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  INTRODUCTION




  The man in the city-slicker shirt carried his bottle over to my table as I was finishing my dinner and asked if he could join me. He sat down and introduced himself as Charles.

  Charles was interested to know about England, he said, starting with where it was. He furrowed his brow as if he were trying to remember, ‘It’s near the USA, isn’t it?’




  ‘Not really,’ I said, ‘closer to France and Portugal.’




  ‘Ah, yes,’ he nodded knowingly, and took a swig from his beer bottle. ‘Is it cold there?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes,’ I told him, ‘especially in these months.’




  ‘Is there hail and snow?’




  I nodded.




  ‘Gosh!’ he exclaimed, ‘there’s no hail, snow or even ice here – it’s a normal climate. In England I would die in one day.’




  Ideas are curious things, and you don’t always recognize them when they creep up on you. I didn’t realize it at the time, but that brief exchange in a restaurant in central

  Mozambique had sown the seed for a book that wasn’t to germinate for almost ten years.




  I was sitting at my desk at home, gazing out into my back garden as the sun beat down, when that snippet of conversation with Charles came back to me. After writing

  travelogues on Outer Mongolia and Mozambique, my last two volumes had taken me to places closer to home. Europe and the US southern states had been interesting but to my mind they hardly counted as

  real adventures. And a real adventure was what I was searching for as I sat comfortably in middle England, at the heart of the mid-latitudes, reaching middle age.




  The memory of that exchange with Charles all those years before had been prompted by a report on the television news of another drought in Britain. British people are obsessed with the weather.

  It’s a constant topic of conversation, and TV weather presenters can become national heroes. The Scandinavians have a similar interest, but their passion doesn’t quite match up to that

  of the Brits. Whether it’s too hot or too cold, we moan about it. A flood usually causes a national outcry, but only until the next drought comes along, and then we wonder what happened to

  all the floodwaters.




  But, if the truth be told, the weather we get in Britain is never really extreme. It’s actually very moderate and middle-of-the-road. Like the British themselves, their weather is all very

  temperate and restrained. What then, I thought to myself, was it like in places where they really have something to complain about? After several days of wading through reference books, I

  had an idea of where I could go to find out. The world’s hottest, coldest, wettest and driest inhabited towns were spread across three continents and their climatic records left me

  speechless. The annual temperature in Dallol, Ethiopia averaged a searing 34.5ºC (94ºF), whereas Oymyakon in Siberia had recorded a staggering low of -71.2ºC (-96ºF). Every

  year, Mawsynram in India received an extraordinary 11,872 mm (nearly 39 feet) of rainfall, while Arica in Chile got virtually none at all.




  I wanted to investigate the day-to-day challenges of life at the planet’s maxima and minima, to compare and contrast the climatically excessive and the meteorologically destitute. Thirty

  years after putting the first man on the moon, how good was human society at coping with our own planet’s extremes? And why did people live in such places? Were they

  pioneers battling against the elements in search of untold riches? Were they society’s outcasts, relegated to inhospitable climes? Or were they so assimilated to their local climatic

  peculiarities that they hardly noticed?




  I felt I needed a dose of something extreme to get the juices flowing, so I set out to see some properly severe and excessive weather.
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  O N E




  A week before leaving I checked the daily weather report for Siberia and saw a deep purple patch on the temperature map of Russia depicting less than -40°C (-40°F) for

  virtually the whole of the area I would be travelling through. Oymyakon, the coldest town on Earth, was enjoying a balmy -53°C (-63°F). I was rather pleased with myself. I couldn’t

  have timed it better.




  I became rather less content when the British media started running stories about Siberia’s cruellest winter in living memory. I watched sorry pictures of a hospital in Irkutsk as the

  voice-over said that its staff had been overwhelmed by 200 frostbite victims in a fortnight. The BBC’s woman on the spot matter-of-factly stated that the surgeons had run out of anaesthetic

  after performing 60 amputations that week. Faint screaming could be heard coming from the operating theatre behind the reporter. This was followed by pictures of Nikolai Dobtsov, a driver whose

  truck had broken down a long way from anywhere. After six hours in the biting cold, he had managed to fix his vehicle and drive to hospital. When he got there, they had to cut off his hands and

  feet. I was beginning to think that perhaps this wasn’t such a great idea after all.




  Sitting in my nice warm home in Oxford planning the trip, I’d read numerous articles about survival in extreme cold. I had learned how to prevent, recognize and

  treat frostbite, hypothermia and a range of other cold-weather injuries. I knew about the dangers of snow blindness, and the importance of maintaining my body’s core temperature. But reading

  all this advice was one thing, seeing Nikolai Dobtsov with all four limbs reduced to bandaged stumps was quite another. And this guy lived in Siberia. He must have been well aware of the

  dangers, even adapted to them up to a point. What chance would I have, a mid-latitude man who had read a few books about winter-related illnesses? To say that my blood ran cold would be

  understating the matter.




  But it was too late. I’d paid for my flight and worked out my itinerary. Vehicles had been booked and people were expecting me. There was nothing for it but to buy yet another pair of

  thermals and make a start. I’d wanted an adventure, now I was going to get one.




  It hit me as soon as I stepped out of the railway station at Irkutsk. I felt a tingly feeling in my nostrils that was caused by the hairs in my nose instantaneously freezing. I

  took a deep breath and immediately regretted it because the shock of the cold air in my lungs set me off on an extended bout of coughing that felt like I’d been smoking forty a day since

  before puberty. Half a minute later, as the coughing subsided, the skin all over my face began to feel as if it were burning. I had already lost contact with my toes and my fingers were heading the

  same way. It was -41°C (-42°F) and I’d arrived in Siberia. During the five minutes I waited for the arrival of my driver, I was seriously concerned that my nose might fall off.




