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      There is something magical about a great journey. As Alain De Botton says in The Art of Travel, "Journeys are the midwives of thought." As we move through a fresh new landscape, we also move through undiscovered territories in our own mind. 

      Under the Flight Path is a special travel memoir in that it is a journey in itself. Warm, candid and funny, you feel as if you too are travelling across Russia, Mongolia and China. There is no doubt that Simon and Sofie are seasoned travelling companions, and it is a pleasure to follow them as they navigate new, enriching and unexpected experiences.

      I believe you get three types of travellers. Those who are there for physical experiences such as diving and trekking; those who look for social connection and those who are fascinated by the history and culture of a new place. Under the Flight Path, remarkably, combines all three in a quick, easy to read story. Expect to come across knowledge that cannot be found in any guidebook, and that can only be found by tracing the path yourself. It is the type of book where you will be tempted to take notes as you read.

      All in all, Under the Flight Path is a journey you will be happy to take. It is a chance to escape and discover evocative new landscapes in the company of Simon and Sofie, who by the end of the book will feel like friends. You will feel inspired and educated, and quite possibly, compelled to start planning your own journey yourself. 

      Amy Heydenrych, Author and Founder of “Story"
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      For many years, as a British-born cop in colonial Hong Kong, I travelled back and forth between Europe and South China, flying above huge swathes of Europe and Asia that I could never hope to see, because they were communist states. Not only did the countries not encourage western tourism but the nature of my job also prohibited me from visiting them. If I did, my security clearance would be revoked.

      Then my life changed and I left that line of work. More importantly, the world changed. Central and Eastern Europe, Russia, Mongolia and China changed and, in 2009, one generation after the Berlin Wall fell and after the bloody denouement to the student occupation of Tiananmen Square, borders were open and independent travel under the flight path that I had taken so many times was now possible.

      My wife Sofie and I were moving from Europe to Bali in Indonesia to start a new life there. We had plenty of time, so we decided to do a big chunk of the journey overland, starting in Sofie’s hometown of Ghent, Belgium and travelling by train, bus and car across Russia then down through the heart of Mongolia and China. In every country we passed through, we witnessed people and cultures still coming to terms with enormous changes wreaked by the 20th century, while facing the new challenges of the 21st century. We found huge optimism for the future but also a determination to make sure that memories of the past do not fade and will remain as reminders to generations to come. This is their story, as well as ours.

      Simon Pridmore, Bali 2017
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            Moscow

          

          Where we find we might be allergic to Lenin and where we have a run-in with minor Russian officialdom, not for the first time.

        

      

    

    
      To arrive in Moscow on the first day of spring is to see the city emerging from its long winter hibernation. As our train rattles through the unappealing suburbs, the last vestiges of the snows of winter can be seen hiding from the sunshine beneath occasional patches of pine forest.

      By the time we leave town again, after three days of blue skies and temperatures in the mid-20s, buds of green have appeared in the parks and the earliest flowers are daring to show their colours to promenading couples in tee shirts and summer dresses.

      The girls of Moscow, of course, are well ahead of nature in their preparations. By midday on that first day of spring, they are patrolling the boulevards, squares and avenues in mini-skirts and mini-tops, balancing acrobatically on extravagantly contoured and vertigo-inducing platform high-heels. There is a marked contrast between the efforts the Moscow girls make to look their very best and the complete absence of dress sense and disregard for grooming shown by their male counterparts. This is a country where the beaver tail haircut has never gone out of fashion and where a suit can never be too shiny.

      This is also a city where, in places, security personnel, both in and out of uniform, often outnumber ordinary citizens. In particular, there are a huge number of uniforms employed in and around Red Square. We saw the entire square sealed off one evening, not by bollards or fencing but by human walls of green and blue.

      It is fascinating to look a little more closely at the lady soldiers and policewomen whose footwear is anything but regulation. If your hidden fantasies include women in uniform and high heels, look no further than the officers moving the queues along outside the Lenin Mausoleum.

      We visit one morning and join the queue to enter the resting place of the great man, who is looking pretty good for his age. Awkwardly, just as we passed the coffin in which Vladimir Ilyich is laid out in an unfashionable non-shiny, dark suit, I feel an uncontrollable urge to blow my nose, and do so.

