
		
			[image: 9781529413045.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			The Man Who Loved Siberia

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by Roy Jacobsen in English translation

			 

			The Burnt-out Town of Miracles

			Child Wonder

			Borders

			 

			ingrid barrøy series

			The Unseen

			White Shadow

			Eyes of the Rigel

			Just a Mother

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			 

			First published in the Norwegian language as Mannen som elsket sibir

			by Cappelen Damm AS, Oslo, in 2020

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2023 by

			 

			MacLehose Press

			an imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK Company

			 

			Copyright © Cappelen Damm AS 2020

			English translation copyright © 2023 by Seán Kinsella

			 

			This translation has been published with the financial support of NORLA

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			The moral right of Roy Jacobsen and Anneliese Pitz to be identified

			as the authors of this work has been asserted in accordance with

			the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			Seán Kinsella asserts his moral right to be identified as the translator of the work.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted

			in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy,

			recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without

			permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

			 

			ISBN (HB) 978 1 52941 305 2

			ISBN (Ebook) 978 1 52941 304 5

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.maclehosepress.com

		

	
		
			Contents

			[image: ]

			The Man Who Loved Siberia

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Foreword

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

			30

			31

			32

			33

			34

			35

			36

			37

			38

			39

			40

			41

			42

			43

			44

			45

			46

			47

			48

			49

			50

			51

			52

			53

			54

			55

			56

			57

			58

			59

			60

			61

			62

			63

			64

			65

			66

			67

			68

			69

			70

			71

			72

			73

			74

			75

			76

			77

			78

			79

			80

			Overview of the natural objects collected in eastern Siberia

			Afterword

			Acknowledgements

			Picture Section

			About the Authors and Translator

		

	
		
			Foreword

			[image: ]

			My parents gave me many names, but only ever called me Fritz, and I have never put down my signature as anything else, Fritz Dörries. Being born into a well-known family of entomologists, it was probably only to be expected that I too would develop an overwhelming love of nature. Already at the age of four, the wilds of eastern Siberia cast a spell on me, when my father showed me an illustration of a butterfly with the magical name Parnassius nomion. The drawing had been made by his great exemplar, the entomologist Gotthelf Fischer von Waldheim, a close friend of Humboldt. But the beautiful creature did not exist in any collection, only in that drawing, and in Siberia.

			In 1877, at the age of twenty-five, I crossed Japan on foot, after which I sailed to the island of Askold off the coast of eastern Siberia. Then, on the mainland, I mapped the River Suifun in the interior, the areas around the Ussuri and its many tributaries, as well as the even mightier Amur. I roamed the regions east and south of Lake Baikal, along the border with Mongolia, in the Khentii and Yablonovy mountains, and travelled across the Sidimi Peninsula towards Korea through Suchan and Sjantalase.

			The names alone make me dizzy.

			In my enthusiasm for the venture and the wonders of nature, I defied many dangers, and was privileged to compile large collections of hitherto unknown animals and plants, thousands of tools, weapons and utensils from the indigenous peoples of East Asia, as well as mammals, birds, snakes and lesser species. And, of course, butterflies. All of which museums and institutes bought and placed on display to bring to the attention of the inhabitants of Europe a world virtually unknown to them.

			Although still active in my field at the age of ninety, I now, of course, lack the vigour and mettle of the young man who undertook those expeditions. But my many travels have left such profound impressions that both great and small, perilous and innocuous experiences still gleam within my mind’s eye. For more than twenty years, the land of Siberia provided me with food, clothing and shelter. I have grown attached to that territory, so much so that to this day I love it more than my own home.

			There is nothing more fulfilling than wandering in virgin nature, in the taiga and over the tundra, where winter is harsher, spring more intoxicating, summer more brilliant, and autumn more colourful than any other place on earth. Siberia, to me, is a fairy-tale land.

