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Russian Vistas and Beyond
Author’s preamble: In that famous sentence about life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, the word I like best is pursuit. It suggests movement from point to point, chasing after objects or dreams or sensations, searching for something one has not lost, going places where no one, including yourself, has been – you get the idea.  

Next, it’s a matter of direction or area in which to do one’s pursuing. With apologies to ladies, young and otherwise, whom I have led to believe, with varying degrees of sincerity, that I was happiest in their company, I must confess, in the winter of my life span, that the greatest source of bliss for me has been, right from as far back as my memories go, solitude in what someone really dirty-minded called the womb of nature.  Any kind of nature – grand and beautiful, with a big, capital N, or small and mean and dirty, the kind that anyone in their right senses will turn their noses away from. As the Russian proverb has it, Love is vicious – you can love a goat even.

It is easy to see that I am groping here, most likely without much hope of success, for the source of that force that has incessantly driven me all over the huge continent called Russia and beyond, especially through the most out of the way parts of it, and mostly solo. Anyway, this is just a preamble. The stories themselves may – must – give a better idea of the why and how and especially where and what.

Then there is the other kind of pursuit – chasing after the words and sentences and paragraphs that, hopefully, best describe the why and where and what. Here I was helped by the true graphomaniac’s drive to record the minutiae of my trips in diaries even where, at the end of a day of horrific strain, I was barely able to hold a pencil or see the page by the light of a candle in a tent under some Siberian cedar while noises outside might be laying a claim on my instincts of survival. By now, these journals – of which some pages are totally illegible -- fill a deep drawer in my massive desk. 

A warning is due here, though: the stories are not transcriptions of those diaries, not by a long chalk. Like most individuals with an itch to write, I am not unlike artists who are prone to mutter darkly, “I see it that way,” to explain their impressionistic daubs. So that’s what most of these stories are, in effect: my impressions gleaned over years of wandering. 

Little wonder, then, that for decades I scoffed at Blaise Pascal’s rejection of travel as something useless and even injurious, much like a veteran sea dog scoffs at a landlubber’s fear of life separated from death in the brine by an inch or two of wood or metal. This attitude persisted until my eyesight, for certain genetic reasons, began to tend toward zero. The range of my travels diminished accordingly, until I was reduced to a simple routine: winter in my ancestral home in the North Caucasus, if I was lucky, and in Moscow, if not; spring, summer and autumn (fall to you, dear Yanks) at a dacha in distant Podmoskovye, which I rather daringly translated as Submoscovia. I cannot say that this forced me to embrace whole-heartedly Blaise Pascal’s view – it’s more a matter of humility in the face of fate inescapable as death. A dear friend invited me a few weeks ago to spend some time on the shores of the Aegean, with promise of every comfort, but I refused to accept that fascinating invitation with effusive thanks and not a moment’s hesitation. If I had to rely on the tender care of even the friendliest of friends,  it would be a funny kind of me – not the guy whom I have known all my life and who has been accustomed to take on the tundra, the taiga, the sea, the desert etc. single-handed. I have withdrawn into a shell and am fully determined to stay in it.

One of the reasons for that is a rather interesting discovery I made. Namely, that even a half-acre dacha offers quite a wide scope for the pursuit of happiness if you are serious about growing things – animal, vegetable, and mixed. Nature in miniature is still nature, but you will read about it all in the proper sections toward the end of this collection. Now I am a bit like those Christians and Moslems who read nothing but one Book, each their own, and find enough and to spare spiritual sustenance there.

Here ends the preamble. Now let’s do some ambling. Bon voyage, dear reader!

***********
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1. Survival in the Wilds of Russia 
We weren’t even really climbing, for God’s sake. Just quietly crunching across the glacier in the early, much too early morning, when ice-bridges across crevasses were supposed to freeze solid; less danger of them crumbling under your feet. No other dangers, practically, except perhaps for an avalanche or rockslide performing their usual tricks – coming suddenly from nowhere. But you can’t do much about those. Best ignore the thought in a sort of Inshallah spirit. 

So there we were, shivering slightly, fresh from our warm sleeping-bags, just a touch hung-over from the supper in base camp the night before, waiting patiently for the sun to rise and warm us, also illumine some of the most beautiful scenery in the Caucasus, for we were close to Dombai-Ulghen,  the Mountain of the Wild Goat That Died, as Shakman translated the name for me. Must have missed his footing, that silly old goat. 

One more little snow bridge across a crevasse to walk over. I look at my friend Shakman. He is a Karachai with a degree in Philology and a native’s uncanny way with mountains. Some forty pounds heftier than myself, but light on his feet as a chamois. He crosses the ice bridge nonchalantly. I, too, step on the ice, ever so gracefully. The next moment I must have smashed my face against the edge of the crevasse really hard, because later I could not for the life of me remember tumbling down along with chunks of ice to a deepish pool some ten meters below. 

Generally, my memories are a bit disjointed and unreliable at this point. On coming to, my first impression must have been of the highly refreshing quality of the water in that pool. Partially melted ice or snow, in fact. For a while, I just lay there quietly, listening to the yells somewhere above and counting my blessings. Among other things, I had landed face up, rucksack down, so my head was above the water surface. But for that, I’d have taken in enough of that iced water to put me out of my misery for good. 

I tried moving my hands and legs. The left side was no good for anything except to send pain shooting all the way to the top of my head. The right arm and leg were still serviceable, though. Next point: I could not see much for the blood covering my face, from which I deduced that I must have banged my head about quite a bit in freefall. But ideas kept filtering through that battered organ, and I decided that that was enough for the moment. The rest would have to wait.

In the end, they dragged me out of that cozy pool, smashed kneecap, dislocated shoulder and all. The episode put paid to my mountaineering. After an operation and a lot of murderous exercise to follow, my left shoulder was OK for everyday purposes but  had a tendency to dislocate under strain, and you can’t have that as you cling to a rock face like a spider.  Main thing, you can let down your pals, who will have to carry you down and nurse you on the way. Not to be thought of.