      The noise echoes like thunder through the darkened room through which we shuffle silently and I tense, waiting for a whistle or a shout. But none comes, so I relax. Evidently, instead of interpreting the explosive ventilation of my nostrils as a mark of disrespect, the guards must have taken it as a symptom of my having been overcome with emotion at being in The Presence. It probably happens all the time.

      Even on a quiet day in the mummy queue, you are still not allowed to take your time as you pass by the other memorials to heroes of the Revolution that line the Kremlin wall behind the mausoleum. We pause for a second or two in front of the bust of first cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin to read the plaque below. There is a sharp blast of a whistle nearby. We ignore it. It can’t be directed at us, surely. More blasts follow and we look up to see a uniform advancing on us with intent. We move on dutifully. Brezhnev is the next hero in the line and we decide to test the system. Was it just Gagarin we were not supposed to stop at? The whistling begins again and we conclude we have had enough heroes for now. Later in the day, we get similar treatment inside the Kremlin when we try to cross the road in the wrong place. We speculate that we have been singled out and are being followed, but we are probably flattering ourselves.

      In Moscow, even today, with the Soviet Union dead and gone twenty years ago, everything you do still involves passing through several levels of security. Just to reach your room in the hotel, you need to manoeuvre your way past the team of heavies at the entrance. Then there is another guy guarding the lift lobby. The final and most daunting obstacle is the lady at the security booth on your floor, who holds your room key and has final control over all comings and goings.

      In the Metro there is an official in a box manning each escalator but the entranceways are unmanned and un-gated, which at first seems surprising. It may appear that you can just walk in without paying but be warned. There is no security officer there because it is unnecessary. Try passing through without first waving a valid card over the chip-reader and iron grilles spring out automatically from both sides of the entranceway and smash you in the thighs. You only make this mistake once and the bruises take a while to subside. Notwithstanding this, however, the Metro is still hands down the best way to travel around Moscow and, although prices have gone up by 25% over the last two years, tickets are still very cheap.

      The most surprising thing about the Moscow Metro is that it is incredibly quiet, even during rush hour. Every day, hordes of Muscovite commuters shuffle along the cavernous marble-lined corridors and hardly say a word. All you can hear is the tramp of thousands of feet. It is eerie. Maintaining silence in public is apparently a habit that Russians acquired during the Soviet times, when a loose remark overheard could land you in jail or on a wagon to Siberia.

      In contrast, above ground, Moscow’s street noise is deafening, mainly because of the cars. They speed down the wide four lane shopping boulevards creating a ceaseless background roar. Many of them are black, large and expensive. When stationary, they can be found parked half on the road, half on the pavement, or double parked in the middle of the road. A heavy-set, scar-faced driver is usually smoking and glowering threateningly nearby. Even after the ice is long gone, they still rattle noisily along on their metalled winter tyres. Having only ever visited Moscow before in winter, I am surprised by the racket the city makes without its muffling coat of snow.

      My previous visits to Moscow were all related to scuba diving. I was in town either to participate in dive exhibitions or to take a train to go up to the Arctic Circle to test diving equipment under sea ice. On a couple of occasions I had small run-ins with the authorities, which may be why I notice their presence everywhere. We have three weeks in Russia ahead of us, we will be travelling off piste a lot and I admit the things I am most apprehensive of are confrontations with petty officialdom.

      My first run-in came a few years ago during a brief visit to show off a new range of hi-tech dive computers at a convention at Moscow’s Olimpiskiy stadium, as the name suggests, a relic of the 1980 summer Olympic Games. I shipped stand furniture and show samples overland and had to pay a large fee to bring them into the country even temporarily. The shipment arrived intact, with the exception of a couple of DVDs that had gone missing. I had planned to play them during the convention to wow audiences with the features and benefits of our expensive new toys and I had ordered a large flat screen TV and DVD player for the purpose. However, when the rental guys showed up, I had to send them away, explaining that I no longer needed the equipment, possibly thanks to a light-fingered Russian Customs official. They were upset at the loss of a little business but understood my situation and did not insist.

      The next morning, I was trudging through slush on my way to the stadium, my head bowed against snow flurries and a bitter wind, when I noticed someone crossing the road towards me at speed, seemingly intent on a collision course. I had no time to get out of the way and he cannoned into me, sending me reeling back. As he bounced off me, he thrust a package into my chest. I grabbed it instinctively and turned to challenge him but he had already disappeared into the Moscow murk. When I got to the show, I opened the package and found my missing DVDs. At my stand, the TV and player were already set up and a rental invoice was waiting for me on the desk.

