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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


ANDREÏ MAKINE WAS BORN AND BROUGHT UP IN RUSSIA but The Archipelago of Another Life, like his other novels, was written in French. The book is set mainly in Russia. The author employs some Russian and Siberian words in the French text, which I have retained in this English translation. These include izba (a traditional wooden house built of logs), taiga (the swampy coniferous forest of northern latitudes that lies between the tundra and the steppes), ukase (a decree with the force of law), taimen (a kind of Siberian salmon trout), stlanik (a thicket of low horizontal cedar trees unique to the coastal fringes of Siberia), gulag (the system of corrective labour camps, of which the Kolyma complex was the most notorious), apparatchik (a member of the Soviet Communist Party administration or apparat), kolkhoz (a collective farm in the former Soviet Union), kamus (hide from reindeer legs) and souloi (a high wall of water created where opposing ocean currents meet).


References to the earth’s prehistory in the text include Rodinia, the supercontinent assembled some 1.5 billion years ago; Mirovia, the hypothesised superocean that surrounded it; and Panthalassa, the ocean into which it developed.


I am indebted to many people, and the author in particular, for advice, assistance and encouragement given to me during the preparation of this translation. To all of them my thanks are due and, in addition to Andreï Makine himself, notably to June Elks, Paul Engles, Scott Grant, Willem Hackman, Russell Ingham, Robina Pelham Burn, Simon Strachan, Susan Strachan, John and Anne Weeks, Helen Williams and Jim and Sarah Woodhouse.


G.S.
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AT THAT MOMENT IN MY YOUTH THE VERB “TO LIVE” took on a new meaning for me. Now it could really only be used when speaking of those two who had made it to the distant seas around the Shantar Islands. For all other forms of activity here on earth the word “exist” would suffice.


*


I had just set out to walk inland, away from the shore, when a helicopter disrupted the misty drowsiness of the morning. The only flight of the week for the little village of Tugur, a remote spot on the Pacific coast. The passengers disembarked, laden with suitcases, shopping bags, rolls of carpet . . . There was momentary confusion between those who had just emerged and those gathered on the landing strip, waiting to board the aircraft. A woman was describing her visit to the cinema (an event!); a man was stuffing a folding bed into his sidecar; a newcomer, shivering in her light clothes, was seeking information from the locals . . .


I decided to wait until everyone had left before setting off again. And it was then that I noticed this other man among the arrivals.


Seated at the foot of a rock, he was checking his pack, which had a hunter’s skis strapped to it. These were very short and broad, covered with kamus, the tough hide from the legs of reindeer. In these parts snow could catch the traveller unawares even in summer. The traveller . . . I sensed that this man would not be stopping in the village, nor would he be joining the flight. His goal lay elsewhere.


This notion formed a bond between us, like a shared secret. We could both see the same ash-grey outline of the mountains, the sunlight on the fragments of seashells and, beneath a mass of weed, slabs of ice that defied the July warmth . . . I felt very close to this stranger. But there was a stubborn mystery about him – his was an identity more complex than that of a simple trapper from the taiga.


The helicopter roared, throwing up a cloud of pine needles, took off and quickly became a tiny dot above the sea.


The man got up, and shouldered his burden, dancing a little on the spot to balance it better. Without noticing me watching him from a hollow in the dunes.


Stepping away from the strip of foreshore that is so convenient in these lands with no roads, he plunged into the forest, and instantly sought to make himself invisible. I followed in the wake of his passage – the snapping of a branch, a plant stem pressed down. He left few traces.


*


My arrival in Tugur, a week before, had seemed like a classic confirmation of the verdict the “sovietologists” of those days were given to pronouncing on Russia and her ageing communist regime, at a time which coincided with our own youth.


At the end of the school year our class was divided into two and an announcement was made: the first group would be trained as crane operators, the second as land surveyors . . . At the age of fourteen we manifested differing aptitudes and, despite the levelling down of orphanage life, both exceptionally gifted students and dunces could be found among us, beastly Stakhanovites as well as incorrigible idlers. An ukase from the Party smoothed over these differences. From central Siberia they shipped us off two and a half thousand miles eastwards to the Pacific shores of the Soviet empire, where both apprentice crane operators and novice land surveyors were required on a construction site.