Well, I’d had about ten years of fun with the mountains. I sometimes even think that my having to get out of the sport was for the best, especially when I visit the graves of my mountain-climbing friends. Those that do have graves, that is. For some you just drop a wreath from a chartered helicopter over some inaccessible abyss your pal had disappeared into. 

It’s been a long time since those rock-climbing days. Decades, in fact, and quite eventful decades. Worth talking about to anyone who’ll listen.

When I built up my physique to a semblance of its former shape, I developed a passion for wandering over Russia’s wilder, if flatter, parts, known among similarly inclined souls as nenaselenka, slang for “uninhabited areas.” Being a bit of a loner, I sometimes roamed these areas with a friend or two, but mostly solo. More chance to pump plenty of adrenaline in your system when you know that there’s no one to help, should something untoward happen. 

And things did happen. Even adventure-wise, I've had a more diverse career than before. Knocking about the wilder parts of the country in a boat, raft, or sailing dinghy, on foot or on skis, I lost my way in the desert, fell ill in the Siberian taiga and nearly starved to death there, almost froze to death trekking across the Subpolar Urals, had some terrific fun bordering on suicide sliding down rapids in a kayak, had a bit of a shipwreck on the Caspian, and might, if pressed, recall plenty more.

God knows there is enough room for this sort of fun out here.  Actually, you don’t even have to go out all the way to Siberia to experience any of this. I vividly recall an episode on the Ugra, easily reached by an electrichka (suburban train) from Moscow. 

…I heard their lusty yells long before I saw them. The river, swollen with the flood waters of spring, turned here rather sharply, the current was strong, you had to look out for a nasty island closer to the left bank, but there was plenty of room for maneuver. Strictly no sweat. Still, those three had managed to smash their baidarka against a birch-tree that grew on the submerged island and were now yelling their heads off, clinging to the thick branches for dear life.

I ferried them one by one, dripping wet, teeth chattering, in my rubber dinghy to the higher bank, righted their overturned baidarka, then towed it to shore. They squatted where I'd left them, hugging their knees and shaking.  What's that Alaskan word for tenderfoot? Chechako. The young people were certainly chechakos of the first water, the three of them piling into that two-seater, and all three, especially the young lady, on the hefty side. Anyone could have told them the boat would capsize. If it hadn't been for that birch-tree, they'd have found another.

Well, they would live and learn. Hardly the right moment to start lecturing them.  I made a fire for them, then spent an interesting half hour or so diving for their rucksacks which they hadn't had the sense to tie to the baidarka's frame. The water was more like freshly molten ice. By the time I lugged the last sodden piece of luggage to the fire, they were squabbling fiercely, hardly

paying any attention to me. So I quietly toweled myself by the fire, dressed and slipped away.  Chechakos will be chechakos. I'd done all that the rafter's rigid code demanded, but I'd be damned if I let them spoil my annual trip to paradise.

For that is what Russia is to the white-water rafter, especially in spring, when most rivers, even quite close to Moscow, rush merrily between fragrant walls of shrubs and trees in full bloom. There's always the spice of danger – heavy current and shallows and snags and things you cannot foresee – but nothing that cannot be handled with good equipment, a level head and a bit of luck. Ordinary common sense is also desirable, as the above story should show. The best attraction is, of course, that you can feel like an explorer in the wilderness within a couple hours' train ride from any major city, which are few and far between. 

After all, Russia is just the greater part of a couple of continents lumped together, and practically all of it falls into the category of the wilds, nine tenths of the population clinging to the western border and the rest smeared over vast spaces in uneven patches. A virtual El Dorado for the fisherman, the hunter, the adventurer, or plain hiker. Until recently, all of it was inaccessible to visitors from abroad, closed forever by a paranoid political system, long defunct now, thank God. It's all openness and light now, and everyone is welcome to the dangers and hardships and thrills of survival and the fun of fishing and hunting, mostly amidst scenery of breath-taking beauty. 

It would take a hefty volume to describe even what little I alone have seen and been through, so what follows below offers just a few glimpses. I will try to follow some sort of plan, describing types of travel, types of terrain, etc., but these are merely a frame to hang an old trekker’s tales on.

The Rivers.  Paddling down rivers is probably the most popular kind of travel adventure. The rivers range from mammoths like the Ob, the Yenisei and the Lena – wider than the English Channel and flowing over thousands of miles – to nice, cozy streams all closed in by trees, more like tunnels in the woods. 

For sporting purposes, rivers are divided into several categories, each subdivided into subcategories, A and B; say, 1A, 3B, etc. “Ones” are the easiest; people paddle down them with their kids, including tiny tots, and seem to like it. “Fives” are awful: endless chains of rapids and waterfalls. It takes World Class Masters of Sports to conquer the worst of them, and then only with special equipment. That's something for real rugged types.

So you can take your pick. Some like it in Southern Russia or Kazakhstan with their quiet clear streams flowing through the endless steppe. Being mostly well stocked with fish, they attract the dreamy fisherman and especially the keen spear-fisher, due to the warm climate (well, warmer than in most other parts of Russia, anyway). 

I will never forget the Uil in Western Kazakhstan, probably thrown on the map especially with a view to pleasing the solitude-loving spear-fisher. Just empty steppe for miles and miles around, no people, no human habitation of any sort, translucent water, and plenty of fish: pike, sheatfish, crucian, sazan (a sort of wild carp), you name it. There, I shot at a pike that was about my size, or so it seemed (water magnifies things about 1.5 times). Unfortunately – or fortunately from the pike’s point of view – my harpoon line got entangled in the reeds, and the pike escaped unharmed, pulling away slowly, even majestically. As I left that spot, I shook my fist at the enemy and swore to come back some day and get him. I never did, though – Kazakhstan is now a terribly independent country. A friendly one, no doubt, but somehow one has lost the élan that once drove one to such places.