      My second brush with authority came when I brought into Russia a dozen pre-production computers designed for extreme scuba diving, with the aim of testing them in temperatures of minus 2C under the ice just south of Murmansk. I was also carrying other computers to exhibit at a show in Moscow the following week. So I had a lot of product with me.

      As I passed through airport Customs on the way in, my bags were singled out for physical inspection and I knew I was in trouble. The Customs agent opened the first suitcase and saw the computers all lined up in their boxes. He started shaking his head and muttered “no, no, no, no, not personal effects.” He pulled each box open, removed the computer, threw the box on the floor, punched the computer’s buttons for a while, then put it aside and started on the next one.

      Soon, my little corner of the Customs hall was covered with debris. This was all done without a word and I began to feel intimidated. Was he going to take all the computers away? Was he going to ask for money? Was he going to put me on the first plane back to London? I started to explain what it was all about but he did not react, until I said the word “scuba”, at which point he looked at me, raised his hand, indicating that I should stay put, and walked away.

      He returned, accompanied by another officer, who, I was given to understand, was a diver. The new officer picked up a computer and started playing with it. The confusion and discomfort in his expression betrayed the fact that he had never seen anything like it. I guessed that he might have given his non-diving colleagues the impression that he was something of a diving guru – the one-eyed man in the land of the scuba-blind, as it were. So, in a bid to help him save face, I started discussing the computer with him, comparing it to others on the market, dropping names and nodding wisely when he pressed a couple of buttons in sequence.

      The two officers had a quick discussion and the first motioned to me to repack my case. This took me a good fifteen minutes and when I had finished, I stood up, looked around and saw that the Customs area was completely empty. We must have been between arriving flights. I was alone.

      A door opened, the first officer poked his head out and gestured with a brusque wave of his hand that I should get out. At least, that was what I thought he meant. Hoping I had understood correctly and trying not to look too anxious, I speed-walked my way towards the meeters and greeters area. As the crowd parted to let me through and then closed again behind me, I breathed a sigh of relief, feeling like I had just bungee-jumped into Russia.

      As I said, perhaps these experiences are behind my focus on the omnipresence of security personnel in Moscow and my concerns over difficulties we may encounter as we travel independently from one end of this vast country to the other. Fortunately, as we are to discover, once you leave the capital, Russia feels much less oppressive and far more laid-back.
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            Suzdal

          

          Where we take a bus ride perched on half a buttock and spend the night in a monastery.

        

      

    

    
      Our only stop between Moscow and Siberia will take in the two Golden Ring towns of Suzdal and Vladimir. Our ride is train 62 from Moscow Kurskaya Station to Vladimir, travelling second class. It is a top quality “firmenny” train so there is a packed lunch on each seat.

      To get from Vladimir to Suzdal we need to take a bus, so we cross the open space in front of the station, climb the stairs to the bus ticket office and push the door open to find a hall packed with people. Tempers are fraying as people try and jump from one ticket window to another or push into queues from the side. We use our basic Russian to decipher the timetable, pick out a bus to Suzdal and ask around to find the right queue. We join it at the back and eventually get to the window after half an hour. No one speaks English. Outside Moscow you can’t expect English anywhere, not even in hotels. Our tickets have numbers on them so we should get seats. If the number on your ticket is zero, you stand.

      Ten minutes before the scheduled 4.30pm departure we go outside and see that our ride, a small, ancient, rusting metal box resting on four almost tread-less tyres, is already there. A crowd is forming so we join it and board a couple of minutes later. The bus fills up quickly. There is no baggage compartment so we sit with rucksacks on our laps, supporting ourselves on half a buttock each. When it seems that no more people can board and the automatic doors have compressed the last couple of passengers into the bus, the driver cranks up the engine and we set off at a lurch in a cloud of black smoke to the tune of cacophonous gear changes. Every window pane and metal plate rattles as we shudder from pothole to pothole along the main road out of town.