“Totalitarian regimentation”, the sovietologists would pontificate, “the dictatorial denial of human individuality”. Yes, no doubt . . . Except that this was not something we were experiencing in theory, but in every fibre of our young souls, both carefree and full of sorrow, hungry for love and nursing disappointed hopes. Our departure blended into the dazzling skies and vibrant smells of the taiga, where the sap was just rising. In rebellion against all doctrines, we had only one desire: to succumb to the intoxication of this new spring, convinced it would be the best of our lives.


*


The starting point for our apprenticeship was Nikolayevsk, on the left bank of the river Amur, “just an hour from the Pacific”, we were proudly informed. But we had no chance to see the ocean, we were stuck there on the shores of the estuary.


The only mental image I had of land surveying was of two men, one holding a calibrated pole, the other with his eye glued to an optical device mounted on a tripod. Our training period did little to enhance this basic notion. Making scant use of precision in their terminology, our masters would refer to their apparatus as “the doodah”, “the whatsit” or, more emphatically, “all this sodding stuff”. Their pedagogical laxness left us plenty of time to explore the port and inhale the sea breezes, mild indeed, compared with the harsh, dry, continental air of inland Siberia.


After work we often chanced to see our instructors in an open-air refreshment bar facing onto the docks. One evening we surprised them there with a member of the fair sex: glamour had been added to the staunch duo, whom we had thought to be inseparable, by the presence of a woman with luminous blond hair. And yet, she was visibly causing a rift between them, for the Big Guy and the Little Guy (as we called them) were now at daggers drawn. Two empty bottles lay on the ground beside the “whatsits” and the tripod . . . They were sparring by flaunting their professional skills: each boasting of his exploits in land surveying. From the way they were talking it sounded as if they had both of them completed topographical surveys all over Russia. A whole cavalcade of sites, each one more improbable than the last, paraded past: from a sports palace to a naval base; from an Olympic stadium to a rocket-launching site . . . Their guest sipped her wine with an enigmatic smile. And at last we were learning the correct terminology! In their male competitiveness, our instructors were now holding forth about goniometers, tachometers and theodolites . . .


It was hard for a woman to choose between them: the Big Guy was a fine figure of a man, but the Little Guy sported a leather jacket, something that in those days assured a Russian of real social status.


“My next job’s going to be with the Japanese,” the Big Guy asserted, “doing a survey for a wharf . . .”


The shameless mendaciousness of this purported assignment infuriated the Little Guy.


“You? With the Japanese? But you don’t know one end of a graphometer from the other!”


This was a monstrous insult. The Big Guy rose to his feet, grabbed his rival and hit him. The latter avoided falling over but slipped on a bottle and ended up performing a rather long and unintentionally obscene jerk dance. The customers roared with laughter. The fair-haired charmer giggled. The Little Guy flushed crimson and the situation turned ugly. He seized the tripod that was equipped with steel spikes, uttered a hoarse yell and shoved it into the Big Guy’s chest. The crunch of broken ribs was followed by an “Ooh!” from the audience, then silence. The Big Guy thrust aside the weapon that had now fallen at his feet, unbuttoned his padded tunic with a grave face, and plunged his hand inside. We stood up to get a better view of the mangled flesh and bone he was about to draw forth from within . . . His hand reappeared: it was holding a notebook whose imitation leather cover was marked with three deep indentations. The record book in which he used to note our results . . . The spectators felt vaguely disappointed. Then the Big Guy picked up the tripod, took off the legs and suddenly, in a neat movement, trapped his adversary’s neck in the angle between them. The Little Guy collapsed, trying to remove this vice, struggled, weakened. With his wine-stained tongue protruding, he was at his last gasp. Knocking over their chairs, the men leaped up, the women wailed. And the lady of discord beat a retreat, leaving us, as she departed, with a cloud of sugary perfume and a dazzling flash of thigh through the slit in her velvet skirt . . . Already the dockers’ heavy mitts were prising open the garrotte. Beside these men, with their thick, knotty muscles and tattoos, the Big Guy looked like some refined intellectual.