Well, there are always dozens of quiet rivers, large and small, of central and southern Russia that may serve the same purpose. The Khoper is perhaps most typical, eminently suitable for unhurried paddling and fishing, preferred  by family groups, often with kids. For the more rugged types there is, say, the lower Volga, especially the delta (I described a not so recent trip there elsewhere on JRL).  

In the north of the European part of Russia there’s Karelia, the land of about a zillion picturesque lakes and countless rivers complete with even more numerous rapids. Quite a few people swear by it and would not dream of going anywhere else. The rapids, however, are not to be taken lightly – every now and then you see sad inscriptions, painted on rocks that fill half the landscape, to the effect that so and so died there tragically. So there’s every opportunity for daredevils to play hide-and-seek with the Ugly One with the Scythe, but the other kind of hiker can always choose an easier route. One year somewhere off Eng Ozero I was amazed to see on the bank a couple of tents with a clothes line stretched between two trees and festooned with drying rompers, Later I talked to a young, pretty mom with a sleeping baby in her arms. That little chap was sure to grow up a real hardy character, as the North Pole is not too far off, and when the wind blows off the Arctic – as it mostly does – the temperatures are not exactly Californian.

A great many people are in love with the Urals, the border between Europe and Asia and a continent unto itself: Southern, Central, Northern and Subpolar. You mention Ural rivers to an old hand and his eyes immediately take on a dreamy look as he breathes out the magic word, kharius. That’s grayling, a poem of a fish from the salmon family. Mouth-watering, not to mention the joys of fly-fishing. The taimen, that huge, incredibly powerful fish is locally called krasulya, meaning the beautiful one. And he sure is. Trouble is, it is becoming ever rarer, and you have to go farther east if you wish to land a worthwhile trophy. 

Beyond the Urals lies the Ob basin, with sluggish giant tributaries of the Ob and tributaries of tributaries, all of awesome width. Here you paddle past incredibly tall, glum, centuries-old fir trees, larches, pines and Siberian cedars week after week without seeing a soul, till you begin to wonder where the rest of the world has got to. All the time you keep praying that the fires do not start, for when they do, all the bears head for the river and you may run out of shells trying to scare them away. 

When you think you can no longer stand the gloomy, humanless spaces, the river flows into a lake (called here tuman for no apparent reason, for tuman in Russian means “fog”) the size of an average sea, so you spend more weeks looking for the outlet, as each and every bay (and they sometimes stretch for countless miles) may turn out to be the source of an outflowing river, and then again they may not. 

I hear you mutter the word “maps,” but it only shows what a lot you know about the Soviet way of life (I did most of my rafting in the bad old times under the Soviets). In those days, all maps on the 2 km/cm scale (that is, the only useful variety) were terribly secret, and possession could cost you two years in prison. A year per kilometer, I guess.  The non-secret variety (say, on the 6km/cm scale) were made with gross, and deliberate, inaccuracies – to fool the potential imperialist enemy, I was told. 

I did not believe it myself, until I began hearing, time and again, about adventurers who innocently thought that, if a waterfall was not marked on a map, it did not exist in harsh reality. We’ll never know what they thought of those maps and their makers when they found it was too late and sort of useless to head for the shore. Survivors were rare. Offhand, I can only recall the story of a young lady who was thrown on the river bank below the rapids with a smashed hip bone and was later accidentally found by some hunters. 

I remember reading in the 1970s in the Literary Gazette – in those days a sort of safety valve for the intelligentsia’s discontent – that of the two million people who annually headed for the wilds of Russia (I wonder how they managed to count them; I for one hate being counted, and made sure nobody ever did), around a hundred died in accidents.  A goodish number of them certainly died for want of maps, flares, portable radios, and other capitalist luxuries one sometimes incredulously heard of. 

But all of this is too painful to dwell on, and quite outdated. Now all you have to do is get yourself a GPS gadget, and you’ll always know, with unbelievable accuracy, where you are – provided you find a power outlet to recharge your batteries. When you are stuck a few hundred miles from the nearest settlement – which may or may not have electricity – this may be a bit of a problem.

East of the Ob lies the Yenisei basin. It takes longer to get out there, but it’s worth it. The rivers are faster and clearer, none of the endless marshes of Western Siberia here. The fish -- like the monstrous killer taimen I mentioned earlier – are more plentiful and exotic.  The rapids are what old hands call “interesting,” loosely translatable as “reminiscent of obituaries.” 

There are other “interesting” phenomena, like ulovo (very loosely translated as trap) – giant whirlpools where, if your craft is not mobile enough – say, if it is a log raft – you can go round and round endlessly. People have been known to starve to death in these traps almost within touching distance of the banks.

You may ask why not jump off the raft and swim ashore. To this let me tell you the story I heard from a taiga-born buddy of mine. Ulovo is bad, he said, but something known as prizhim (literally “push-in”; something that pushes you against an obstacle) is much deadlier. It’s like this: the current hits a rocky bank with incredible force eroding the rock so that a cave is formed under water, and if something or somebody is driven there by the current, they stay there for good.

It so happened that this buddy of mine was paddling down a similar monster of a river with a group of other chaps, and one of them tumbled into the stream, no one could later say why or how. He was instantly driven underwater in the manner described – and never surfaced. Now it so happened that that guy worked at some secret defense establishment, so the news inevitably reached the KGB. There, the view was predictably taken that, since there was no body, the man could have slipped away abroad bearing with him those terrible state secrets. So the KGB told the guys to produce their colleague, dead or alive. They did not much care which, but the physical body must be made available. Needless to say the whole group was “detained,” as a precaution.

An obvious impasse developed, until someone had the bright idea to reconstruct the situation – stage an experiment. Eighty tree trunks were thrown into water at the spot where the guy had disappeared. One (1) surfaced. The experiment was deemed convincing, and the whole thing was allowed to quietly die down.

So better think carefully before you decide to jump into the river near an ulovo or a push-in. We aren’t cats, you know; one life is all we have, and at times it seems exquisitely worth living.