			In many regards, it is also a mythical place, with both a dramatic history and untapped potential. So, despite all the conflicts and tragedies that have been visited upon the land throughout the centuries, I will never lose my faith in it. And I hope the vast riches lying dormant there – be they opportunities for settlement, the wholesome people, or the fertile soil – will render the name Siberia synonymous with the word “future”. These are my parting words to my dear daughters.
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			After obtaining the necessary instructions from various institutes in Europe, I was, within the space of eight hectic days, ready to set out on my travels. As mentioned earlier, I was twenty-five years old, with a background as a collector and horticulturist; I had also been a soldier, and the recipient of an extensive private education, particularly in biology, though that being said I am an autodidact, as was my father. And whoever labours under the belief that an insect collector in Siberia is chiefly equipped with a net, a killing jar and a lab coat is greatly mistaken. Shotguns, rifles and other weapons are crucial, and as for clothes, I dressed more or less as the natives did, everything else was useless.

			With an advance on my paternal inheritance of one thousand marks, in addition to what I had managed to save up of my horticulturist’s wage, it was with no small sense of excitement that I boarded the small steamship Alwine Said on February 3, 1877, intending to depart Hamburg the following morning, although the weather that evening was, to put it mildly, terrible.

			I settled into the cabin I had been allotted; in order to save money, I had signed up as a galley boy. And seeing no-one else on board, I made my way through the rest of the crew’s quarters, where much to my surprise I found only a stoker, so drunk he lay passed out, snoring in a dirty bunk.

			I returned to the cabin and went to bed, but had barely fallen asleep when I felt a powerful jolt, whereupon the bow of the ship lifted up and fell down again with a crashing sound. I ran up above and could not believe my eyes: the deck had been transformed into a veritable winter landscape. A howling wind swept the snow through the sea as I groped my way back along the gunwale and discovered that an outbound steamship had smashed into us and destroyed the entire aft deck. Both anchor chains had snapped like string.

			Then I finally heard voices. A boat with the first mate and the rest of the crew came through the driving snow, and they rowed alongside and climbed aboard. When they had moored the ship again, we could finally turn in. The following morning Captain Schulz appeared too and asked me to make a report about the incident. And a few days later I had to stand witness in Maritime Court. An English steamship was held responsible for the collision, and only after wasting another two weeks in dock could we depart Hamburg, by which stage it was February 19, so that was quite the start.

			On February 21, we found ourselves again having to deal with the weather gods, this time south in the English Channel. Even though we were going at full steam, storm-force winds and heavy seas ensured we made no headway. Captain Schulz, a large man in his prime, with the most impressive Captain Ahab beard, had to stand strapped in on the bridge for over two days. Waves broke constantly across the deck, and anything that was not secured was washed mercilessly into the sea. A skylight was torn off, and so much water cascaded into the saloon and cabins, one could have taken a bath down there. Fortunately, the pumps functioned properly, and by the time we reached Biscay the sea had finally calmed.
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			We passed the lighthouse at Cape St. Vincent in the far south of Portugal. After a smooth and comfortable voyage across the Mediterranean we reached Port Said, and twenty-fours after that, we had put the Suez Canal behind us.

			In the Red Sea we passed the Abdul Kheesan lighthouse opposite the Emerald Mountains and set a course for Aden, where some of the cargo was unloaded. I made small sketches of many of these places, especially the lighthouses, for which I have had a soft spot since boyhood, and because there was little else to do on board other than draw and read. I had brought along all six volumes of Brehm’s Animal Life, which I had read before but now really immersed myself in as we steamed over the Indian Ocean. An unbearably boring crossing for an impatient young man. The work of galley boy did not take up many hours, and though Captain Schulz was as hard as nails, and liked to subject his people to rough treatment, it was no skin off my nose, I had been a soldier in the German Army.

			 

			After passing Ceylon and Singapore we sailed north along the coast of Vietnam and China, eventually anchoring up in Shanghai, where we were met by a sad sight.

			These were troubled times in the Middle Kingdom; British, German and French merchants were busy establishing trading houses on the waterfront area, the so-called Bund. They held “concessions” as they were known, and were at odds with the local authorities, who were in turn entangled in civil strife. Currently, the harbour was occupied by hundreds of coolies, the miserable wretches were out of work and condemned to hunger and want. As we docked, the bodies of two children floated between the ship and quay. We learned that the poor creatures had simply passed out from starvation and fallen head first in the river and drowned. No-one had lifted a finger to save them. The authorities had made a small steamer available afterwards to fish them up, which it did before sailing further out and dumping the bodies at a greater depth.
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			In Shanghai I took leave of the Alwine Said, bringing all my belongings with me, and went aboard a Japanese steamship. This voyage also passed without problems. The only sighting of land was the island of Iwo Shima, before we anchored up a few days later in Nagasaki, on Kyushu, the southernmost of Japan’s large islands. Nagasaki is a beautiful city, built largely by the Dutch and Portuguese, and situated in an even more beautiful bay, surrounded by lush, green hills. It was now April and ahead of me lay spring.