  My face, fingers and toes became more painful as they warmed up on the short journey to the Hotel Angara. As you would expect in January, the streets of Irkutsk were lined with chest-high piles

  of shovelled snow beside the pavements, but the roads were well gritted and clear except for a light sprinkling of fresh snow on the compacted ice. At home, anyone fool

  enough to be out for a drive in such conditions would be doing so with extreme caution, but here the familiarity of a seven-month winter had bred total contempt. Everyone was driving like

  maniacs.




  We swept past old wooden houses and lines of Soviet-style tenement blocks, on one occasion getting stuck behind a lumbering bus as it accelerated away from its stop. It billowed white exhaust

  fumes like an ancient steam engine, temporarily reducing our visibility to near zero.




  I had found my driver through a local non-governmental organization called Baikal Environmental Wave, dedicated to conserving the world’s deepest freshwater lake, which is situated a few

  kilometres down the road from Irkutsk. Dima was an environmental inspector with the organization, but like so many Russians today he was not averse to doing a bit of freelance work on the side.




  Founded about 350 years ago, Irkutsk started out like many Siberian settlements, as a wooden fort surrounded by a stockade built by Cossacks who came to the great Siberian wilderness in search

  of furs. The fur trade still plays a significant part in the city’s commerce, and Dima drove me past its fur market, ‘the largest one in Siberia’ he said. It only works three days

  a week and today was not one of those days, so all I saw was lines of deserted wooden stalls in the open air. I did a double take. ‘The market is outside?’ I asked incredulously.

  ‘Of course,’ replied Dima. ‘Isn’t it rather cold?’ I enquired. ‘We don’t think so,’ he said breezily.




  I was still reeling from this revelation when we pulled up outside the hotel, which dominated one side of a vast park full of ice sculptures shimmering in the midday sun. Irkutsk has attracted

  numerous admiring sobriquets during its history. In many ways the city lies at the heart of Siberia, with its proximity to Lake Baikal, its status as a major hub on the trans-Siberian railway and a

  fine legacy of classical wooden mansions and grandiose public buildings dating from a gold-rush period in the late nineteenth century. I had passed through it once on the

  trans-Siberian and had always yearned for a closer look at the ‘Paris of Siberia’. My first glimpse of the Hotel Angara gave me the distinct impression that the former Soviet

  authorities had baulked at the comparison with such a potent symbol of western decadence. So they put up a horrible pile of 1960s’ plate glass and characterless concrete instead.




  Its appearance wasn’t the only vestige of the old USSR that was alive and well in the Hotel Angara. I spent an extended period in nearby Mongolia in the late 1980s, where I had my first

  taste of a Westerner’s life under the old Soviet regime, and the Hotel Angara provided more than a few doses of déjà vu. The first came in the form of the carpet that led me to

  my room down a corridor of interminable proportions. It was mostly red, with a green and yellow border. It was exactly the same design that had adorned the floors of the Hotel Ulan Bator in

  Mongolia nearly 15 years previously. I had seen it elsewhere too, in Mongolian government buildings and in hotels in Moscow. Goodness only knows how many thousands of miles of this carpet had been

  produced, probably in a single carpet factory somewhere in the old Soviet Union.




  Inside my room, attached to one wall, was another throwback to those heady days. It was an oblong, blue and white plastic radio with just one knob, the volume control. In the Hotel Ulan Bator in

  1987 this infernal machine had very nearly driven me insane. It was permanently tuned to the state radio station that broadcast a staple diet of military marching music and stirring pronouncements

  on the latest production targets achieved by the country’s heroic herdsmen. The worst thing about the radio was that it was impossible to turn off. You could turn down the volume, but never

  to an inaudible level. As a result I had spent many an unpleasant night in the Hotel Ulan Bator with my pillow over my head trying in vain to block out the triumphalist Soviet tunes.




  On entering my room in the Hotel Angara I immediately confronted the plastic radio, which, as expected, was playing a little light marching music. The memories of

  sleepless nights were so immediately vivid for me that I was fully prepared to commit an instant act of wanton destruction. I reached for the volume control and turned it. To my surprise, the music

  faded to absolute silence. At least some progress had been made in post-Soviet Russia.




  Down in the restaurant that first night, the trip down Soviet memory lane continued with a fat and surly waitress who stood glaring over me as I went through the menu. She could have saved us

  both a lot of time if she’d come straight out and told me that all the items on the extensive menu were off except what they had. This was pilmeni (mutton parcels in a light broth)

  and chicken Kiev, the latter straight out of a packet. As it was, it took almost 15 minutes of enquiries after the availability of various unobtainable delicacies before she told me what I was

  going to eat for dinner.




  Loud, tinny, melancholic Russian rock music, played on an electric organ, seeped out of a large loudspeaker mounted somewhere out of sight as I surveyed the scene. The only other occupied table

  in the substantial eatery was populated by a group of drunken Russian men who were nearing old age but well past the inebriation stage. It was Saturday night and their intentions were clear.




  The surly waitress banged a bottle of Baltika beer down on the table in front of me. The beer was warm, as it turned out to be everywhere else in Siberia when it was available. Unsurprising, I

  suppose, given the sub-zero temperatures outside. But the heating was off, so it cooled down pretty fast.