Another nasty feature of Siberian rivers is zalom, technically known as a jam: stretches where a river is literally crammed with logs or newly fallen trees, sometimes for miles and even dozens of miles. This is especially likely to happen in the pristine, untrodden taiga, where for hundreds of years the river has been washing away the bank, carrying the trees growing there to some obstacle where they pile up, the jam growing longer and longer with every year. At a spot like this, your tolerably peaceful kayaking is over, and you start scrambling through the mostly impassable taiga, with all your belongings toward a spot where the river flows again unobstructed – you hope. That’s a really character-building exercise, heartily to be recommended to the weaker in spirit.

Trees on river banks can generally be relied on to introduce a note of excitement into the boring routine of survival in the taiga. From time to time they topple over into the river, their roots laid bare by the current or surf. They come down with a mighty crash either as you approach or have just passed them (if they drop on you, you are no longer around to cherish the memory of the excitement). The effect is particularly devastating when you paddle close to the shore of a lake on a quiet day in a profound reverie, only to be catapulted from your seat by what seems to be the crash of a howitzer behind your ear. Believe me, a little thing like that makes you a better and nobler human being, or at any rate more appreciative of even the shallowest existence.

Where the current is really strong, you may be granted yet another kind of ennobling experience. As you paddle serenely or stand pensively on a bank, the waters may part suddenly and the mutilated crown of a huge, water-logged tree may emerge from under the surface, rising higher and higher.  The trunk will stand almost vertically for a few seconds before toppling over with an earth-shattering report. What happens here is this: a tree that has fallen into the river many miles upstream is dragged by the current submerged until its thicker and heavier end is jammed against some obstruction on the bottom. The current keeps piling up fiercely, lifting the other end – apparently to give you a lesson in humility and gratitude to the fates, if you have an imagination vivid enough to picture the scene if you had been paddling over the right spot at the right moment.

The Lena and its tributaries are like the Yenisei, only more so, because they are farther to the east. They mostly flow through Yakutia, and the population is about fifty-fifty, the Yakut and the Russians, only that same population is spread so thinly that you barely notice it. Hamlets consisting of a few houses are sometimes three or four hundred kilometers apart.

For this reason you must take very special care of your craft. Any mishap to your vessel leaves you stranded in the middle of nowhere with very little hope of being rescued, unless a spaceship lands nearby. A proper repair kit is an absolute must.

Besides a repair kit, it is desirable to have a cool, far-sighted head on your shoulders. One of my more educational stories for the young is about my trip down the Amga, a tributary of the Aldan which is in turn a tributary of the Lena. One day, after about twelve hours plying my double-bladed oar I slept through the night like a log and only woke in the morning – to find my kayak gone. During the night the water level had risen – summer freshets are frequent on the Amga – and the current had carried away my craft God knew where. I’ll never forget leaping like mad some five or six kilometers up and down the hills skirting the river until I found my lovely kayak impaled on a sharp bough of a tree lying across the river.  Sadly, the rest was even more boring. Returning to my camp, I found it a total mess, most likely the result of a visit by a wolverine. It destroyed lots of my stuff, but luckily the repair kit was almost intact. After that episode I always drag my boat or raft as high on the bank as I can or tie the painter to something really sturdy with a double knot – even in places where freshets have never been heard of.  

 What you hardly expect in Yakutia is good weather: after all, Oymyakon, the planet’s cold pole, is right there. Some years temperatures go up into the 30s (Celsius) in July, before the August rains start. Another real blessing: in some places there are fewer mosquitoes than in others. 

That does not mean, of course, that you can go sunning yourself like in the Crimea. During a sailing trip down the Lena a friend of mine tried it, and it was a truly unforgettable sight: within seconds his whole suntanned body became grey, covered with a layer of very active mosquitoes. The lad was a good track and field athlete, so he streaked along the sandy bank as he had hardly ever run before, but you cannot run away from those bloodsuckers. He had to throw himself in the stinging cold water, wash off the mess and hurriedly pull on all his clothes. Till the end of the voyage, though, he kept scratching himself, all over.     

Generally speaking, everywhere in Siberia you must be ready for a spirit-building encounter with this curse, and a cheap nakomarnik, a hat with a mosquito net protecting your head, is an indispensable part of your equipment. Some find it hard to breathe with the nakormarnik on, but it’s certainly better than smearing the mosquito mess all over your face. Hunters have it toughest, as you cannot hunt with the net on, and you cannot get by without hunting, if you want to eat.    

Repellents help, but not always. In some places mosquitoes and gnats eat that stuff with relish before starting on you. Whets their appetite, I guess… The tiniest bloodsuckers, gnats, the no-seeums, aptly known here as gnus, are the worst, an abomination worse than nuclear war. They penetrate everywhere – nostrils, ears, under the eyelids, boots, the most intimate places. One year, my wrist itched for about a month under the watch strap upon return from the tundra. 

Huge elks have been sucked dry by the infernal creatures, hardly a drop of blood left in their bodies. Exhausted, they fall easy prey to poachers, wolves or bears. All reindeer head for the Arctic Ocean coast, where the fierce wind off the North Pole keeps the bloodsuckers at bay.

Having mentioned elks, I must also talk of elk lice, quite a minor irritant compared to mosquitoes and gnats – and I am not sure they are lice in the true zoological sense. These are widespread not only in the taiga but throughout the European part of Russia as well. They do not bite, but they crawl. God, how they crawl, getting under the clothes right down to your skin. They are hard to get rid of, as they stick to you like leeches. Best wear an anorak with a tight-fitting hood and wristbands as protection. 

Insects can spoil the best-planned adventure in the taiga. That’s why the bunch I used to hang out with at one time preferred Siberia in September, when the first real frosts strike and kill off the vermin. But paddling down a river in subzero temperature and fresh, very fresh winds –  Oh, my aching broken bones...

East of the Lena lie the really fabulous places, like the Indigirka, the Kolyma, Chukotka, Kamchatka, Magadan, Sakhalin, the Kuril Islands. 