We spent that evening re-enacting the brawl. Laughter, fisticuffs, lewd remarks about the blonde seductress . . . But what our antics really betrayed was a certain unease. There was no risk of our being traumatised by that pedagogical apocalypse at the dockside bar – we were used to witnessing more brutal confrontations than that. But there was nevertheless a hidden agenda lurking behind the facade of that farcical duel.


That night the boy next to me in the dormitory (we were lodged in a former fishing net factory), a sickly lad, not very popular with the others, began sobbing, his face buried in his pillow. His tears, which contravened our strict codes of honour, might have provoked our scorn. But nobody moved a muscle. We knew his father had died in a camp, not so far from the site of our training session. Unlike the rest of us, who invented heroic career paths for our dead parents, this boy used to tell the truth: since the permafrost made it impossible to bury prisoners who died during the winter, they would be stockpiled like yule logs until the mild weather returned. Thus it was that his father had had to wait until the spring to be buried. “He lingered on there among the living,” our comrade must have mused as a child . . . “Anyone could have gone over to him and woken him up.” His tears that night had been set off by that ludicrous dust-up between our two masters – a life that was stupid and theatrical, one of insatiable desires, one that paid little heed to a prisoner asleep in his shroud of ice . . .


Such is the way the world works! In fighting over a woman, men would play all their aces: an athletic physique, professional status, banknotes with Lenin’s face on them, or, as the occasion demanded, that tripod crushing the Adam’s apple of a rival.


I had just grasped the crude machinery of existence. Our teachers had revealed it to us at their own humble level, that of two poor sods of land surveyors who would stop at nothing to sleep with a peroxide blonde. And the rest of mankind? Naturally, the same game of conquerors and conquered. The Big Guy and the Little Guy had only their tripod as a weapon. Others had guns, wealth, power – and prison camps – at their disposal . . .


So everything in life revolved around a beautiful woman’s thigh – the universal drama of rivalry, seduction, mute hatred and garrulous mendacity. Along with those pleasant moments of relaxation in a café bar on the banks of the Amur . . . And a child weeping for his father, unable to wake him from his ice-bound lethargy.


Such were the real lessons of my land surveyor’s apprenticeship.


*


The next day I lost all desire for conquest. The most aggressive members of our group won the privilege of continuing their training at Nikolayevsk, others were dispersed to nearby locations. I found I was the only one to be despatched to Tugur, the least sought-after destination on the list.


Our educators no longer showed any signs of mutual hostility. No doubt they had arrived at an honourable peace over their last bottle . . . The Big Guy was calling out our names from his pierced notebook and, oblivious of the comic aspect of the situation, advising us to grease the spikes of the tripod liberally against rust.




 


TUGUR, TWO HOURS’ FLIGHT FROM THERE BY HELICOPTER, gave me visions of an endless, empty coastline opening out onto an awe-inspiring prospect, the rolling expanse of the Pacific. At our age we all had dreams of Mirovia, the legendary superocean, and the prehistoric waters of Panthalassa.


Since nobody came to meet me when I got there, I rushed down to the shore. The day was dawning and, unable to believe my eyes, I went galloping through the dunes, in search of the hoped-for vastness, a giddy encounter with the ocean itself . . .


In reality Tugur was located at the head of an inlet squeezed between precipitous slopes which led, as I would later discover, into modest coastal waters. A small archipelago formed a barrier between these and the Sea of Okhotsk, which itself then opened out into the Pacific Ocean.


What lay before me was very beautiful: sandy beaches, the mouths of several streams, mirror-like pools . . . But no sign of Mirovia on the horizon!


That village of maybe a hundred inhabitants had no real need of a trainee. The team of land surveyors I was supposed to be attached to had been retained in Nikolayevsk, the town I had just left . . . They housed me in a shack partly occupied by an edge tool maker’s workshop, showed me a canteen used by fishermen and forgot about me.


*


In my first exploration I set off towards a headland where I reckoned I would finally be able to admire the ocean, the real ocean. But when I reached it all I could see was the next headland – and the sea, still held captive by a series of bays, contained within sandbanks . . . Bounded waters hiding the boundless ocean from view.