      And then, incredibly, we stop to let more people on. Somehow the shaking up we have all received since leaving the station has produced more standing room where there was previously none, a bit like the contents of a cereal box settling during transportation. The new arrivals can’t get near the driver to pay him directly, so notes and change are passed along the bus. We are largely hidden behind our packs but, as we are sitting right at the front, we are the closest part of the chain to the driver so we do our bit to help the process along.

      On the approach to Suzdal, the bus starts to empty and the atmosphere becomes less close and claustrophobic. Suzdal bus station looks like it has been bombed, frequently and recently. It is an unfortunate first impression of what is supposed to be one of the most beautiful towns in Russia. You can get off the bus here and walk into town, but the place looks so inhospitable that we opt to pay a couple more roubles and stay on the bus.

      However, when we arrive in the centre of town, we find that the rest of the place is in not much better shape. It looks like a war zone but, to be fair, this is partly due to the fact that we have come upon the town as the seasons are changing. The blanket of winter snow has only just melted away, exposing six months worth of discarded winter trash, and the land and trees lie largely brown and bare, yet to don the green garb of summer.

      We load up the backpacks and follow the instructions we have printed out from the Internet to our first choice hostel, which turns out to be a building site. Evidently the images on the hostel’s website were a little premature and the product of some creative photoshopping. A boy fishing in the river tells us there is no other accommodation nearby so we head off to try our second choice. This time the instructions take us to a dilapidated monastery on Ulitsa Lenina (Lenin Street - every Russian town has one) that offers rooms. We take their last one, leave the backpacks in our monastic cell and go out to walk the sites while we still have light. We visit the old Kremlin walls, the blue domed cathedral and look over the walls into the Museum of Wooden Architecture. Dinner is in a little restaurant on the main street. The room smells of petrol but the food is wonderful. As we walk back to the monastery, the sky bears the last traces of what must have been a dramatic Suzdal sunset, promising blue skies in the morning.

      And sure enough blue skies are delivered as promised but with a chill in the air. The TV in reception tells us it is snowing over the Urals further east and of course that is where our journey is taking us. It is the first of May, a Friday and the beginning of a long holiday weekend for the Russians. Our hostel in the ruined monastery is fully booked tonight so we need to find an alternative. After trying three other places and finding that they are all full too, we decide to spend the morning in Suzdal sightseeing and go back to Vladimir later in the afternoon. Suzdal comes to life in the sunshine, which glints off the golden roofs of the churches and monasteries and warms the colours of the domes, so we do get to see it in all its glory before we depart.
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            Vladimir

          

          Where there is no room at the inn and we discover that Beatlemania is not dead.

        

      

    

    
      The ride back down to Vladimir is in an empty bus, a complete contrast from the day before and strange, given that today Suzdal is full of Russians up from the city for the holiday weekend. The night we arrived it was a ghost town but the bus was full. Mind you, the visitors we saw walking around the town this morning did not seem to be the type to take buses, even when their huge black Landcruisers are in for service.

      In Vladimir we encounter the same difficulty finding a room as in Suzdal. Eventually, we decide to recruit a taxi driver and we are soon speeding through the suburbs, going from one place to the next on our list without success. We think about camping but we see nowhere that we feel we could safely put up a tent without being harassed. The residential blocks where the hostels are located look like abandoned, bombed out tenements from the outside, with rusty iron bars showing through the walls where the concrete has fallen away in lumps. However, once you creak open the rusted metal security doors and get past the toxic atmosphere of urine and concrete dust on the stairs, the little hotels inside are well decorated, clean and bright with polished wood and glass panels.

      None has room for us and, after trying a dozen, we are contemplating the unappealing option of a night in the train station waiting room. Finally, the taxi driver stops listening to us and takes matters into his own hands. He phones a place he knows, which is across the river and out of town. They have a vacancy and we have a bed for the night.

      Vladimir is a bustling little city with a fascinating historical past. The next day, we spend some time in the cathedral and a couple of small museums, take a walk in the park and find an excellent shopping mall which has a Spar supermarket where we can stock up on supplies for the train. There’s a food court in the mall with sushi, pizza and Baskin and Robbins ice cream for the homesick, as well as a coffee shop with soft armchairs and thick hot chocolate. Vladimir’s fashionable youth hang out in the food court and if you half close your eyes, (and close your ears entirely) you could be in a mall in any small town in America. Watching the young Russians at play, it occurs to us that, if these are the leaders and opinion formers of the future, there is every chance that the Russia of the mid 21st century may be more in tune with the West than ever before.