You take the Kurils. There was a time when they were known as a fantastic tourist attraction, not a political issue in Russo-Japanese relations. Of course, that was for hikers of a definite sort, the most hairy ones. I just do not know whether anyone wanders over those islands these days, like we used to tramp there among tree-like ferns and similar exotic flora.   

One must be practical, though: unless one is prepared to spend two months or more on a trip, it’s no use talking of places like these. Too far out. Planes are the only practicable way to travel to and from those areas, only people have been known to spend weeks waiting for some rattling local conveyance – because of fog, smoke from taiga fires, or no fuel.  Not to mention prohibitive prices, but that’s mostly a problem for the cash-strapped Russian intelligentsia that makes up the greater part of the nature-loving adventurers.  It’s no problem for the New and Very New Russians, only their haunts are mostly the Canaries and the Maldives now, and who could blame them?

Sure, these days there are quite a few of the new breed of entrepreneur who will organize for you a trip anywhere in Russia, including the Far East. That will come at a price, though. I once read of a highly placed US citizen – a vice president, no less, if I remember rightly – who paid the unbelievable sum of $2000 per diem for fishing in Kamchatka. I merely chuckled, recalling the times when we were doing that absolutely free, and the fish used to snap at unbaited hooks even. Ah, those were the days, my friend…

I catch myself feeling a bit nostalgic at this point, and it’s easy to see why. I can be as critical as the next man about life under the Soviets -- the years when the greater part of my trekking was done – but there were a couple of things that we certainly enjoyed then and miss now, under primeval capitalism. One was cheap travel, the other, friendship among peoples, to use a bit of political cant from those days.

Train tickets, plane tickets, any kind of travel was so cheap that anyone could go anywhere in this vast land – across ten time zones, if your heart so desired. Chukotka, Kamchatka, Sakhalin Island, the Kurils, they were all accessible whatever the state of one’s purse. Border areas were the exception, of course. There, the difficulty was mostly insurmountable. People intent on entering these areas were automatically suspected of wishing to leave the country illegally, to defect, in fact. But everywhere else… 

I distinctly remember that sailing aboard ship as a deck passenger half the mammoth length of the Volga, from Saratov to Astrakhan, cost five rubles – exactly the price of a bottle of Pliska, a cheap Bulgarian brandy. Crossing the Caspian from Bekdash on the eastern coast to Makhachkala on the western one, the same magic figure, five rubles. Sure, traveling as a deck passenger is not everyone’s cup of vodka, but I loved it. In the daytime, you could watch the bow wave or borrow a book from the ship’s library, and at night spread your inflatable mattress in some cozy nook on deck and watch the stars dancing around the mast half the night. Delightful. 

Prices today are a rip-off, sheer banditry. Moscow to Vladivostok by plane, business class -- $5000. My pension for 18 months, to the kopek. 

And as for friendship among peoples and how it all ended… Just one episode from my travels. In about 1987 I paddled along the western coast of the Caspian, my favorite sea, in a 7ft-long inflatable baidarka, the sort you put on rather than sit in. Luckily the sea was not too rough – a rarity in May – and I went all the way along the seacoast of Dagestan and a goodish part of Azerbaijan, reaching as far south as Sumgait, north of Baku. All the folks I met on the way – Dagestanis, Azeris – welcomed me as a gift from Allah, the way the Koran prescribes to treat a wayfarer. And mark you, they were practically without exception far from the most civilized or law-abiding citizens – poachers whose main business in life was catching the forbidden fish, the sturgeon. 

Well, anyway, I reached Sumgait, like I said, cadged a lift to the railway station and returned to Moscow, thinking on the way about starting the following year from that spot and heading south, past Baku and – Allah willing – as far as the Iranian border. But! That same year saw the first of the massacres in the area, Azeris slaughtering Armenians in that same godforsaken, ugly industrial town of Sumgait that had seemed so peaceable, even torpid to me. One heard horror stories about pregnant women having their bellies ripped up and the like, too gruesome to recount here. That was the start of the disintegration of the Soviet Union, in which millions suffered unspeakably, glory be to Gorbachev, Yeltsin, and us damn fools who supported them. 

Would I repeat that delightful trip today? Unthinkable. Back then, I slept on beaches in my tiny kayak, covering myself with a bit of oilcloth. These days I would be sure to wake up a hostage or a slave – or minus my silly old head. No, thanks all the same.

I seem to be digressing, however, carried away by memories. Let me tackle some of the subjects that have to do more directly, let’s say substantively, with my main theme. Like craft that one sails or paddles in.  

Craft. The most popular craft are baidarkas, a kind of collapsible kayak, only more open, with a crew of one to four, but mostly two. The sports goods industry in this country being what it is, it's really inspiring to see the endless variety of craft the do-it-yourself people (which means practically everybody) put together. Some find this half the fun. I've quoted Kenneth Grahame at them, and they heartily agreed with the Water Rat's sentiment that “there is nothing – absolutely nothing – half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats – or with boats.” 

A really popular river like the Msta or the Mologa, a mere couple of hundred of miles from Moscow, or the Belaya in the Urals, offer a fascinating spectacle of boats of all shapes and sizes and materials, kayaks, rafts (including round one-seaters made of a single inner tube), catamarans, dushegubkas (literally, “soul-killers,” a particularly wiggly sort of dugout), and even American-looking canoes, but these are rarities.

I prefer a modernized version of dushegubka when traveling alone, and a rubber raft when I have company, for comfort and safety if not speed. I also possess a beautiful Polish sailing dinghy, and this leads me to the next section.

Sailing. Anyone who paddles down a small river eventually gets to a large one, or a lake, or a sea, and, quickly tiring of paddling without some aid from the current, makes some sort of sail out of a blanket, a sheet of sturdy plastic, anything. This takes them into a whole new world full of the thrill of sailing. Most folks simply add bigger and better-made sails to their baidarkas, which opens up a whole new dimension of excitement: sailing a baidarka without an outrigger or a leeboard is as good as playing cat-and-mouse with the wind, and you end up a very wet mouse, sooner or later. 

