I was optimistic; he was one of those rare, innocent, tender-souled little characters that people instinctively want to help.


‘Tell him to f**k off!’ a man had screamed at my friend from behind his desk.


‘Perhaps he didn’t mean it,’ I said when Ivan reported back.


‘He did.’


‘Well, perhaps we should try to talk to someone nearer the top. This person sounds like lowlife.’


‘It was the Governor of Chukotka himself.’


‘Well, that’s the end of that,’ I thought. And who knows, perhaps it was for the best.


But suddenly an election was approaching, the governor floundering amid lurid allegations of corruption and a man called Roman Abramovich looking certain to get the post. Wealthy beyond the normal meaning of the word, and still aged only thirty-four, he seemed to think that, whatever I was really planning to do out there, in the larger scheme of things I was harmless.




Chukotka and Governor Roman Abramovich: A Quick Outline


In Soviet times, teachers and other administrators were offered three times the Moscow salaries to come to the remote region. By the year 2000, it was said, officially, that what had now become the ‘Chukotka Autonomous District’ had exports worth $14,000 a year – but even this modest achievement was better than the full picture. When Roman Abramovich, the second richest of the Russian oligarchs, won the governorship in a landslide victory, he discovered that debts exceeded the annual budget by four times.




 





Roman Abramovich: Of Jewish background he was born in Saratov, on the Volga, in October 1966, losing his mother when he was 18 months old. His father was killed in a construction accident when Roman was four, and he was raised (within Komi, the harsh Russian northwest) in modest circumstances by his uncle and grandparents.


Although he gradually accumulated wealth through a variety of enterprises, Abramovich achieved the majority of his early success thanks to the patronage of oil magnate (and Russia’s first billionaire) Boris Berezovsky, who introduced him to Boris Yeltsin’s inner circle. His big opportunity, however, came with the privatization of state companies in the mid-1990s. Under Vladimir Putin’s regime Berezovsky fell out of favour, allowing Abramovich to take over various of his assets. In due course he become the majority shareholder in Sibneft, the immense oil company, and also a major shareholder in RUSAL, the world’s second-largest aluminium producer.


In 1999, he was elected to the State Duma (lower parliament) as the representative for Chukotka and founded ‘Pole of Hope’, a charity to help the poor; a year later, as Governor, he committed himself to continuing his considerable personal and state support of the needy.




 





Chukotka: Geographically speaking, Chukotka lies within the Russian Far East. Although the East Siberian Sea extends along almost the entire north coast of Chukotka, Russians commonly take Siberia to be only that area located east of the Ural mountains and extending approximately 3,000 km to the Lena river. Chukotka itself, extending another 3,000 km further east, is generally lumped in with this vast region when it comes to discussions of history and ethnography.


Ecologically, Chukotka consists of alpine and low-bush tundra. Trees, including larch, pine, birch, poplar and willow, occur only in scattered locations in the valleys of major rivers. The whole of the Chukchi Peninsula itself, the easternmost region of Russia, is north of the treeline. ‘The Country,’ wrote Captain Cook, who charted much of the Bering Strait and was one of the first Europeans through it, ‘appeared to be exceedingly barren, yielding neither Tree nor shrub that we could see.’ Yet the Bering Sea is extraordinarily rich, providing more than half of America’s seafood catch and a third of Russia’s. The diversity of habitats across the broad continental shelf leads to a rich marine biodiversity: there are more than 450 species of fish, crustacean and mollusc. This results in huge sea bird populations – including ten million murres (guillemots) and auklets – totalling around 200 species in total.





Ivan had somehow made phone contact with the Chukchi Peninsula and a whaler called Gena: ‘Said to be reliable. He talks about a thing called “new ice” – it’s the temporary stuff that sometimes forms overnight. Might not have been picked up by the satellites. He says that, if you were the type to risk these things, it might provide a temporary surface to the other side. Not that the Chukchis have ever thought it sensible to try, of course.’



