  The restaurant walls were all in shiny polished wood panelling, adorned with cock-eyed paintings of terrible landscapes, leavened here and there with reproductions of old prints of Irkutsk.

  Plastic ivy dangled from a central column. The floor was pink and white mock crazy paving. Six of the eleven ceiling lights were working. As I ploughed my way through the cardboard chicken Kiev, I

  noticed a small token of twenty-first century Russia in the retro restaurant scene. The paper serviettes, softer than the toilet paper, but only just, were decorated with

  Christmas holly motifs. All religious festivals had been frowned upon by the former communist regime.




  But some things are timeless. As I finished my beer, the old guys were just getting into their stride. I knew it was going to turn into a serious session when one of them turned up the music and

  grabbed the crabby waitress by her substantial midriff, whirling her into a lurching waltz. To my surprise she offered little resistance. In fact, she almost smiled. I left as two of the other old

  guys started fighting.




  For my baptism in Siberia I had made contact with a group of people in the city of Angarsk, a short drive from Irkutsk up the Angara River, the only river flowing out of Lake

  Baikal. Baptism it was literally going to be, because these hardy Angarsk residents were members of what is known as a walrus club. Russians have long been partial to winter bathing and those brave

  enough to swim in ice holes are known as walruses.




  I’d read a bit about the Russians’ soft spot for this type of behaviour and learned that in pre-revolutionary times it was traditional to take a dip through an ice hole during

  Epiphany, usually dressed in a long shirt. Decades of communist-inspired atheism had discouraged this tradition, but in recent years the walrus clubs have been making a comeback. I’d just

  missed Epiphany, but it didn’t matter. Every Sunday during winter, the Angarsk walrus club drove in convoy to a spot on the frozen Kitoy River, a tributary of the Angara, and took the plunge

  through a hole in the ice.




  I had to admit to having mixed feelings about the whole concept. I had contacted the Angarsk walrus club in a fit of child-like enthusiasm about things Siberian while the idea was still a

  romantic dream. But as we drove north-west out of Irkutsk through the snowscape I was beginning to have my doubts. The temperature that morning was -38°C (-36°F). Despite the fact that

  stripping off and going for a swim in seriously sub-zero temperatures was supposed to be good for your health, I was not convinced. Lots of unpleasant things are promoted

  as ‘good for you’ and one of the advantages of being an adult is supposed to be that you can decide for yourself on such issues. On further consideration, having now arrived in the

  midst of Siberia’s cruellest winter in living memory, I decided that joining a walrus club for the afternoon would not be good for me. On the contrary, I had an inkling that it might be

  positively dangerous to my health. Indeed, the possibility of having a heart attack came to mind.




  As we drove up the main street of Angarsk, the lamp-posts adorned alternately with metal silhouettes of a red star and a hammer and sickle, my mind started racing. I thought perhaps I could

  feign heart palpitations. Or maybe I could contrive some other excuse, like it was too soon after lunch, or too long after Epiphany. Perhaps I could just say I’d forgotten my swimming trunks.

  It was -38°C, for God’s sake! Perhaps that would be enough.




  Dima parked our vehicle outside a large public building opposite a standard tenement block, one entire wall of which featured a giant coloured mural of Lenin with his fist raised, possibly in

  protest against the existence of religiously motivated walrus clubs. It was odd to think he might actually have been on my side.




  Almost immediately a small group of people dressed in colossal topcoats and huge fur hats appeared through a heavily padded door in a building on my side of the road and walked towards us.

  Greetings were exchanged and a young woman whose name was Natasha looked at me sorrowfully. ‘We regret to say that today it is too cold for us to go swimming,’ she said in heavily

  accented English. I could have hugged her. Instead I opened my mouth to voice my disappointment, but before I could utter a word she continued. ‘However, my father has found some volunteers

  who are prepared to swim.’ My heart did a pretty good impression of a palpitation. Natasha was still talking. ‘Some members of our club have dug the hole in the river yesterday, the ice

  is 1 metre thick.’




  Groaning inwardly, I said ‘Oh good,’ with as much enthusiasm as I could muster, and thanked her and her father for going to so much trouble. In the

  circumstances it would be churlish for me to back out now. Their kindness had sealed my fate. I was going to be a walrus for the day. We all piled into an array of motley vehicles lined up at the

  roadside and drove off to find the hole in the ice in the frozen Kitoy River.




  As we neared the fateful spot, a perfect Christmassy scene with spruce trees on the riverbank wreathed in thick snow, I turned to Dima and asked if he would be going in for a dip. Dima looked at

  me with a perplexed smile on his face that said he wasn’t mad. I took that as a ‘no’.




  The Kitoy River was about 50 metres wide at this point and its frozen surface was covered in a fine layer of snow. The walrus club stalwarts, led by Natasha’s father and two walrus

  lookalikes – identical middle-aged brothers with large moustaches who between them carried a shovel with holes in its business-end like a sieve and long poles with serious spikes on –

  showed me where to descend the steep bank. The hole, shaped like a mini swimming pool about 4 metres long and 2 metres wide, was right in the middle and surrounded by piles of ice that had been

  excavated the day before. Two neat steps had been carved in one end of the pool. I peered down into it and saw not flowing water but more ice. The moustachioed brothers immediately set to with

  their spiked poles, smashing at the newly formed layer with glee. ‘Yes, it was cold last night,’ Natasha said from over my shoulder. ‘This new ice is very thick.’