			From Nagasaki I sent my trunk on by ship to Yokohama and took lodging at a German hostelry, where I remained for several days to contemplate matters and stock up on provisions. The plan was to go north on foot to Osaka, on assignment for the Botanic Museum in Hamburg, to survey plant life in the country, something no other European had previously done.

			However, a peasant uprising had broken out in the region, which the imperial military were doing their utmost to put down. The classical shogunate had come to an end, and the forces that wanted to open Japan up to the outside world were gaining the upper hand; the country had been virtually closed off since 1603.

			Fighting in the areas around Nagasaki was especially fierce, and as it was taking place mostly in the valleys, I had to make most of the journey over mountain and hill. There was a strong distrust and dislike of foreigners, and if I were discovered I would doubtless have been accused of spying and faced being shot. Only in the early hours of the morning and at dusk was it possible to sneak down to lower ground and gather the plants for the herbarium that were not to be found in the mountains.

			These descents also allowed me opportunity to observe the fighting at close range. But truth be told I could not move about anywhere safely, because the opposing parties climbed increasingly to higher ground in order to wage their battles, the peasants armed with bamboo poles and the soldiers with rifles, leaving no doubt as to who would emerge victorious. I only felt truly safe in the densest bamboo forests, where each evening I built a makeshift shelter of leaves and branches.
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			After roughly two weeks I arrived at the Bungo Strait, a narrow sea channel between Kyushu and the second largest island, Shikoku, which had not been botanised previously either. Over the previous few days, I had heard less of the commotion of war, so I descended from the mountains and began following the shore westwards. By a small village I came upon a fisherman busying himself with some fish traps beside a boat pulled up onto the sand.

			He gave a start and stared as though he had seen a ghost – a white European disturbing the tranquillity of the night. Naturally we could not speak to one another, but I showed him my herbaria, as well as a map I had marked in places, and tried with the aid of sign language to explain what I wanted. And I must have made a favourable impression, either that or he was enticed by the money I held out, a small amount I had exchanged into local currency in Nagasaki. In any case he agreed to bring me over the strait. The crossing lasted no more than an hour and took place in the most fantastic moonlight. Already at dawn the next day I could get to work on the task of gathering. Also here on Shikoku I kept to the mountains for safety’s sake.

			 

			With my background in botany and horticulture, I knew where and how to search the terrain, taking light and shade into account, the character of the forest and of other vegetation, soil type, and whether or not water was present. I carried a small manual press, paper, and provisions with me in a bag, working each evening with what I had gathered, sleeping out in the open for the most part and rarely encountering people. Summer temperatures in Japan are mild and pleasant, so I suffered no hardship, and all over I could look down at the famous paddy fields, land as well tended to as the most elaborate gardens in Europe.

			 

			After having roamed across the whole of Shikoku, which must have taken about four weeks, I reached the Linschoten Strait, where once again with the help of sign language and a small gratuity, I managed to get a fisherman to ferry me over in the darkness of night to the main island of Honshu.

			So, after having walked 580 kilometres, I arrived in the port city of Osaka, where the disturbances did not dominate and I could finally move around relatively freely and try to form an idea of the Japanese way of life, even though I was still unable to speak to anyone. And it was a strange feeling, to be surrounded by such a mass of humanity and not be able to understand a word that was being said. I attracted attention everywhere, gawping and laughter on the part of the men, giggling on the part of the women, and noisy bevies of children tagged along no matter where I went, but I sensed no hostility.

			Both women and men wore kimonos, the traditional garment of silk, with colourful and indescribably beautiful embroidery. They clacked around in high wooden clogs, resembling dolls, an unforgettable sight for a European who had only seen drawings of this life. The houses were small, low, made of bamboo, with walls that could be slid open and closed as doors. Several bright temples seemed aloft in the summer-green heights, which here too were planted with rice. I felt transported to an immense theatre, manifold, richly coloured and wondrously strange, not least because everything seemed so well organised.