After passing a week there, following my arrival, I felt I wanted to get away from these maritime optical illusions and revisit the taiga, a world I had always felt at home in since my childhood. In my bag I took with me some dried fish, one of those old-style tinder boxes, where the wick has nothing to fear from the wind, and a hatchet, borrowed from the edge tool maker. He had also lent me an old padded jacket stained with grease.


Just as I was turning my back on the shore the noise of a helicopter punctured the silence. A minute later I saw the passengers busying themselves amid the luggage. And close to a rock, that traveller, waiting until he could slip away without being seen.


Nothing distinguished him from the inhabitants of Tugur, apart, perhaps, from his leather hood. His tanned face was that of a nomad, but here, between sea and forest, nobody was a stay-at-home.


However, he seemed aloof from the regular workings of mankind, as I had come to understand them, thanks to that brawl between our masters: the interplay of desires, competing vanities, the whole charade of striking poses – everything that people believe to be life itself. This aloofness of his suggested time spent in unusual concentration and, with it, the gradual erosion of the names given to beings and objects . . .


Such thriftiness with words made me uneasy. I was impatient to identify this man. A poacher? Or one of those covert prospectors for gold sometimes encountered on the pathways through the taiga? Made feral by their solitary existence, and sensing danger at the least trace of any human presence, they were forever in pursuit of their cherished fantasy: to amass a stash of nuggets, to abandon this icy hell, to settle on the shores of the Black Sea, and to make love to all those tanned women, the succulent succubi who have haunted their dreams for so many years . . .


The helicopter sliced through the mist, took off, disappeared. The new arrivals, burdened with luggage, made their way towards the izbas of Tugur. One snatch of their talk reached me: a young woman, the newcomer, a native of Odessa, was telling them about her journey. The man sitting beside the rock must have been thinking, as I was: Odessa, the Black Sea . . . That’s six thousand miles from here . . .


He stood up, shouldered his kit and set off walking. And, as I followed his trail, I felt he was not a total stranger to me.


*


“Walking” in the taiga is only a manner of speaking. In reality you have to pass through it with the suppleness of a swimmer. Anyone who tries to thrust, smash and force a path through it quickly exhausts himself, reveals his presence and ends up loathing all those waves of tree branches, heather and brushwood as they break over him.


The man with the hood knew this. He bent double to pass through the thickets of young spruces in places where another person might have set about pushing their entangled branches aside and taken three times as long . . . Elsewhere, I saw him stepping along with rolling strides (it reminded me of a land surveyor’s cross staff), the only way to navigate a stlanik, one of the stretches of “creeping woodland” which are, in fact, dwarf pine trees, an inextricable tangle, a snare at every step. A dangerous spot – bears relish the pine kernels from these midget trees.


Faced with a small river, he judged the water level at a glance, avoided the milky part of the stream (a clay bottom, therefore slippery) and made a detour towards a ford, where there were pebbles . . .


I was delighted to notice these details – my own experience, far inland, was still valid in these forests of eastern Siberia. Some unaccustomed plants, some unfamiliar profiles of hills and valleys, but the same traces of animals, the same signs indicating varying types of soil. The vocabulary of this forest was familiar, although there were some minor differences, thanks to the proximity of the coast. One such difference gave me a fright: a giant spider, with legs as long as my arm, protruding from the moss! Going up to it, I unearthed the remains of a huge crab from the Sea of Okhotsk that had been a meal for some kind of fish hawk.


Weariness was gradually brought on by the alternation of the lines of sky and greenery unfolding before me – before us, for he and I kept pace with one another – and I could sense the choices the wanderer was making in places where the way led uphill, as well as his pleasure at shedding his load, wading into a stream and splashing his face and neck, now covered with pollen from the pine trees.


I became aware of this link between our two solitudes, his and mine, at the moment when he made a halt. He did not light a fire, but ate some dried fish, like me, and drank water from the stream.