  It took the moustache brothers a good three-quarters of an hour of determined hacking to break the new ice layer into giant pieces that were scooped out with the sieved shovel. By this time

  their moustaches had completely frozen, leaving them looking exactly like a couple of walruses in their woolly hats and army camouflage combat jackets. The fact that these two completed the entire

  procedure without gloves just added to my feeling of trepidation. These people were made of different stuff. Through the sparkling water now revealed, I could see down to the pebbles on the

  riverbed but it was impossible to say how deep it was. One of the walrus twins looked at me with a broad grin beneath his frozen moustache. He pointed a gnarled finger

  down into the shimmering depths and then put the finger on me. ‘Kamikaze!’ he yelled, bursting into a fit of laughter and slapping me on the back with such force that I nearly went in

  with all my clothes on. The walrus twins at least were going to enjoy this.




  The small assembled crowd retired back up the bank to a position among the spruce trees where they set about building a bonfire to warm the swimmers after the event. I retired to my vehicle in a

  vain attempt to warm myself before the event. To add to my worries, one of the small toggles that hold my spectacles to my nose had broken. It was made of plastic and had simply snapped in the

  cold. It was definitely a bad sign. I sat hunched over the heater trying to bind my glasses with sticking plaster and rationalize my present predicament. Just standing out there watching the walrus

  twins hack away at the ice had left me feeling numb, not just mentally, but physically too in my hands and chin and cheeks. In what seemed like no time at all I had encountered difficulty in

  talking to Natasha because my jaw was freezing up. It felt as if I’d had a marathon session at the dentist.




  I had asked her why the walrus club had been formed. It was to strengthen the immune system, she explained. ‘Walrus club members hardly ever suffer from colds,’ she said. ‘They

  are always feeling strong and healthy thanks to their swimming. It is also good for the soul.’ ‘And how do you think I will fare?’ I asked her. Natasha looked at me seriously from

  beneath her fur hat. ‘It is important to have the right mental attitude to enjoy this healthy experience,’ she said.




  So I sat there wrapping sticky tape round my spectacles, with hands that were not properly responding to central command because they were too cold, trying desperately to achieve the right

  mental attitude. Then a tap came at the window and there was Natasha pointing towards a short procession of men and women who were making their way down the slope of the riverbank carrying towels.

  The time had come.




  A number of women went first. One by one, each undressed a few metres from the hole while standing on a small plastic mat that had been brought for the purpose. Before

  walking the short distance in their swimwear to the mini pool, each made a worshipful gesture to the sun that sat in a cobalt sky providing brilliant light but apparently no warmth. The motion

  involved waving the arms above the head in a manner similar to that of gymnasts at the end of a performance. The swimmer was helped down into the pool by the walrus twins who stood on either side

  of the ice steps and held the swimmer’s hands as she descended into the icy depths. Some simply dunked themselves up to their necks in the water and immediately climbed out while others swam

  the short length of the pool and back before scrambling out to towel down and dress quickly.




  I studied the women taking their dips to see if there were any special techniques that I should mimic. The only tip I picked up was that none of them put their head under the water, presumably

  because their hair would freeze immediately on exit. Otherwise the only solace I took from the ritual was the fact that nobody screamed with pain. Neither did anyone spend longer than about 15

  seconds actually in the water.




  My time had come. I sat down on the small plastic mat and struggled to remove my boots. Next came two pairs of thermal trousers as a few in the assembled crowd cracked what were pretty clearly

  jokes about the number of clothes the Englishman was wearing. Putting my disabled glasses to one side, I pulled off my four top layers and stood up. A ripple of amusement went through the crowd

  when they saw my boxer shorts sporting coloured maps of Europe. I pointed out the small sliver of Russia that was shown and received a minor roar of appreciation.




  Facing the sun, I closed my eyes and raised my arms in salute before turning to walk the short distance to the pool. The walrus twins grabbed my outstretched hands as I put my foot on the top

  step, which was incredibly slippery. They let me go as I sank into the icy water.




  It wasn’t actually cold, I don’t think. In my near panic at the thought of taking part in this foolhardy exercise I had completely forgotten the obvious

  fact that the water itself would not be particularly cold. If it was water it had to be above freezing, and relative to an air temperature of -38°C (-36ºF) it could have almost been

  described as warm. I struck out with a couple of breaststrokes and touched the opposite end of the pool, turned and swam back. It felt good. After all the anxiety over the build-up, it felt very

  good indeed. ‘I’m a walrus,’ I cried. ‘I’m a walrus.’




  Now I had to get out. I hadn’t fully realized that this would be the dangerous bit. Feeling both elated and relieved I padded across the snow to the mat to dry myself. I lost the plot very

  quickly along with all feeling in my toes. Sitting on the mat I became obsessed with rubbing my left forearm to get it dry. I couldn’t feel the arm. It was as if it belonged to someone else.

  I just knew that it should be perfectly dry before putting on any clothes because any residual moisture would instantly turn to ice.




  People were all around me shouting. Someone pulled my two woolly hats on over my head. One of the walrus twins had grabbed me under the armpits and was trying to make me stand. I didn’t

  particularly want to stand, but the shouts were becoming more insistent. Natasha was nowhere near to translate so I had no idea what it was they were urging me to do. Besides, I wasn’t

  entirely sure that the shouts were aimed at me. They sounded as if they were far off. Perhaps there was some other event going on that I was unaware of. I was far too busy getting this forearm dry

  to be too concerned.