Chapter VI





Looking back at the reconnoitring trip, I see it as the thickening of clouds before a storm. Or perhaps I should just say that the desolation I was expecting to find extended well beyond the tundra itself.


But time enough for that: now at last we were flying over the far side of Siberia, the land I’d come so far to see. Below me was spread a fawn country apparently naked of higher life forms; I stared at this rock and dirtscape – it might have been the view from a spacecraft passing over a hostile planet.


‘Soon time for the winter,’ said Ivan portentously as he woke from a doze. Looking around I saw that not all the ice had quite melted yet – and it wouldn’t now, even though it was 21 August and still the height of summer back home. The clock had already begun counting down to the onset of the winter that my journey required.


Even as we banked into Anadyr, I could see pitifully few signs of man having made an impression. Viewed from above, Chukotka was an unhappy mess of desert, marsh and tidal flats – occasional freeze-thawed hexagons, purple flares of algae in some black pools – but not a road, not a footpath in sight. Does no one venture out? I wondered. Even in the summer? The plane circled, and then circled again, as if it were a frightened bird reluctant to land.


As this empty terrain revolved below us, I tried to imagine myself down there with my dog team, calling to them, making headway. Then I cast around, thinking of Captain Cook, the Chukchis, trying to imagine anyone down there.




Captain James Cook’s Encounter with the Chukchis


Cook entered the Bering Strait to investigate the Pacific end of the Northwest Passage on his third and final voyage in August 1778. There, he came across the Chukchis: ‘We perceived on the North shore an Indian Village, and some people whom the sight of the Ships seemed to have thrown into some confusion or fear, as we could see some running inland with burdens on their backs … As we drew near, three of them came down towards the shore and were so polite as to take off their Caps and make us a low bow: we returned the Compliment but this did not inspire them with sufficient confidence to wait our landing.’ However, by ‘signs and actions’ he got them to stop and receive ‘some trifles I presented them with and in return they gave me two fox skins and a couple of sea horse [walrus] teeth … By degrees a sort of traffick between us commenced … but nothing we had to offer them would induce them to part with a Spear or Bow, which they held in constant readiness never once quitting them, excepting one time, four or five laid them down while they gave us a Song and a Dance …’ – and even then they were placed so that they could ‘lay hold of them in an instant and for greater security desired us to sit down’.





Upon landing, soldiers boarded the plane and examined our documents. I was quickly led off with Ivan to the grim airport block. ‘Don’t write anything nasty about us,’ a young, pasty-skinned official said, handing my passport back. ‘We’re not all horrible.’


I liked him for his wry humour and wished I could have stayed to exchange a few comments with this man, my first inhabitant of the Russian Far East. However, as I extended my hand, I noticed that from his mouth issued breath that was heavily laden with vodka. ‘Another time, perhaps,’ I thought.


Ten minutes later the taxi driver was dipping into his own stash of vodka. We sat passing the bottle around as the ferry carried us over the bay. It was still only 10 a.m.


‘You’ve arrived in such good weather,’ he said, directing his red eyes over the dull chill skies. Beluga whales and their young were parting the waves of the bay, and I watched as their thick white flesh slipped in and out of the choppy waters. Sergei, the fixer assigned to us by a Mr Raityrgin, our official point-of-contact, said, ‘So, you’re here to cross the Bering Strait …’


‘We’ll see,’ I said.


He swigged from the bottle, winced and passed it on. Then, with Ivan translating, he told the matter-of-fact tale of the most recent attempt. ‘This one looked more promising than most,’ he said. ‘It was an amphibious vehicle driven from Salzburg. I thought to myself, “Well, maybe this one won’t sink.”’


‘From Salzburg? In Austria? Are you sure?’


‘Sure I’m sure. Got all the way here, across Siberia, but was soon in trouble in the Strait.’


‘Any casualties?’


‘The last man to leave was the team leader. Escaped through the roof, like any good captain.’


I got out of the van to evade the vodka, and stood in the cold wind. ‘Cold in August,’ I said.


‘June and July are the warmest months,’ Sergei said, pursuing me with the bottle. ‘People even sunbathe.’