The sailing dinghy I mentioned is ideal in this sense: she is collapsible, she can be packed in three bags weighing thirty to forty kilos each, so you can take her anywhere by car or railway, and on one occasion – that was on the Aral seacoast – I even loaded her on a tiny biplane when time came to return to civilization. She has a centerboard, two sails and a twelve-foot mast in four sections. I’ve had some terrific fun with her – on the Volga, the Ural reservoir, the Azov Sea,  the Tvertsa, but mostly on the Aral Sea (when there was an Aral Sea; it is a disaster area now), the Caspian, and elsewhere. 

The most memorable voyage was along the Caspian Sea's eastern coast, desert on the left, deep sea on the right, desert islands of bright white sand, seagulls overhead, curious seals, their funny faces popping up within touching distance, frightening me out of my wits as I dozed at the tiller.  There was the unforgettable fun of skin diving and spearing gray mullet, catching shrimp with my T-shirt and crayfish with my hands.  What I remember above all is the bliss of solitude and light wind and the glare of the sun on the swell, and the roll of the boat.  

Of course I got caught in a couple of storms, but that was just to give me a sense of proportion. Towards the end, after I passed Kazakh Bay, the shore was nothing but a wall of rock stretching for dozens of miles. Actually you don't have to be smashed up by a passing storm on the rocks, even: just lose your canister of fresh water when the dinghy capsizes, and you'll realize how real and earnest life is. This was brought home to me most aptly on the night I first arrived at the Aral Sea railway station, and the station-master grumbled indifferently, by way of welcome: “Ah, tourists. We have a whole graveyard full of fellows like you.”

There are other vast lakes, seas, and water reservoirs all over Russia, like Lake Ladoga, Lake Onega, Lake Baikal and the White Sea, not to mention those giant rivers – the Ob, the Yenisei, the Lena. As I’ve said before, you'll have to forget all about sunbathing there, better pack a quilted suit or so, even at the height of summer. 

The less rigorous spots, like Lake Seliger, Lake Zhizhitsa, Lake Valdai or the Volga itself with its huge reservoirs, are the last resort for me: too populous. But I understand there are sociable types who like this sort of thing – enjoying chance acquaintances’ company, sitting by the fire all night, exchanging life stories, views and jokes, singing songs, sharing a bottle of vodka. All very nice in its own way.

Actually, I mustn't make out like a surly, solitary hombre: in the right company I can, shall we say, exaggerate with the best of them about past adventures, only most liars lie more convincingly than the man who has truly been there, as someone observed long before me. Speaking for oneself, it's more exciting when you travel for weeks and hardly see a soul, and when you do, they are piteously grateful for human contact of any kind, once you get past the usually rough exterior.

Another fine thing about real wilderness is that there is less danger of being rammed by drunken bargemen or reckless speedboats. All you have to do is take very good care of your equipment, and look out for sudden gusts of wind – these are much more frequent on wide rivers and, close to shore, on the greater lakes, than out at sea or on the smaller rivers; the wind force is terrific, snapping steel stays like matchsticks. 

In general, when the going becomes real sticky, I tend to remind myself a precept taught me by my father more than half a century ago: never stick your head where your backside won’t go, and you will live to see Christmas. Maybe. 

Tramping on Foot.  Long hikes are practically inevitable when you want to get right to the source of some river, especially in the Northern or Subpolar Urals, the Sayan Mountains, the Altai Mountains, the mountain country beyond Lake Baikal, in Chukotka or anywhere in the really interesting places. About the only alternative is a helicopter, and you can’t rely on those, unless you have friends among the pilots or are prepared to part with exorbitant sums of money. 

If you want to get to the tantalizing rivers of the Subpolar Urals and the Lower Ob, you tow your craft up the tamer streams of the western slopes, then pack up and carry everything up the hills and through passes to seek the sources of eastbound rivers. You may even hit the ones you originally planned to, but any will do if they're not too murderous. If they are, you pack up again and walk or climb round the treacherous parts, taking good care not to get lost in some handy marsh or caught by nightfall on bare rock. 

Alternately, people go on foot all the way. They don't have to carry their kayaks, and that's the enjoyable part; but then they don't have the fun of shooting down rapids, either. It's a hard choice. On the whole, tramping is more exacting physically, as no right-thinking adventure-seeker ever hikes across pretty woods or fields. That's strictly for packs of voluble housewives and their husbands and children on organized mass tours. 

Real adventurers head for the tundra, the taiga, the mountains or, failing all these, the deserts of Central Asia. So let me take these types of terrain one by one. 

The Tundra.  Some say it’s monotonous. There must be something wrong with my aesthetic sense, for the tundra looks heart-rendingly beautiful and infinitely variable to me. Half of it is an endless expanse of green windswept marshes, and the other half, clean water of all shapes and sizes – pools, lakes, streams, rivulets and rivers roaring through deep canyons, or running smooth and fast over shallows. If you look carefully, you will see the black backs of grayling lying quietly as boulders near the bottom then shooting like arrows at anything edible that the current carries – or at a fly made of your own hair tied with thread.

The sky in the tundra doesn’t hold still for a moment, clouds endlessly shaping and reshaping and regularly hitting you with half-hour showers. Then you just sit quietly on your rucksack under a plastic sheet watching water cascade an inch or so from your nose. This gives you plenty of time to think of all sorts of really important things that you never get to think through back in the urban hustle and bustle. At times like these you realize ever so keenly the truth of what somebody put so aptly a long time ago: The Kingdom of God is within you.…

 True, the going in the tundra is as hard as high-altitude climbing because of the marsh and growths of polar willow, which is mostly shoulder-high scrub so thick that you sometimes hang there helplessly, unable to move right or left or forward or back or even down. And as often as not bypassing these thickets is impossible – you try to move around them, and you get sucked down by the mire.  