  Then I was on my feet and one of the walrus twins was gesturing that I remove my boxer shorts. Briefly, my brain kicked back in. My God, of course, I had to take off my boxer shorts because they

  were wet. I couldn’t get dressed with them on. They disappeared to be replaced with my thermal leggings and I could sit down again to concentrate on that forearm. Someone was rubbing my back

  with another towel. It was my back, but at the same time it wasn’t. The vigorous rubbing made it difficult for me to sit upright, but I couldn’t actually feel

  the towel on my back.




  A red plastic cup was thrust under my nose and I took a gulp of what looked like water, although having a drink was really the last thing on my list of priorities. I filled my mouth with the

  liquid before realizing that it was vodka. Swallowing hard, the fiery liquid disappeared, much to the delight of the walrus twins, and a brief flash of warmth rippled down inside me.




  Someone was drying my feet and offered me a sock. I bent to pull it on, but for some strange reason I couldn’t get my foot beyond the sock’s heel. I pulled and pulled. My foot was

  stuck. I couldn’t understand why. Perhaps I had been passed the wrong sock? Or maybe someone had put glue in it or something? My mind just couldn’t work it out. My arms were pulled back

  and up as another layer of clothing went over my head. I had forgotten about that forearm. The sock challenge was much more interesting. My foot was permanently stuck in the heel. It was baffling.

  To me it was clear I needed assistance but no one was bothering about getting that sock on properly. It was all very disturbing.




  The other sock went on, followed by another layer on my top half. Like a rag doll I was lifted to my feet again. One of the walrus twins grabbed my wrist and proffered me a stiff, frost covered

  version of my geographical boxer shorts. They had frozen rigid almost instantly. Natasha appeared, ‘Go to the car now,’ she said, ‘and get warm.’ Her words were just what I

  needed, clear instructions in the English language. I took off at a run, the sock still only half on my foot.




  It was only later that evening that I realized I must still be in shock. Two other things also dawned on me. One was that if the walrus twins hadn’t been there to dry and dress me I would

  probably still be sitting there now, frozen to death. The other was that my foot had still been wet when I’d tried to pull on that sock. The water had turned to ice and had stuck the sock to

  my heel. It felt good to have resolved that conundrum.




  
 





  T W O




  Irkutsk has taken on several roles during its long history, including expedition base for explorations of Siberia and gold-rush town. In the early nineteenth century it also

  became a dumping ground for political exiles. Perhaps the most important group in this vein was the Decembrists, whose failed coup d’état in 1825 earned the lucky ones a

  one-way trip to oblivion (the others were sentenced to death). The Decembrists were followed by numerous other groups of unfortunates deemed undesirable in Moscow, and by the late nineteenth

  century it was said that up to a third of the city’s population was comprised of deportees. In the early twentieth century, Irkutsk’s exile population was further swelled at various

  times by some of the most notable protagonists of Marxism. These included Joseph Stalin himself, Felix Dzerzhinsky (first head of the Soviet secret police, later to become known as the KGB),

  Vyacheslav Molotov (a future secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the inspiration behind the world’s first undrinkable cocktail) and Sergei Kirov (later to be

  assassinated, probably on Stalin’s orders, while boss of the Leningrad Communist Party).




  Walking the streets of Irkutsk I got a taste of the shock that those exiles who had arrived in winter must have felt. I didn’t actually see a great deal of the

  city on foot because I could only stay outside for maybe 20 minutes before everything started to hurt. My toes would go numb, as would my nose, followed closely by my chin. My hands were OK just so

  long as I kept them firmly in the pockets of my overcoat, but every time I pulled out my camera to take a photograph my fingers began to throb with the cold. I had taken the precaution of wrapping

  zinc oxide tape around that part of the camera that might come in contact with my face as I composed a shot, for fear that my skin would stick to the metal body, but this did little to protect my

  hands. I had brought two pairs of gloves, a silk inner pair and some heavier outer ones, but I had to remove the heavier pair to operate the camera and consequently I only managed a couple of

  photos at a time before I was forced to shove the camera back inside my coat in order to pull on my gloves again. This was probably just as well for the camera too, since batteries have a

  notoriously short lifespan when the temperature drops below about -20°C (-4°F).




  All in all, it was a pretty miserable introduction to Siberia. The only solace I found was in seeing numerous residents of Irkutsk scurrying along the snowbound streets holding their noses.

  Perhaps not everyone was completely immune to the weather after all.




  Two days after my initiation with the Angarsk walrus club, Dima arrived at the hotel having made arrangements for a trip to Lake Baikal. The lake usually freezes over in January and the ice does

  not break until May, so I was keen to see it in its frozen state. I had also asked Dima to see if he could arrange a meeting with anyone who worked in the nearby Pribaikalsky National Park because

  I wanted to talk to someone who spent long periods working outside in the winter. I thought I might be able to pick up some tips in advance of my journey to Oymyakon.




  Early the following morning we left Irkutsk shrouded in thick, grey, freezing fog. Siberian cities are renowned for their heavy winter smogs, created by a blend of vehicle exhaust and industrial

  emissions, which tend to sit over urban areas unmoved by the light or non-existent winds. The theory was confirmed once we had reached the outskirts of the city, because

  the fog had virtually disappeared and a pallid sun was doing its best to shine in a watery kind of way. As on the Kitoy River a few days previously, the best the sun could manage was to give some

  light to the proceedings. Providing warmth seemed to be beyond its capabilities in the depths of a Siberian winter.