			As a foreigner I was very fortunate to find lodging at an inn, a so-called ryokan. I rented a four-mat room, probably at far too high a price. But the innkeeper warmed up as we proceeded in our unsuccessful attempts to understand one another, and by the time I had learned to smile, how to greet somebody, and make sure to remove my shoes every time I crossed a threshold, he demonstrated to me, by use of his arms and legs, how the Japanese bathe, in water so hot one is almost boiled alive.

			First one washes oneself thoroughly while sitting naked on a small wooden stool, then one squeezes down into a much too cramped tub, before proceeding to ladle the scalding water over one’s head, continuing with this for much longer than is necessary. I realised that not only was the dirt to be removed but the soul also cleansed. The experience of such a bath remains within the body for the rest of the day, as a lingering and reassuring warmth. Subjecting oneself to this torture in wintertime must be even more pleasant.
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			Japan is not only a beautiful land, but particularly striking for a nature lover since it seems as though the towns are built into the terrain, which is then tended to and cultivated as private gardens. The people are small, industrious and appear to have modest needs – rice, millet, fish, herbs and tea providing the most important nourishment. I never saw a meal containing meat nor any sign of cheese or other dairy produce. As time went on, I encountered only friendliness, so it is with fondness I think back on the final stage of my journey in Japan.

			 

			It was now mid-June and time was of the essence, so I declared the botanising at an end and caught a train to Yokohama. Along both sides of the railway line lay large stretches of mulberry trees, on which silkworms (Bombyx mori) are bred, yielding up to four harvests annually; silk is the country’s most important commodity.

			The locomotive pulling the little train was like a tiny toy, the carriages were low, with just one step up to the compartment, and the doors and windows were open the entire time. Along the way I also got to see sacred, fire-breathing Fujiyama, which was not erupting at the time but resting beneath a mantle of twinkling white ice.

			 

			In Yokohama I lodged at the home of a German merchant, finally meeting someone I could converse with, and only at the sound of my own halting voice did the thought occur to me of how lonesome it had been along the way, and yet this was merely a foretaste of what awaited me.

			In Yokohama I once again took possession of the trunk I had sent from Nagasaki, intact and securely locked. It held, amongst other things, weapons, which on no account could go astray. And I could dispatch my first collection to Europe! It was a red-letter day, a collection of plants for the Botanic Museum in Hamburg, with 519 numbered species that I had gathered in the space of the last two months, mainly on Shikoku.

			It was made known to me that Yokohama was the largest seaport in the world. I had however seen both Hamburg and Bremen, as well as Antwerp, and took this as an exaggeration, until the following day when I went down to the waterfront and was faced with ships as far as the eye could see, a new world with sail and steam intermingled, along with the traditional Japanese naval, military and civilian vessels, and an enormous fishing fleet, an overwhelming and colourful spectacle.

			I had that morning obtained advice from the German Consul and now made my way out to one of the piers, where a Russian steamship was moored up, and a sailor in civilian attire, although armed, was standing guard by the gangway. I started talking to him, in his own tongue, and he was taken aback at first, as Russians usually are when confronted by foreigners with a command of their language. But after only a matter of minutes I was brought up on deck, where the captain stood speaking with a member of the crew. I introduced myself, again in Russian, and he must have detected my accent because he responded in broken German, which was not so odd, as he was Dutch. His name was Hoeck, and he would come to be one of my closest, most trustworthy friends throughout the twenty-two years which lay ahead of me in Siberia.

			Hoeck was involved in whaling up north in the Bering Strait, as well as trading in furs with the natives – the Chukchi, Koryak and Ainu peoples. Now, at the close of the winter season, he was on his way home to Russia, where he had his base on the Sidimi peninsula, south of Vladivostok, my intended destination. I would not even need to pay for passage, and already the following day I gathered my equipment, bid farewell to Yokohama and went aboard.

			This voyage also passed without any appreciable problems, albeit in constant, exceedingly heavy fog. We sailed between Honshu and Hokkaido without catching the faintest glimpse of those majestic islands. Nevertheless, I remained on the bridge for nearly the entire voyage, spending three strange days chatting with Hoeck, and sailing slowly along as though through a tunnel of grey cotton wool.
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			However, crystal clear sunshine greeted us on our arrival in Vladi­vostok, and I could finally rest my eyes on the land I had dreamed about since boyhood. It resembled an impenetrable greyish-green mass, not matching my expectations at all, not disappointing as such, just rather nondescript.