The biggest fear here is of getting lost, as you constantly run into marshes and unfordable rivers (unmarked on your map, need I say, if you have one from the Soviet times), which force you to head in unwanted directions. If you wander long enough you find yourself facing the Arctic Ocean and little prospect of ever getting back home. If you walk a dozen miles a day, you are a big hero – it’s a feat that is hard to repeat two days running. 

It's next to impossible to carry enough provisions for a good long hike, so a shotgun and fishing tackle are musts, and you have to take very good care not to lose these in some marsh or river, because then you'd be in real trouble. Strapping, well-nourished muzhiki who lost their way in the tundra and were lucky to get out of it alive have been known to weigh around sixty pounds at the end of their adventure. 

These rambles are usually very checkered affairs. Back in ‘72, my friend and I lost our way in the Ochenyrd Mountains, crossed over to the Asia side, hit Lake Shchuchye (Pike Lake), thus fixing our position on the map, turned west again and promptly lost our way again, by which time we had no provisions of any sort, and all game had disappeared as if by magic. There had been plenty of tundra grouse and all kinds of duck and even geese, but then, nothing. To add to the misery, the hills there, though not very high, are fairly obnoxious, being a combination of tundra and mountain, with high cliffs and mini-glaciers thrown in. 

Then, one day, towards evening, I shot a hare. We cooked it in the darkness over a tiny fire and ate it, cinders and all. The following day I shot a reindeer, and a nerve-racking affair it was: the powder in my shells having absorbed some damp, the charge had little stopping power, so I had to finish the job with a dagger through the heart. Terrible. We spent several days in that spot, feasting on reindeer meat and getting our strength back. We buried the reindeer in a huge snowdrift left over from the previous winter and went visiting with him some three times a day, to hack off some more meat. 

There was plenty to come, but it was sort of downhill after that couple of weeks. We cooked plenty of reindeer meat and fed on it until we reached a tiny settlement called Khalmer-yu. Actually, we were plain lucky – after a few days we hit a vorga, a sort of path or track left by the local Komi moving with their reindeer – apparently from one heap of empty vodka bottles to another..
The Taiga.  This is usually translated as “Siberian forest,” only the taiga is as different from any forest as frying is from baking. Put it this way: you can walk in the forest; in the taiga, you push or fight your way through, climbing under or over fallen or half-fallen trees, squelching through marshes and squeezing your way through the undergrowth. Some of it is completely impassable, and you're eternally grateful for any hint at animal tracks; elks are your best friends in this sense. If you’re claustrophobic, better steer clear of the taiga.

One good thing about primeval, pristine taiga is that you don't have to worry about fish for your meals as long as you have a hook left plus a grasshopper or two, even if they are disfigured beyond recognition by repeated use. Also there are the curious hazel-grouse, curious to look at, like any wild birds, but also in the sense of inquisitive: they start up with a terrific whirr, then perch on trees nearby, gazing at you mildly while you pick them off one by one.  Lyre-tailed black grouse and giant capercaillie also abound; in the really out-of-the-way places they have no fear of man, so you sometimes feel like a louse shooting them. 

Unfortunately, there are also lynxes and bears, and anyone you meet there has his or her favorite lynx or bear story, to make you keep up your vigilance. Like that fellow I met on the Pelym. I could hardly look at his face, so disfigured it was after a misunderstanding with a bear he had shot at close quarters. It seems his homemade round bullet had rolled out of the barrel, and the wad merely parted the hair on the bear’s forehead.  That was the last thing the man remembered clearly. His laika dogs did not let the bear finish him off, so the brute merely scalped him and broke quite a lot in the way of limbs and ribs. How the poor chap ever got back to his distant village in that state, in temperatures way, way below zero, through deep snow and the kind of taiga terrain I have tried to describe here, is more than I can understand. It is inspiring to know, though, that such a thing is at all possible.

Incidentally, encounters with bears often end in these unseemly hand-to-paw brawls, since a bear takes some killing. Bullet after bullet will plonk in without visible effect. One reason for this is that in the past the good government only allowed us shotguns that fire round bullets, while the possession of rifles was  punishable by law. Not now, thank God. 

A trekker should always bear in mind that bears often attack from the rear. Some taiga men therefore wear face-like masks at the back of the head, which are said to be fairly effective. Anyway, whether the brute rushes you from the front or from behind, they are so fast they’re upon you before you can cock your piece, let alone shoulder it. That’s why many carry long knives, or knives with long handles, which the Yakut people call palmas. 

The accepted knifing technique is to throw up your fur hat, the bear rises on his haunches to catch it, you stick the knife low in his belly and rip upwards with both hands, for the hide is tough and usually caked with dried mud. If you do it Yakut-style, you aim with your palma at the heart. Others prefer a rogatina, or forked bear spear, but it takes some skill to handle the instrument. The idea is to jam the butt end against the ground with your foot and let the bear skewer himself. Old hands say that a child can do it. I’ve never tried it, though. Never felt enough childlike faith in the technique, I guess.

Lynxes are worse than bears, or so most locals believe. They jump on you from trees, always from behind, and go straight for the jugular. According to a Siberian aboriginal I once met, the best defense against a lynx is to have a sharp-pointed iron rod sticking from your backpack: the lynx skewers itself on this as it drops on you. Even then, though, the beast can do you plenty of harm before being subdued, so you’d better keep in mind the well-known Russian adage: you want to live, learn to twist nimbly. In a very direct, physical sense. 

Speaking of the taiga people – the Komi, the Nenets, the Even, the Evenk, the Orochi, and others – they are just wonderful to know. Unfortunately, ruined by alcohol to a man. Something to do with the chemistry of their metabolism. If you forget that, just talking to them you go through a school of survival in the taiga. If you find your nylon tent not the most comfortable quarters in the world, think of a typical local hunter's bivouac: some plastic sheeting tied to four knee-high pegs driven into the ground to keep out the rain. That’s how they wander about the taiga, alone for months on end; a way of life I’ve envied only too often. . . 