I felt bad about spying on him like this, violating a private moment in his life. Should I go up to him? Ask his forgiveness for stalking him? My youthful spirit of adventure bridled at this: no, I was going to track him down, discover his stash, get my hands on his gold! And treat myself to . . . To what, exactly? I thought about our training instructors, the Big Guy and the Little Guy: they epitomised the idea of certain measures of success. A cheap Toyota that you could pick up in a dockside town for the price of several years’ hard work, a bottle of port wine from Azerbaijan to share with a blonde in a velvet skirt . . .


The stranger concluded his meal. Motionless, he gazed at the stream rippling with long cascades of sunlight . . . In truth, this was all I wanted: to be just where he was, dwelling in this silence, wordlessly understanding what it meant for me to be lingering here at this time.


The man rose to his feet, picked up his pack and paused, as if seeking to emphasise what I had just grasped: the utter joy of living in this moment.


*


Halfway through the afternoon a fine drizzle brought darkness to the underwood. As I skirted a marshy dell I admitted to myself that, without my “guide”, I should have had difficulty in finding a way through.


After emerging from the peat bog, I lost sight of him. No crackle of a twig, no swaying branch to signal his passing. I had to go back the way I had come in order to pick up his trail, very deep footprints, on account of his load.


Losing my way like this made me nervous. Especially since we were crossing a stlanik of dwarf pine trees. A childhood memory: a quiet foraging trip in woodland like this and all of a sudden the sight of a brown hillock rearing up . . . A female bear! The lashing of branches, our vision fragmented by fear, the great leaps we performed as we fled – by instinct we were imitating roe deer, who know how to extricate themselves from the snare of the stlanik. Our dog comes running up (where was your sense of smell, idiot?), his barking stops the bear in her tracks, she is keener on protecting her cubs than devouring us fugitives.


The man’s hood came into view again, too close now, and looked as if it was no longer moving forwards. I stopped, to keep my distance. After all, he might be relieving himself.


Suddenly the air seemed to grow dense with menace. Some creature was eyeing me! From behind these larches? Or over there in those thickets? I already had my back against the trunk of a tree, ready to strike with my hatchet. A bear would have growled, made a noise . . . Wolves? They generally attack in open terrain. And besides, in July they are too well fed. These rapid calculations did not stop me peering hard at every possible hiding place, pricking up my ears for the faintest rustling sounds. No, nothing suspicious. And yet I knew I was being observed.


The air cleared, my feeling of being in danger faded. In the distance the hooded man was moving up a slope. In an admission of weakness, the thought occurred to me that, had I been attacked, he would surely have come to my rescue.


*


As the evening approached, the sky lit up, spilling a golden translucence over the taiga that had previously been darkened by drizzle. I reflected that the stranger must soon reach his shelter or would be setting up a camp . . .


He climbed up onto a little hill surmounted by a mass of rock, stopped there and gazed into the distance at what was invisible to me from down below. On his face I believed I could discern a smile. The low sun gave his silhouette an unreal intensity. He was alone in the universe . . .


I was preparing to follow him down the slope on the far side of the hill, but he retraced his footsteps back into the forest, passing close by, but without noticing me. He must still have been dazzled by the radiance that held sway on the hilltop.


Going down to the stream we had been following for hours, he decided to set up camp. To make sure of this, I waited for him to light a fire. The flames leaped up and I became invisible – now all he would see would be their dancing glow in the darkness.


I moved away, following a loop in the stream, picked up driftwood dried by the sun, and lit two fires: one of them would burn throughout the night, the other would warm the ground. Its embers, well trodden down and covered in sand and branches, would retain their heat for a long time . . . I lay down upon this warm couch and quickly fell asleep.


Soon I had to add more wood to my fire. Then sleep overcame me again, for as long as the flames lasted.


Some time later I woke up and became aware that my fire was still burning brightly. Too brightly! Propping myself up on one elbow I consulted my watch: past midnight. So, since the last time I woke, I had slept for over an hour. And the flames had not died down. Impossible! I tried to think . . .


Suddenly, behind me, I caught sight of another source of light.


I spun round and what I saw froze me. A dozen yards away from my encampment a more discreet fire was glowing but not blazing. A man seated on a fallen tree trunk that was half buried in sand had his back to me. His head, covered by a hood, was bowed over the embers. He did not stir. Asleep?