			I got my baggage ashore and with the help of a letter of recommendation from the consul in Yokohama was able to lodge at the house of a German businessman, Herr Körner, who lived there with a wife and three children. It was not the first time they had welcomed travellers from the homeland. As Germany was lacking in colonies, the state sought to rectify that deficiency by seizing upon every opportunity presented, not least those which arose here in the east with the founding of Vladivostok in 1860. There were a host of other European trading houses in place as well, wooden buildings for the most part, constructed in the Russian style, with the exception of the German chamber of commerce, transported by ship brick by brick halfway around the globe, its imposing structure like a castle in the city.

			A diverse number of nationalities were to be found in the winding streets, which were so busy that the many horses could hardly make their way through. A handful of apathetic Russian soldiers tried to maintain order of a kind in this rough society – everyone seemed either to be angry or in a hurry, a great contrast to well-organised Japan. Danish telegraphists, French bakers, Britons, Americans, a veritable Klondike flourishing on this distant shore of the Pacific Ocean; there were brothels, gambling halls and opium dens; on the Peschanyy peninsula a Rhaetian-speaking Swiss was raising deer.

			 

			Sixty versts (one verst = 1066.78m) south of the town lay the picturesque island of Askold, a place scientists or researchers had yet to visit; a horseshoe-shaped, extremely lush, volcanic little landmass in the ocean, almost tropical. It was here I hoped to commence my butterfly catch, and not with little expectation, as upon islands separate species and varieties can ofttimes develop; islands are a dream for all naturalists. It was Germany’s foremost entomologist, Otto Staudinger – a friend of my father’s – who had asked me to visit this very one.

			I learned of the existence of a gold wash works on the south of the island and came into contact with the skipper of a schooner acting as a supply boat for the plant. His name was Captain Indwind and he turned out to be a pleasant, affable chap, who without further ado promised me passage on his next trip.

			I secured tools, equipment, and food for a month and hired a Manchu named Wanka, whom Herr Körner had put me in touch with. Wanka was about my own age, spoke Russian just as well as Chinese and Manchu, and came from a proud family of hunters that had lived in the region long before the Russians arrived.

			We weighed anchor and after a nine-hour crossing made landfall on Askold on July 15, 1877. The island certainly did not disappoint. The vegetation was more beautiful, richer and more overwhelming than any I had hitherto laid eyes upon, and there was truly something tropical about the island, with a summer temperature like one would experience in Italy.

			But there was no civilisation other than the aforesaid gold wash works, so our first order of business was to build a cabin. I located a perfect little shelf of rock on the north of the island, right by a small mountain stream. And Wanka soon proved himself to be both a quick learner and steadfast in purpose. In no more than a week we had a small liveable shelter. This would grow more elegant over time. We even used moments of leisure to fashion broad stone steps at the front, although I do not quite know why. Eventually, from the beach, the building would look almost grand.
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			When a collector arrives in a new area, he turns his attention first and foremost to the vegetation, as most caterpillars live on, and have adapted to, particular trees, bushes and herbaceous plants. Here they feed on the leaves until they pupate and become fully developed butterflies and can endue the landscape with their unique charm. Butterflies are the diamonds of the air, and as they are so closely linked to the vegetation, I will present some of the species on Askold and the mainland below:

			Of particular prevalence is the Siberian oak (Quercus mongolica), with its broad, bumpy leaves. Then the linden tree (Tilia mandshurica) and the elm (Ulmus campestris). There is maple (Acer ukurunduense), ash (Fraxinus mandshurica) and black birch (Betula dahurica), whilst white birch only appears sporadically.

			In terms of more medium-sized vegetation, there is the Amur cork tree (Phellodendron amurense), buckthorn (Rhamnus frangula), bird cherry (Prunus padus), Siberian Poplar (Populus suaveolens) and hawthorn (Crataegus mandshurica). I recorded lilac (Syringa amurensis) and elder (Sambucus nigra), as well as the hazel species Corylus heterophylla, which can form entire bushes.