  What had been a sealed road soon gave way to a rough icy track as we drove south-east through the spruce trees towards Baikal. Small villages with steep, snow-capped roofs nestled in wide

  valleys, wisps of smoke from their chimneys one of the few signs of human habitation. Another was the relentless march of telegraph poles that followed the track. As in Britain, each pole was a

  spruce tree trunk, but here the pole itself was not driven into the ground. Each one was strapped to a half-buried concrete post because concrete is better able to withstand the seasonal freeze and

  thaw that characterizes the soil in these latitudes.




  As the trail began to climb, it cut through thick coniferous woodland, a tiny part of a broad swathe of forest known as taiga that stretches the entire width of Russia from the Siberian

  Far East through northern Finland to the Atlantic coast of Norway. The trees of the taiga are supposed to be evergreen, with needles that lose less water and shed snow more easily than

  broad leaves. But I wouldn’t have known this by looking at the spruce that whipped past our windscreen. Here the trees were heavily laden with snow and the only colours to break up the

  ethereal landscape were browns and greys. Green didn’t enter into it.




  At the top of a pass, Dima pulled over to the side of the track. ‘Time for a toast,’ he said, putting his fur hat on his head and grabbing a bottle of pepper vodka from the glove

  compartment in the dashboard before jumping out. This threw me somewhat. It was still only 9.30 in the morning and I hadn’t put Dima down as a drinker. He was a fresh-faced guy with rosy

  cheeks and an air of innocence about him that reminded me of Tintin. As he was rummaging in the back of the van I opened my door to see lots of empty vodka bottles by the

  roadside. Dima emerged from his excavation clutching a couple of tin mugs, a loaf of bread and a thick liver sausage. He produced a lengthy knife from his boot and sliced the sausage along with

  thick hunks of bread.




  ‘Now we toast the spirit of the mountain,’ he declared as he poured generous measures of pepper vodka into the mugs. ‘No, Nick,’ he cried as I raised the mug ready for a

  toast. ‘First we do like this.’ Dima dipped the third finger of his left hand into the alcohol, touched the finger to the vehicle and then flicked it twice into the air. ‘For a

  good journey,’ he said, downing the vodka in one and immediately tucking into a liver sausage open sandwich.




  I was surprised, not by the toasting procedure but because I had come across it before. The three finger flicks are common practice as a tribute to the spirits in Mongolia, and although an area

  round Lake Baikal is home to Buryat Mongolians, I had not expected to be reintroduced to the custom by a Russian.




  An hour later we stopped at the top of another pass and toasted the spirits again, only this pass was the highest of our journey so we had to do it three times. As before, the drinking was

  punctuated with bread and liver sausage that tasted very good, but within half a minute the bread had frozen so it was quite challenging to eat. Another drawback to the triple session was that I

  had to remove my left-hand glove for the duration in order to do the flicking and by the end my fingers had turned a waxy white colour. Even in my inebriated state I remembered that this was the

  first sign of frostbite, so I was more than grateful when Dima announced that we should get going again.




  The sun was colourless and watery above the hillside and it started to snow very light, tiny flakes as I climbed back into the cab to warm my hand. It was 10.30 in the morning and I was totally

  smashed. I just hoped that Dima was more accustomed than me to drinking so early in the day.




  By the time we reached the shore of Lake Baikal, a beach of rounded granite pebbles dusted with snow, I had more or less sobered up. I needn’t have bothered

  because before Dima would venture out on to Baikal’s icy surface we had to pay our respects to the spirit of the lake. A fresh half-litre of pepper vodka appeared along with the remains of

  the bread and a hunk of ham. Just when I thought we were ready, Dima drew his knife and dashed off away from the shore to attack a birch tree. He walked back clutching some desiccated pieces of

  bark that he placed carefully on the ground and then set alight with a match. After toasting the god of Baikal, we fed the small fire with slivers of ham.




  Lake Baikal’s vital statistics are on a scale appropriate for the vast wilderness of Siberia. It nestles in a continental rift, a yawning slit in the Earth’s crust more than 8

  kilometres deep. Much of this is buried in sediment, but the lake itself is still the world’s deepest, its crystal clear waters bottoming out at more than 1,620 metres. It’s the largest

  freshwater lake on Earth and at perhaps more than 25 million years old, the oldest as well. Its 23,000 cubic kilometres of water, which cover an area the size of Belgium, constitute one fifth of

  the world’s reserves of surface fresh water. It is said that it would take all the rivers of the world nearly a year to fill it. Of course, it’s also one of the world’s most

  diverse lakes with 1,085 species of plant and 1,550 species of animal. Eighty per cent of the animals are found nowhere else on Earth. They include the Baikal seal, one of the world’s only

  two freshwater species.




  In winter, up to a metre of its surface waters freeze, enabling vehicles to drive over the ice. During the Russo–Japanese war, when the trans-Siberian railway used ships to traverse Lake

  Baikal, the crossing became impossible in the particularly severe winter of 1904 because the ferries were ice-bound. Desperate to get reinforcements to the Far Eastern front, the authorities

  organized huge teams of men and horses to drag more than 2,000 munitions carriages and 65 locomotives across ice that was more than 150 centimetres thick.




  Before dragging this lot they had tried laying track across the icy surface, using especially long sleepers to spread the load. But the first engine to test the rails

  came to a weak spot and plunged into the icy depths to leave a gaping hole more than 22 kilometres long. I felt suitably sobered by the memory of reading about this incident as Dima revved the

  engine and drove down the pebble bank and on to the ice.