      Vladimir is not all about Russia’s future, however. In one of the museums, atop an old city gate, is a diorama of the storming of the city by the Mongols in 1238. There is even an English version of the commentary which the staff are very proud of and switch on especially for us, to the consternation of all the local visitors packing the room. Over the next couple of weeks we are going to get a good idea of the huge distance the Mongols had to cover to get here. Indeed, they went much further into Europe, shattering the stability and confidence of long-established feudal societies with hitherto unparalleled levels of force and violence. Viewed from today’s perspective, the huge historical impact that a small, sparsely populated country in East Asia had on a vast area of this enormous continent seems an impossible feat.

      Invasion is a topic near to the Russian heart. Cultural memories of invasions by the Mongols, Napoleon and Nazi Germany lie very close to the surface of the national consciousness. The victory over the Germans, the battle over Stalingrad and the defence of Moscow are celebrated with a major holiday on May 9th each year and Russians view themselves largely as victims rather than as aggressors. They do not see their nation historically in the expansionist and colonial light that many non-Russians do.

      In Vladimir at one point we go up a set of stairs looking for an Internet café that turns out to be closed for the holiday. We poke our heads into a music shop next door, which is staffed by a young couple, who are serving one lone male customer, who is very drunk. The boy behind the desk asks if we are American or English. I say “English” and he exclaims, “I love your country, I have your flag, look!” With a beaming smile he points to an old piece of sixties Beatles memorabilia in the form of a Union Jack with the band’s name emblazoned across the middle. “I love the Beatles,” he adds.

      This encourages his drunken customer to approach me, place his heavy, red, mottled face close to mine and, in a gust of vodka-flavoured breath, confide that his four favourite artists are the Beatles, AC-DC, Elton John and ZZ Top, in that order. He goes on to explain in great detail why this is the case, not all of which makes a great deal of sense, then pledges everlasting friendship and bids us farewell with an all-engulfing, malodorous bear hug before making his exit. When we encounter him on the street again fifteen minutes later, our new best friend has forgotten we even exist and lurches past us blindly, ignoring our greetings.

      A 2am train departure means a few hours in the dimly lit waiting room of Vladimir station. This consists of a blaring TV set facing rows of metal office chairs, most of which are occupied by the city’s homeless and mentally ill who have settled down for the night surrounded by their possessions. Last night, but for the intervention of the taxi driver, this could have been us. Many of the shapeless sleeping forms emit racking, hacking coughs that punctuate the silence every few minutes. There are also a few people, like us, waiting for a train.

      The room is presided over by a uniformed female guardian who earlier helped us store our bags in a locked room (the kamera chraneniya) so that we could sightsee around Vladimir unencumbered. However, when we come back a few hours in advance of our train departure to collect the bags she refuses to open the room at first and we are a little disconcerted. It isn’t until we take a good look at the waiting room and question her further that we understand that this is because she believes the bags are safer in the lock-up than with us in the waiting room. So, it is best if we leave them there until just before our departure. Actually, although the waiting room looks like a dangerous place to hang out, we conclude in the end that it is safer than it looks. With the tough lady supervisor lady and the police teams patrolling downstairs, it is unlikely that anyone trying to cause trouble would survive very long.
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            Across the Urals and into Siberia

          

          Where we are seduced by the charms of Russian train life in a universe controlled by provodnitsas.

        

      

    

    
      Our first impression of life on Siberian trains is that it goes by too quickly. We are on train number 10, the Baikal, travelling between Vladimir and Novosibirsk. We have colourful soft bedding, carpeted floors, chemical toilets and a power socket in the cabin. This is one of the top trains on the route and our first class cabin feels first-class. We have stocked up for the 43-hour journey so we don’t need the chocolate, fruit juice and cookies that the smiling (yes, smiling!) provodnitsas are peddling down the corridor. Nor are we relying on food from platform sellers, which is just as well as the only thing they are selling at the first major stop we make are teddy bears.

      The provodnitsas are the carriage attendants. We have read multiple reports of how strict, unforgiving and domineering they can be. We are not fooled by the cheery demeanour they have shown so far and are suspicious that they are just trying to lull us into a false sense of security. So, we remain resolutely on our guard. Of course, this is completely unnecessary. Throughout our entire journey across Russia the provodnitsas prove to be kind, thoughtful, attentive and extremely hard-working. They don’t deserve their reputation as dragons.