			I observed both Japanese Yew (Taxus cuspidata) and the Amur grape (Vitis amurensis). Along the streams were alder (Alnus hirsuta) and willow (Salix viminalis). In clearings in the forest grew nettles (Urtica dioica), plantains (Plantago), violets (Viola canina), knotgrass (Polygonum aviculare), dock (Rumex), three different species of clover (Trifolium), Geraniums (Geranium vesuvianum), Speedwell (Veronica grandis), dandelions (Leontodon hostis), mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris) and a locoweed (Astragalus) – nature here is, in short, boundlessly luxuriant.

			In addition to a large yield of butterflies (Lepidoptera) and beetles (Coleoptera), I discovered an Asarum sibiricum as well as the larvae of the main character himself, Parnassius nomion, the distinctive butterfly in the illustration by von Waldheim that I had seen in childhood and that had enticed me to Siberia, but it was only the larvae, and I was unable to educe mature specimens for want of equipment, something which would not repeat itself.

			In low-lying areas of forest, and especially in sunlit clearings with abundant flower growth, I captured a myriad of day-flying butterflies, particularly varieties of the Argynnis, Melitaea, and Lycaenidae species. With heads turned to the sun, the wondrous, shimmering Thecla species – smaragdina, brillantina and diamantina – would sit carefully on oak leaves carefully flapping their delicate wings, before suddenly taking off and circling playfully in the air for a few short moments, only to return to the same leaves, always the same leaves, because under them the remains of the pupae they had emerged from still hung. This aerial circle dance fills the entirety of their short lives, finding a mate, pairing and dying.

			In my youth, a friend once asked me what it was I found so fascinating about butterflies, were they not merely fluttering scraps of paper, little more than slightly lifeless confetti? And it occurred to me that I did not have a reasonable answer to give him. I could, of course, have said something about their striking beauty, but that would have been too saccharine. I had the realisation that in addition to the intricate anatomy of the butterfly and the three stages of its development, the metamorphoses, my choice of favourite object had to have something to do with death: a butterfly is quite simply too delicate to be alive. A butterfly is more fragile than any petal, it is a living snowflake. Yet it can still travel thousands of kilometres and withstand the most violent of storms. Butterflies are mysteries, animals which should not exist and yet do, and when one first discovers them, one will never doubt that they are the true soul of the landscape.

			One afternoon I showed Wanka a so-called gynandromorph, which forms when an egg does not divide as it should and the specimen develops as half female, half male. The two wings on the right side of the body, for example, are created in the male form, both with regard to range of colour and size, whereas those on the left clearly bear the hallmarks of the female. A gynandromorph is therefore asymmetrical, slightly lopsided and odd, but flies like all other variants and does not appear to have any trouble with the further challenges of existence.

			At first, Wanka believed I was pulling his leg, but upon realising that I was serious, he stopped to think for a few moments before breaking into fits of giggles. I enquired as to what was so funny, and he continued to giggle like a juvenile faced with something indecent and asked why on earth our Lord had contrived to create such an abomination. Natur­ally, I was unable to answer that. He asked if gynandromorphs could produce offspring, and I was unable to give him a clear answer to that either, but I said I would assume not. That settled the issue – Wanka thought me quite mad.

			But over the following days he kept returning to the matter, talked more about the gynandromorphs than about all the other specimens we caught, which were for me just as interesting. Could this hermaphroditism befall other animals, he wondered? I told him it could, certain birds, among others, the zebra finch, for example.

			“And people?” he asked.

			“I don’t know.” I said.

			The entire affair developed into something of a joke between us – gynandromorph, always accompanied by Wanka’s embarrassed grin and intricate questions. I derived much pleasure from it, it forced me to think along fresh lines.
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			About once a month we had to travel to Vladivostok to stock up on supplies. While there I also wrote reports and sent some of the material I had collected to Europe, the first sample since the herbarium of Japanese flora. And Herr Körner referred me to a small inn, run by a well-built bear of a man, a bald German with Swiss ancestry. His name was Hans Gammenthaler, and he was loquacious, energetic, had only about half a set of teeth remaining and seemed to think he ran the entire German colony singlehandedly. He was unmarried and childless, drank his own home-brewed beer and schnapps daily, and we became very good friends.