  The experience was surreal. The view from the cab was not that of a frozen lake, it looked more like a photograph of the liquid version. For the first 100 metres the waters were flat, while

  beyond this a slight ruffling of the surface resembled the small ripples that might be produced by a light wind on water. As we crossed the glassy plain, the ripples materialized as a stretch of

  jagged ice that Dima turned to avoid.




  The lake’s petrified shell stretched out before us like an enormous ice rink. Where patches of snow covered the surface the tyres were able to grip, but a glassy section offered little

  traction and sent us into a spin, which was met with chuckles of delight from Dima. Away from the pebble beach the bank closed in as steep cliffs, their lower sections swathed in dramatic ice

  formations that looked like a Siberian Goliath had been dripping wax from a dinner-party candle over the rocks.




  We stayed close to the shore as we drove north-east, heading towards a hunting lodge in the Pribaikalsky National Park which hems the south-western rim of the lake. Our route was a tortuous one

  that Dima had taken before. Every so often our way was barred by a lengthy stretch of jagged ice, like gigantic glass shards thrust up to half a metre into the air and several metres in width. If

  the water had been liquid, these sections would have been waves. As it was they looked like ice sculptures, or Nature’s attempt at frozen barbed wire.




  Every so often Dima would stop and get out to investigate something. He carried a long spiked pole, like the ones the walrus twins had used to excavate the swimming pool. It was the ideal

  instrument to test the thickness of the ice, which in its weakest spots was less than 20 centimetres and definitely unsuitable to drive across.




  Daily temperature fluctuations and warm subsurface currents give rise to these intricate assemblies of cracks and minor crevasses that resemble collision zones between

  rival ice plates. Walking and sliding across the smooth parts of the lake surface produced squeaky noises from my rubber-soled shoes, which offset the ominous creaks and occasional deep booming

  sounds that signified great ice movements. Beneath my feet, a dark-green abyss of water reminded me of the absurdity of my actions. I was out for a stroll on the world’s deepest lake. I had

  complete confidence in Dima’s ability to get us through this eerie ice field, despite the fact that he must have been half-cut like me. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about.




  Nikolai was everything I could have hoped for from a Siberian forest ranger. His face wasn’t skin-covered but shaped from a tough hide, with eyebrows that met on the

  bridge of his nose and eyes that betrayed the faint almond shape of Siberian stock. His hands were the hardest hands I’d ever seen and one of his thumbs bore a deep, roughly healed gash, the

  result of a slip with his knife that had left him with no feeling in his eastern extremity. He was a man of few words, as silent as the wilderness he inhabited.




  His self-built wooden hunting lodge stood surrounded by a series of outhouses right on the shore of the petrified lake. He also had a house in a village ten hours’ walk away where his

  children were at school. But this was where he preferred to live with his wife, most of their food the result of hunting trips into the forest interior, their water hacked from the lake as blocks

  of ice.




  Dima and I had arrived in time for dinner. Other than at the entrance, there were no doors inside the lodge, where all rooms led off the warm kitchen with its stove built into the central

  support wall. Vodka was served before we tucked into a feast of pickled salads and a thick venison stew. This was followed by a couple of typical Siberian dishes, both of them raw and frozen solid.

  On one plate was a large frozen deer’s liver, on another a couple of frozen raw fish, not unlike medium-sized trout to look at. I like liver when it’s fried, but the raw frozen version

  is never likely to become a favourite. I found the fish, which Nikolai shaved into thin strips with his hunting knife, more palatable. The shavings were dipped in salt

  before eating and tasted very good when washed down with vodka.




  We each drank a generous shot of the oily alcohol between every course and when Dima placed a second bottle on the table in front of us he did so with the announcement that, ‘to have a

  good conversation you have to drink vodka – it is food for the soul.’




  Dima had a point, because with each drink Nikolai had become a little more talkative. I had already learned from my driver that Nikolai was employed by the National Park authorities to safeguard

  the area from poachers. Pribaikalsky was rich in wildlife, including brown bear, deer, fox, wild boar, sable and lynx. As a ranger, Nikolai had a licence to hunt. ‘Do you hunt to sell the

  hides or for food?’ I asked him. ‘I hunt to live,’ he replied, with Dima translating. We had been eating the fruits of his labours, but he also provided skins on contract to a

  hunting organization. Sables were among the more profitable species, he told me, since their skins made the best fur hats. But they were not easy to hunt. I asked him if he set traps.

  ‘Niet,’ he replied, and I thought that was all I was going to get until he added, ‘I track a sable with my dogs. It takes one or two days.’




  Once the dogs had a sable’s scent the hunt was on, the aim being to chase the small animal until it took refuge in a tree. Then Nikolai would build a fire beneath the tree and wait.

  ‘When the sable jumps from the burning tree to the next, that’s when I shoot it.’ ‘It has to be in the head,’ Dima added, translating as Nikolai spoke, ‘or the

  fur is spoiled.’




  Silently, Nikolai had left the table and reappeared holding two small gleaming brown pelts. I examined them and found the bullet entry holes in the heads. To shoot such a diminutive creature

  while flying through the air with this accuracy was a sign of an extraordinary marksman. I said as much and Nikolai gave me a barely perceptible shrug before looking away. ‘I hunt wild

  animals,’ he said finally, ‘but I couldn’t kill a chicken.’