I tried to picture the sunbathers: a short row of people blue from the cold and wearing bikinis, fur hats and woollen mittens.


‘But their hearts are in it less and less. They struggle on, those left here. You know – those left since the Soviet days. Russians, Ukrainians. The ones who can’t afford to leave. They’re stuck with the Chukchis and Eskimos.’


Of the Chukchis and Eskimos, there was no sign so far. But then again, there weren’t many humans of any sort in sight. The driver spoke of ‘half’ the population having gone – the exact figure being difficult to determine because Chukchis kept moving in from outlying areas to fill the vacated apartments.


The taxi took us through a town of utilitarian flats banked up on a hill and in need of more than a paint job. Behind were two bulbous cooling towers, and although evidently still in action, they had the look of something from a great, lost empire. They stood stained and solitary, like lone pillars protruding from the ruins of ancient Greece.


The flat to which we’d been assigned was owned by Tatiana Zeenoviyeva, a large, handsome lady with good skin and soft hands and smelling of a soap scented with something slightly odd – vanilla, perhaps. She began talking to Ivan as if they had known each other for years, just like the officials at the airport. ‘Everywhere it’s always the same,’ I thought. ‘People just open up for Ivan.’ Only now did I understand that this quality in him, the power he had even to disarm professional soldiers, made him potentially very valuable to me.


‘In the Soviet days, life was good,’ Tatiana was saying, as she packed up her things to vacate the flat. ‘You knew how much money you were getting, you could plan.’ She nudged her daughter, a sleepy, long-limbed teenager who’d curled herself into an armchair like a cat. ‘Nowadays, you are lucky if you get any money,’ she said, as her daughter opened one eye and stretched out her arms. Tatiana’s husband Vitali worked at the power station. ‘The workers there haven’t seen any money for five months. Ordinary people suffer. The times suit crafty people, those who are nasty or pushy. It’s dog eat dog.’


‘Dog eat dog,’ I thought. I pictured the dogs I’d be with one day, a disciplined squad of them running ahead. Until now, I’d chosen to think of them as tough but noble athletes. They would, after all, be leading me through hell; I’d die without them. But now I wondered if I’d be confronted by creatures governed by all that was worst in humans: savage, callous instinct.


Ivan and I set out on a walk through Anadyr. Any movement here – an opened door, a face glancing from a window – was unusual enough to draw your eye to it. We carried on stalking about the town, feeling as if we were tracing survivors of a catastrophe.


Small boats lay around in the middle of the street, along with scrap metal. There were unfinished roadworks and a peeling, faded mural of Lenin. And around everything clustered an air of wilful abandonment.


‘My god,’ I thought. ‘One day I’ll be out in that tundra and think back to this place as civilization.’


Naturally, I was watching for any dogs, but the first was a stray, scuttling up the main road with the guilty look of an urban fox in a back alley. The next was a woolly, submissive old mutt that was stretched out as if it were a summer’s day – which it was, of course, but not the sort of day you’d think favoured lounging about. ‘Could this be a retired sledge dog?’ I wondered at first. On closer inspection, it was a sort of lesser golden retriever, probably an abandoned pet; certainly, its coat had gone to seed. But it had been loved by someone once, and when I stopped to say hello, it blinked its dark friendly eyes and thumped its tail contentedly.


We did eventually come across some humans. There were stout, older Slavic ladies marching briskly through the wind with polythene bags of shopping; and there were men, always in the act of repairing things. They stood on ladders and assessed the fallen cladding; they dug into broken roads, they poked at cracked pipes.


But who were all these people, drawn out here like me? Either idealists, I supposed, people ready and willing to serve the schools and hospitals at the furthest frontier of the former Soviet empire, or else misfits, the flotsam of the USSR, people who’d seen a chance out here and had now been left high and dry.


The cinema looked a brighter sort of building – a brighter shade of grey. ‘Only one person came yesterday – a small boy,’ Rosa the old caretaker said, adjusting her many layers of jumpers. ‘He paid 25 roubles.’