			To my astonishment, on one of these trips into Vladivostok, I ran into my younger brother Henry, who was not more than sixteen at the time. But there he was, strolling down the dusty street like it was the most natural thing in the world, dressed as a Russian settler in ­greyish-brown hessian, worn-out black Cossack boots and a theatrical hat atop his head, which he no doubt hoped would serve to make him look older.

			I could not believe my eyes. But Henry was made no different from me, reared in the same spirit, that of our father, and it turned out he had managed to convince the old man to let him follow in my footsteps, without even informing me.

			I have no idea how our mother could have gone along with it, but father had secured him a position as an apprentice merchant at the firm of Kunst & Albers, which from a large wooden house in the centre of town sold tools, tea, sugar, American matches, canvas, linen, everything under the sun really, including weapons, ammunition and vodka. Our reunion was both warm and cheerful, and we spent much time together.

			Amongst other things, he helped me organise the collections from Askold. He also learned to prepare and write reports after some minor expeditions we made in the regions surrounding the town (although we were warned against venturing into the wilderness; it was full of bandits, so they said, the territory here was as lawless as the one Europeans were at the same time struggling to subjugate in America).

			Henry also proved himself a great talent when it came to hunting and collecting, to the extent that he managed to capture no fewer than three specimens of Parnassius, the species I myself had been unable to raise on Askold. I was extremely impressed and incorporated them right away into the collection, which was consequently sent to Europe in his name, to be registered and described by Otto Staudinger.

			I spent the winter months largely in the area around Vladivostok, recording, mapping, and hunting, but also getting more acquainted with the people and the language. But in May 1878 I again had to make for Askold, which I was by no means finished exploring. Naturally, Henry wished to accompany me, but he was in my eyes still too young, despite his triumph with the Parnassius, so once again I took Wanka, who was really taking to this life. This time we equipped ourselves for about six months.

			It was an abundant spring and even more abundant summer. We carried out a lot of work at night this time. Amongst the many butterflies on the island, I was especially interested in the large green Saturniidae artemis, with its long, elegant tail. It will circle around the collector’s head trying in all seriousness to hunt him. Its attacks are fearless and persistent, though never unpleasant, resembling light caresses, to the great misfortune of the butterfly, which thereby makes itself easy prey for the net.

			On a honeysuckle (Lonicera caprifolium) I came upon the interesting larva of a Melitaea, but as I drew close it suddenly froze, as though in shock, before falling to the ground and lying stiff as a tiny twig. I picked up the larva to study it, and it turned out to be alive and well, which raised the question: had it been playing dead, as a survival strategy, to avoid danger?

			And stranger still: I later observed a deer passing the same honeysuckle, and this time the larvae did not react at all. This repeated itself, several times. And neither did they react to birds. So I asked Wanka to approach, and again the larvae stiffened and fell to the ground like twigs. Who would believe it!

			 

			Anyone looking at a butterfly wing under a microscope will discover landscapes not found anywhere else, the scales lying in layers upon one another, dusted with glowing specks of colour, like minute, transparent slates on a roof. Then it changes with the light, in small, spectacular flickers, a change in brightness that the human eye can scarcely perceive. It takes a butterfly wing to do this, to teach us quite simply to see, before it is too late. I do not know of a single work of art, be it by Rembrandt or Caravaggio, with that same quality. A butterfly wing is a moment’s marvel. There are so many varieties of Luehdorfia alone that one would not think they belonged to the same species, collecting it alone could take one lifetime.

			There are people who do not believe in God. There are people who have never had a butterfly wing under a microscope, there are people who have never seen a larva play dead, or a swarm of swallowtails fill the shimmering heat of summer with their soundless iridescence. And I do not understand how they can find meaning in life.
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			In eastern Siberia, winter is not a drawn-out death, as it is in Europe. In the space of just a few weeks the leaves change colour completely, before fierce winds suddenly sweep them all to sea, leaving a bleak, pockmarked land behind. Migratory birds now flew above us in great flocks. I had also been commissioned to survey, catch and prepare them by ornithologists Bolau and Novak, whom I had made an arrangement with beforehand; they were at the time amongst Europe’s foremost experts. We experienced a few short, intense weeks, until the first snowfall blanketed the island in white.

			The presence of deer and pheasant (Phasianus torquatus) on the slopes around the dwelling ensured we had no shortage of food. Early winter was spent not only on preparing autumn’s yield of specimens but also on catching the winter birds we were still able to get hold of. Wanka increasingly began to resemble a judicious explorer and collector, and was, in fact, fast becoming a great admirer of everything that moved in nature, the many mysteries, he claimed, had previously passed him by.