      Russia passes by the window of our compartment at a steady 50 kms per hour. Forests, rivers and vast meadows stretch to the horizon and occasionally quaint wooden villages or a big, ugly city interrupt the natural flow. We read, snack, doze, listen to music, study Russian and Chinese, chat and pick out things of interest from the endless moving screen of Russian life playing before our eyes. There are churches everywhere and many plots of dachas, country homes for the urban elite, but mostly we just watch people going about their daily business before a backdrop of glorious scenery. The train stop schedule is affixed to the corridor wall so we can see where we will stop and for how long. Train time is always Moscow time, no matter which of Russia’s nine time zones we are passing through. This may sound a little strange but the concept works, most of the time. Towards the end of our trip, in the far east of Russia night will fall on the train at a very peculiar hour.

      At our second long stop the platform sellers have food: everything from pot noodles to hard-boiled eggs, green salad in plastic containers, chips, sardines, beer, vodka, peanuts, tomatoes, cucumbers and bread. They are also selling bundles of pine branches, small plant pots with white flowers and patterned shawls. This is Balyezino, which means we are thirteen hours into this section of our journey, almost a third of the way to Novosibirsk.

      The business on the platform shows all too clearly that these are not tourist trains. They are working trains on working routes. Most of our fellow travellers are Russians going back from the big city, on official business or to visit family. This may explain the excellent trade that the teddy bear sellers enjoyed: selling presents for much-missed children from a long absent father or uncle. As we have seen, these tracks carry enormous freight trains too, some pulling links of wagons hundreds of metres long. After all, the reason the railway line was built in the first place was to bring the produce of resource-rich Siberia to the cities of mineral-hungry European Russia.

      At Omsk we encounter the Ulaanbaatar to Moscow train on the other side of the platform. It is breakfast time and Mongolian ladies are at the doors and leaning out of the carriage windows sprinkling food and water from cups and bowls on to the tracks for the spirits of the earth. This land needs all the water it can get. From what we have seen, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe are drying up. The city streets are full of sand and the dust in the air clogs your nose and throat. Although we do not yet know this of course, this desiccated landscape will be with us for the next 12,000 kms until we arrive in Central China.

      The route we are travelling was the route taken in 1946 by Sofie’s great-grandfather, but in the most different circumstances imaginable. He was arrested in Riga, Latvia in 1944 because he was a member of a pro-independence party, incarcerated in a KGB prison there for two years and then deported to a labour camp in Novosibirsk. He was freed in 1956. His journey in the packed human-cattle wagons carrying tens of thousands of Baltic deportees to the Siberian gulag took over a month with many dying of starvation on the way. (I tell this story in greater detail in the Appendices.)

      We cross the Urals in the night and wake up in Siberia. We have passed from Europe into Asia. It has just snowed so we are treated to classic Siberian landscapes, trees and telephone poles frosted with white under the same blue skies that have followed us all along our route so far. As we continue eastwards though, the snow retreats until only small patches remain in tree-covered areas that see no sun.

      On the train we are cocooned in our little private space watching the kilometres trundle by. We are extremely relaxed and enjoying the wonderful feeling of having nothing to do. The train stops occasionally but never for very long, as it seems we may be running late and are trying to catch up. Life has a pattern controlled by the provodnitsas who rule over our little universe, regulating lighting, hot water and cabin temperature. They are always busying about, keeping everything spotless. Two provodnitsas operate on long overlapping shifts in each wagon.

      A sun the colour of blood orange sets behind us at the end of our first day in Siberia as we gaze out across the Baraba steppe, described variously in guidebooks as “inhospitable” and “Hell in spring.” It is nice to be passing through this land on the train, far removed from the clouds of gnats and swampy, almost featureless terrain that has claimed hundreds of lives, many of them prisoners attempting to escape from Stalin’s camps.

      We doze until the provodnitsa comes to give us the thirty-minute warning for Novosibirsk and as we pull into the station, we dim the lights and look out of our window at the yellow-lit train yard. It is snowing! Our first step off the train and on to Siberian soil is through a crunchy coating of fresh powder.
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