I nodded sympathetically, though I was beginning to wonder how much use actual money was in Chukotka.


We walked on, past a clutch of pretty girls adorned with copious eye make-up, vermilion nail varnish and dyed hair stacked on their heads like a crop of sun-bleached straw. ‘Dressed like the Moscow prostitutes,’ observed Ivan.


‘But who knows?’ I thought. Maybe they were prostitutes. And who was I to criticize? Who knew what lengths any one of us would go to in order to get by out here? Well, we would see …


We searched out Sergei Raityrgin, head of sport and outdoor activities and our government contact. An impressive athlete of a man, he looked at me, the frail issue of a temperate little island of dog-lovers, and most likely saw a hopeless case. He informed me that he’d organized dog races for something called the Hope Challenge on either side of the Strait, and as I laid out my own hopeful challenge, diminished it with a series of blunt interjections that he’d learnt (I liked to imagine) while mixing with moustached and suspiciously muscular female East German shot-putters at the Olympics: ‘Ein moment!’ ‘Nein! Nein!’ Meanwhile, a bevy of secretaries took notes, each of them beautifully mannered, welcoming and, it gradually emerged, divorced.


Raityrgin pointed to the early failures of Dmitry Shparo, a distinguished Russian explorer who’d attempted the journey on skis. ‘By the way, when the time comes for your rescue you must hide from the American Coast Guard,’ Raityrgin said, as the bottle-blonde secretaries sat with their bits of paper, scribbling it all down. ‘That’s what Shparo did. The coastguard wanted to charge $250,000 on his last failed attempt, but luckily he managed to radio the Russians and be saved by them instead.’


Shparo did get to America in the end, partly traversing the waters on a little block of ice. Departing from a northern promontory on the Russian side, he was taken 300 km northeast by currents, ending up at Point Hope, Alaska. Accompanying him were his son and an exciting array of gadgets linking him to headquarters. Faxes were received as he bobbed across; he made phone calls; helicopter pilots stood by. His chunk of ice had, in effect, been converted into an office.


As for my own expedition, the more insistent I was, the more varied and extreme were Raityrgin’s objections. Finally, he said a crossing over ice was ‘100 per cent impossible. Forget it. What chance do you have? Shparo tried four times, and when he did land in Alaska it was way north of the Strait – even with all the help in the world.’


Before I could press further, Raityrgin swept us off to a restaurant with his colleagues and secretaries. After the first toast, he gallantly led them to the dance floor, swinging them in waltzes, the music provided by an obese drummer who sat on stage framed by a strip of irregularly flashing orange lights. For my part, I waltzed non-stop with the delightful Tanya, until it transpired she was married to the man presently seething with anger at our table, who’d already introduced himself as an instructor of aikido and other martial arts. He remained silent most of the remainder of the evening, and when he did speak it was to say just two words to his wife: [image: ] (‘You whore!’)


It was lucky everyone was on their best behaviour. At the neighbouring table was Roman Abramovich with his entourage. They were unlike anyone else in the room. What was it about them? Their youth and vigour? Their quietness? Discipline, I decided. Here, in a modest suit too tight around the shoulders, his face somehow hushed, his blue eyes those of a sensitive child, was one of the richest men alive; no one of his age had ever had such wealth. But there was no carousing, no drinking. His people were gathered quietly around him, sober, attentive to each other and, like a cohort of nursery bees, tending to him; but they were always careful not to attract attention – they might have passed for a tight-knit bunch of postgraduate students.


‘No one disturbs him,’ I thought, ‘nor is he disturbed by Siberia.’ Carefully, Abramovich had sealed himself off from the dangers to be found circling here.


Ivan and I slipped away but found ourselves drawn to a restaurant run by a waitress called Natasha – although the word ‘restaurant’ gives quite the wrong idea, as does the word ‘waitress’. We arrived in time to see the police breaking up a fight among the women. An ambulance was called, and by now my opinion of this town was such that I was thinking, ‘Wow, Anadyr actually has an ambulance?’