			As mentioned, there was a gold wash works on the south of the island, and we were well acquainted with the custodian there, Herr Yankovsky, a bird lover himself, who frequently contributed useful observations, including a sighting of a rare species of waxwing (Ampelis phoenicoptera), which I caught several examples of. It was Yankovsky who – in 1874 – had introduced the pheasants who thrived so well here.

			The gold wash works was rather profitable, and apparently a group of bandits on the mainland had got wind of that. They were called the Honghuzi, brutish Chinese thugs who roamed the Russian side of the border, plundering and killing, and then taking refuge on the Chinese side.

			One afternoon, Yankovsky came and told me that some fishermen had reported the danger of an impending attack on the island, they had observed the band and heard what they were talking about at first hand. And since our cabin was situated by the only landing site and Yankovsky knew that I had been a soldier, he reasoned it fell to us to defend the island.

			We had no dog and would have been in a spot if this band of outlaws turned up while we slept, so even though we were tired after the day’s labours – we worked for as long as the light held – we sat night after night with loaded weapons in makeshift hiding places about fifteen paces from one another in anticipation of an attack. For close to three weeks.

			On the nineteenth night, we were about to bring the watch to an end, when Wanka whispered over to me that he thought he heard coughing out in the darkness. Shortly after, we heard the sound of oars. As I was reluctant to fire on people, I asked him to yell in Chinese that whoever was out there, ought to turn away immediately, and that we were armed. He shouted at the top of his voice, several times, and by this stage we could discern a grey shape in the darkness. But it continued gliding closer, and when it was some hundred metres away, I fired two shots over their heads.

			This too was ignored. Suddenly I saw muzzle flashes and heard bullets ricocheting between the stones around us. There was only one thing to do: I fired what I had towards the boats, reloaded and fired again, while Wanka let loose with buckshot. We heard repeated cries and wails, probably from men wounded, perhaps dying. But then an abrupt silence descended once more, and the black shadow moved slowly but surely out to sea again and disappeared.

			We remained at our posts until dawn broke, but even in that light there was nothing to be seen. Had the attack been repelled? We later learned the gang had comprised about thirty men. They made no further advances on the island and were reportedly arrested on the mainland and handed over to the Chinese authorities.

			As a reward, Yankovsky presented us ceremoniously with a box of five hundred so-called hunting cigars, of which Wanka was particularly appreciative. He puffed on cigars from morning until night, becoming, I assumed, quite addicted, so when I came home one day and was unable to find my tobacco pouch, I asked if he had seen it.

			He looked at me with those shiny onyx eyes of his and, taking it as an accusation of theft, an expression of gross mistrust, was so insulted that he ran out and banged his head until it was bloody against the stone stairway we were building. I had to beg for forgiveness, because of course I found the pouch, where I myself had left it, and several weeks passed before I was back in his good graces, and this was due in no small part to his burgeoning preoccupation with a particular field.
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			My friend had developed an interest in birds, learning astonishingly quickly how to tell the complicated sparrow species apart: the yellow-throated bunting (Emberiza elegans), black-faced bunting (Emberiza spodocephala), rustic bunting (Emberiza rustica), the first migratory birds. The rare chestnut bunting (Emberiza rutila), the even rarer Tristram’s bunting (Emberiza tristrami) as well as the little bunting (Emberiza pusilla), of which we secured no fewer than five specimens.

			For a time, we had four redpolls (Carduelis flammea) living with us in the house, they were on the go from morning until night, chirping and flapping, we gave them oats and water, they flew in and out as they pleased and were a source of great pleasure to us. But one morning we found all four mauled to death by a rat that had found its way in. It was to be the rodent’s last misdeed, the following evening Wanka killed it with a well-aimed shotgun round.

			He was especially fascinated by eagles, in particular the majestic Steller’s sea eagle (Haliaeetus pelagicus), which on rare occasions hovered over Askold, and which I would gladly have become more closely acquainted with. But it was the far less shy and more common white-tailed eagle (Haliaeetus albicilla) which had grown so accustomed to us that it would swoop down and take the ducks we had shot right from in front of our boots.
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