A minute dragged by as I held my breath. I knew what would be my escape route – leap over to the bank of the stream, run the length of that copse of elders and then, in three final strides, dive deep into the darkness of the taiga.


Grasping my bag, I tensed my body like a bow, thrust against the ground and jumped up . . .


And four steps later I fell over, my right foot brought to a halt. The flames gave enough light for me to see a running noose around my ankle. The other end of the cord was attached to the trunk of the tree on which the stranger sat.


Slowly, with a sigh halfway between yawning and irritation, the man got up, came over to my fire and extracted a hefty brand from it.


He stood upright over me and at his belt I saw a long dagger in a leather sheath. Without a word, he brought the torch close to my face. Thinking he was about to thrust it into my eyes, I closed my eyelids tight shut. He gave a cough, as if saying to himself, “It’s just as I thought.”


Returning to his own fire, he threw the brand into it, sat down and turned his back on me. I did not dare get up, too anxious about what might happen next. Would he let me go and run the risk of being denounced? But what did he have to hide? His gold? An escape? A murder? The tales of our youth were peopled by such outlaws, who did not hesitate to rid themselves of inquisitive strangers, when caught unawares on their secret paths . . . I bent my leg and began wrestling with the noose.


The man gave a brief whistle, grasped the cord and tugged on it. His voice was calm.


“Take that off and come over here.”


I hastened to obey him, fiddled nervously with the hemp cord, freed myself and went over to him. With a nod of his head he indicated a bundle of wood on the other side of his fire.


“Sit down . . . So, what’s your story?”




 


BY THE END OF FIVE MINUTES, I RECKONED I HAD TOLD HIM everything: our exodus from the orphanage, the work experience programme, the dust-up between the land surveyors, Tugur . . . I even confessed my intention of stealing his gold.


He growled, “A fine plan indeed, young man. But fair’s fair. We don’t cut off a penitent’s head.”


He set down a tin teapot covered in soot into the glowing embers, and added: “Now this is real gold. Drink a cup of this and you’ll be good for thirty miles . . . And you ought to know that those crafty fellows who do their sifting on the quiet always protect their precious nuggets very well. They put a bear trap in front of their stash. You make a grab for the bag and quick as a flash, your leg’s shackled. Then all you have to do is wait for some animal to come and devour you.”


He broke off now, out of respect for the tea ceremony, even though what we were drinking was an infusion of wild rose and pine shoots. I was quietly studying him: plain, open features, a broad scar on his neck and several marks on one cheek, doubtless the traces of frostbite long ago. At my age I judged him to be “old”, that is to say in his forties. The fact that he was clearly at home in the taiga did not fully explain his odd manner. Other traits revealed it better: facial expressions too subtle for the range of emotions a man of his stamp needed to convey, a rough way of speaking muted by a dreamy, melancholic intonation . . .


I was thinking about this as I watched him going to fetch some water. His momentary absence left a disturbing vacuum. I could easily have run away, yes. But staying with him was changing the meaning of what I knew of life. He came back, placed his teapot among the hot embers. His gaze settled upon me as if he did not recognise me. It seemed as if my case was decided: the next day he would continue on his way, and I, like a child judged to be at fault but pardoned, would return to Tugur . . . Sensing my mood of vexation, he adopted tones of camaraderie.


“So how goes it with school? You told me you were at a ‘special establishment’. What does this speciality consist of? Stalking strangers in the middle of the taiga, is that it?”


Proud to resume our conversation, man to man, I clarified that phrase of mine: all the pupils in our orphanage had parents who had died in the camps. We had been hived off there so that we did not contaminate ordinary schools, where we would have divulged what happens to prisoners. Cooped up together, we did not have much of a tale to tell. Our life histories were similar and therefore banal. Parents who had died in inglorious circumstances, crushed beneath tree trunks, unloaded off tractors, beaten to death by fellow prisoners, killed by a guard or dead from exhaustion and disease . . .


“Would you like more tea?”


His voice was oddly insistent. Was he seeking to steer me away from a painful topic? Sensing that he was uneasy, I cut short my tale.
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