  ‘I have hunted since I was a child,’ he added by way of further explanation. ‘I used to run away from kindergarten to go hunting.’ He told me he

  remembered catching his first perch when he was four years old in northern Siberia. ‘It pulled so hard I fell off the jetty trying to haul it in,’ he added with the slightest of

  twitches at the ends of his mouth that I took to be a rare smile. It was the most expressive gesture he’d made all evening.




  ‘And what about bears?’ I asked him. ‘Do you hunt bears?’ He nodded. ‘There are too many bears in these parts,’ he said. But bears were unpredictable, he

  added, and therefore difficult to hunt. The meat was plentiful but a bearskin was too heavy to make into a coat. He used it to make pads for hunting seals on the ice. ‘A dead bear is also

  heavy,’ he continued. ‘Once my boat nearly sank when I brought back a bear in it.’




  ‘Wolves are a big problem also,’ he went on. When Nikolai killed a deer that was too large for him to drag back home, he would skin it and cut the carcass into quarters. One quarter

  he would carry back, the others he would wrap in the hide and bury for another time. But if wolves found his kill, there wasn’t another time.




  The evening continued with understated stories of encounters with wolves and bears and when the vodka appeared to run dry I produced a half-litre of Scotch whisky as my contribution. Dima lifted

  the bottle to inspect it and made a comment to which Nikolai nodded his agreement. ‘Whisky tastes like moonshine,’ Dima announced as he unscrewed the cap, ‘but we will try

  it.’




  They did, looked at each other again and nodded some more. ‘Yes, moonshine,’ declared Dima and he left to find another bottle of vodka.




  That night I slept beneath a bearskin. It was very heavy.




  The following morning, Nikolai joined us in the van to drive further up the coastline. We were heading for a lair that he had built in the forest the last time he had spent the

  night out on a hunting trip. When we had parked the vehicle, Dima and I had our work cut out to keep up with Nikolai as we trudged through the thick snow deep into the

  forest. Our boots were no match for his short skis with pelts on their bottoms.




  The lair was constructed of coniferous logs and branches and was open along one side to face a log fire. The inside of the lair was lined with plastic sheeting to reflect the fire’s heat.

  It was the longest period I had yet spent outside and I was truly grateful when Nikolai set about lighting the fire and settled down with his knife to shave strips off a frozen fish that he had

  produced from his pocket. From another pocket he pulled a small jam jar of salt and we sat down to enjoy the fish. Dima delved into the small distillery he kept inside his coat and produced the

  usual bottle of pepper vodka along with three tin mugs.




  Sitting inside the makeshift shelter I was surprised at how warm it felt once the fire had got going, although I still wouldn’t actually have wanted to spend a night here. Nikolai told me

  that if I was going to places colder than this, which I was, I should buy a proper coat made of fur and a hat to go with it. ‘Fur is the only thing to keep you warm,’ he told me as he

  looked with his usual deadpan expression at my greatcoat and two woolly hats.




  During the previous night’s dinner I had warmed to this undemonstrative Siberian hunter-cum-forest ranger and this morning he was decidedly more talkative, suggesting perhaps that he had

  warmed to me too. He looked away from my coat as he lifted his mug to his lips and drank another shot of vodka; then put his eyes directly on mine. His face was a piece of Baikal driftwood carved

  to look like a man but his eyes appeared to be sizing me up like a quarry. Here was a man who could remain stock-still but totally alert for hours, while waiting for the right moment to shoot.




  ‘A piece of advice,’ he said finally. ‘Always stay warm in Siberia. If ever you have the opportunity to go inside a car or a house, take it.’




  
 





  T H R E E




  The road ran through this part of north-eastern Siberia like an artery, kilometre after kilometre of frozen gravel stretching from the icebound port of Magadan at one end

  towards the ice-bound city of Yakutsk at the other. The heavy trucks that plied the Kolyma Route supplied the chain of towns and villages that unfolded across the landscape like a string of fairy

  lights in a forgotten void. We drove across frozen rivers trapped in a winter time warp that lasted so long no one bothered to build any bridges; huge barges ferry the traffic across during the

  brief summer months. The trail snaked its way through a terrain of breathtaking beauty, the endless taiga forest sitting silently beneath a shield of snow. Each tree looked snug in its

  winter coat and it was difficult to imagine that the winter would ever pass.




  Every day the panorama was bathed in a crisp clean sunlight, making it Christmas-card pretty. But the vista was deceptive, a honey trap that lured you into a world barely fit for human

  habitation, to a place of such searing cold that it bites through layers of clothing as if they weren’t there.




  Yet I was feeling more confident about the weather after kitting myself out with fur clothing, as Nikolai had advised, in Yakutsk. In the central market I had bought a

  raccoon fur hat and a pair of boots made of fur taken from the legs of a reindeer. They were both light and remarkably warm. But the centrepiece was my sheepskin coat that was so heavy it felt as

  if I was carrying an entire flock around on my back. I’d been sad to leave Dima in Irkutsk but the flight to Yakutsk had put me on this road that would lead me to my destination, the coldest

  town on Earth. The sense of penetrating deeper into the heart of Siberia was palpable. I was nine hours ahead of London, on the same longitude as Australia and I felt as if I had entered another

  dimension. Flying into Yakutsk had been like landing on a different planet. The frozen River Lena, among the longest in the world but one I had barely registered previously, was shrouded in heavy

  mist and the sun that sat on the horizon was ghostly, like the yellow planet Venus or a moon of Pluto, wreathed in a vaporous miasma.
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