Five minutes later, the lights were turned back down again and the furniture was being repaired. Natasha was lining up vodkas for herself at the bar, and Volodyr, a sad-faced poet, was back at his keyboard. He felt moved to play the Beatles song ‘Let It Be’, though he didn’t know any more than those three words, and everything was as normal once more, but for the repair man hammering away.


‘My husband is a jealous man,’ Natasha said, leaning into both Ivan and me. She wore an army jacket, black tights and not much of a skirt, and seemed to give out a great deal of heat. ‘He’s a teacher,’ she continued. ‘His life is not compatible with bars.’ She planted her eyes on mine and for a while wouldn’t take them off again.


I looked around at the young faces here and compared them to Natasha’s. She must have had pale, buttery Slavic skin once too, but Anadyr had worked to transform it into unwieldy putty. ‘So … this is the capital of Chukotka,’ I thought. ‘This is my launch pad into the most hostile environment that man has made a home of.’ I stood there amid the smoke, the bulbous men getting to their feet to make glorious toasts to brotherhood, others producing chocolates and plastic roses and making tearful declarations of love to their sweethearts, but mostly people losing themselves – Ivan now suddenly among them – the whole huddle swaying together, like survivors washed by heavy seas, wailing the words ‘Let it be, let it be …’ as if calling out a last prayer. And for the first time I had a sense of unease – that we might not be inspired by Siberia but instead be corrupted by it.


Thus ended, at around four in the morning, my first day in Siberia.




*





Ivan and I bided our time, awaiting our plane – delayed for no clear reason – north to the Bering Strait for our rendezvous with Gena, the Chukchi whaler who I now hoped might be my guide. Sometimes we ate at a restaurant called Pizza – it didn’t actually sell pizzas – otherwise, it was back to Natasha’s. We’d order supper and she’d thump it down in front of us – plates of burnt chicken, nasty crude lumps of it. ‘Sorry,’ she’d say. ‘I’m not feeling well.’


‘But where’s the steak?’ Ivan would ask.


‘And the pelmeni?’


‘What do you expect?’ Natasha would say. ‘I’m drunk.’ Then she’d stagger off to continue her duties and Volodyr would arrive with his keyboard. ‘I don’t ever bring my girlfriend,’ he’d tell strangers. ‘She’s a ballerina, you know.’ And they would nod, saying they’d look forward to meeting her very much, but no one ever did.


Nights came and went like this – Volodyr at his Casio singing, ‘Let it be, Let it be …’; occasionally in the background there was the sound of someone dropping a glass.


And sometimes, as if through the smoke of battle, I’d again catch sight of Abramovich with his lonesome blue orphan eyes. I’d wonder how he endured here, how he grew stronger, not weaker. The same Siberia that brought so many men and women untold misery, lowering them to their knees, gave this man untold wealth. He seemed to understand the secret.



















Chapter VII





All of a sudden, our plane to Lavrentiya seemed likely to go. ‘There may be a return flight in four days,’ said Sergei, our fixer. ‘Or not,’ he added, making more of an effort to be realistic. ‘You have your tickets and presente ready?’


‘A presenty?’


‘A presente for the airline,’ he said. He explained the system: the airline kept back tickets, saying the flight was full. This had the benefit of forcing the most desperate passengers to give them a presente. It wasn’t a Russian word, Ivan explained helpfully, ‘but it’s one that’s well understood’.


With a presente of $50, we were soon made more than welcome. We scrambled on board with our boxes. There was no safety belt for my seat – ‘stolen’ said the bloke in the leather jacket who served as the flight attendant. Then he took his seat, surrendering himself, like us, to the vagaries of ancient Soviet aeronautical power.





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber







OEBPS/a25_online.jpg
“I'v1 Oasinib!”





OEBPS/map_1_online.jpg
CHUKCHI
SEA

ot

BERING
. SEA






OEBPS/9780571264858_cover_epub.jpg
ALLEN

EXPLORERS ON THE EDGE
OF SURVIVAL ;