The Mountains.  Like I said at the beginning, I’m no longer up to serious mountaineering – working rock faces, climbing peaks, all that sort of thing. But mountains are always a delight, even if you stick to the technically “uninteresting” valleys, ridges and passes. There’s nothing like heady mountain air, the vistas that fill your soul with cosmic wonder and make you forget your pygmy worries left behind on the plain. There’s also fishing for trout right next to glaciers, or bathing in icy water. Invigorating, that’s the word. 

As for the spice of danger, remember that you are mostly miles and miles away from the nearest habitation, and if you are rambling solo, even a slight mishap like a broken ankle may lead to serious unpleasantness. 

A story that has grown stale from repetition tells of girls in mountain camps going to some stream to brush their teeth, slipping, hitting the back of their head on a rock and falling into the river, to be fished out a few miles downstream with their bodies pounded to a pulp against rocks by the mad current. Somehow it’s mostly girls.  Victims of personal cleanliness, I guess. 

Then there was this stupid accident some twenty years ago in the Caucasus: a large group on a guided walking tour was caught in a freak snowstorm at the height of summer, and the guide idiotically decided to forge ahead. A couple dozen froze to death near the pass in their summer clothes, while a couple of experienced hikers told the guide to drop dead (which he eventually did) and headed back for the woods, where they spent a nice quiet night by the fire.  Anyone who has knocked about the mountains long enough has even better and more educational stories to tell.

Since the early 1990s, the range of available mountain wildernesses in this country has dwindled, along with the diminishing size of the country itself. The Caucasus and the Pamir, the most exciting places of them all, are hopeless now, populated by bunches of damn fools who have reverted to their medieval pursuits or hostage-taking and other kinds of banditry, not to mention internecine strife of Rwandan brutality. 

Fortunately, there are countless others left in Russia proper, like the Khibiny, the Urals, the Tien Shan, the Altai and the Sayany, to name but the greatest ones. You can spend a few lifetimes exploring each of these. All except the Southern and Central Urals are what you might call sparsely populated: you can wander there for weeks without seeing a soul. In one of these ranges they came a while ago on a family who had really got away from it all (actually from religious persecution) back in the '20s and had lived all those decades unmolested – except by bears. Unfortunately, they had lost their immunity to many diseases; only one old crone survived the reunion with the human race, and even she has died recently. There must be a moral in this, somewhere.

Mountain countries fall, on the whole, into two categories, old and young mountains. The younger ranges have peaks up to 21,000 feet high, glaciers, mile-high walls of sheer rock, the whole works. Compared to these, the older hills like the Khibiny or the Urals or some East Siberian ranges have a toylike quality; they are lower and smoother, snow-clad peaks are rare, the rivers not so savage. 

However, that's no reason to treat them in a cavalier fashion. If you do, you may feel sorry, provided you are left feeling anything at all. After all, a cliff is a cliff, and whether you fall 1500 feet or just 150, the net result tends to be the same. Also, it is much, much easier to lose one's way in the old hills than almost anywhere else. In the Caucasus, the peaks are all distinctly individual, there is no mistaking, say, Peak Ineh (Needle, in Karachai) for Belyala-Kaya (The Girl With a Multi-Colored Belt). Old hills have mostly been worn to uniformity over millions of years. 

Another curious feature of old mountains is false crests. You climb and climb and you think that you'll get to the top in an hour or so, but you get there only to observe the next slope rising not far away to a crest; you start climbing that and the whole thing repeats itself. It is a particularly effective character-building exercise in winter as you climb waist-deep in fluffy snow gloomily watching for certain unmistakable signs of a snowstorm coming on, night falling, and no level ground to pitch your tent on – if you have a tent.

You may think I am laying it on thick, whereas in fact I am merely describing an actual experience. When I moved to the Urals all those years ago, a student of mine somehow heard of my modest fame as a mountaineer who’d done some serious climbing in the Caucasus. So he invited me to come on a hike through nearby mountains. I promptly agreed, only to find out, after we had climbed the first few ridges, that he expected me to know the way in this region, which was completely new to me. 

How he had worked that out is beside the point. The naked fact was that we inevitably got lost, and it was getting dark and the wind was rising and we were wet with sweat, climbing through all that snow up slippery slopes on all fours with heavy backpacks. Then the boy – a strong, rosy-cheeked, talkative chap – simply switched off, falling completely silent and staring straight ahead, only going as far as I could push him. Believe me, he gave me a real fright. 

The nicest touch was that we did not have a tent, as he had talked of how easy it was to find, up there, a haystack locally called stozhary.  They are built hollow for the hay to dry better; you make a tunnel through the hay to the hollow middle and are as snug as a bug. It was quite right what he told me there, I later spent many an unforgettable cozy night in these haystacks, especially when I lit a bit of a candle in a glass jar and had someone cuddly with me while a snowstorm might be raging outside or various heavy-footed animals came to feed at night. On that particular night, though, there were no haystacks, no valleys or plateaus where the haystacks might be, no bit of level ground even, just the nearly-vertical rock and snow and wind and darkness and fear. 

In the end, I did find a few feet of nearly horizontal ground under a solitary fir tree, and even built a fire on the lee side, only in my hurry and in the darkness I almost hacked my knee-cap in two as I was cutting some branches for a fire, and that was by no means the end of the story. Might tell you some other time.

Some trips are like that. All you can hope for is to get back alive: try to be good, do not anger the gods, never say die, and maybe you'll wriggle out somehow. But there are also happy trips, in winter, too, when you reach a crest with a fantastic view or a nice cozy valley and the air is still, the sun bright, the frost not too murderous, the skis go swish-swish, and you get an occasional hare or grouse. Which means that I am way into my next subject.

Skiing Hikes. On the whole, skiing trips are for the really hardy, and it would be a mistake to begin your career in the wilds in winter. Frost or snowstorms can last for weeks, and incessant cold is probably the most effective frayer of tempers ever invented. True, it is also the best way to find out one's true worth. There is no cheating here; most people go snap, sooner or later, only some do it sooner and others later. 

If you've had some experience in survival in the wilds and wish to try it in winter, do not begin in the mountains. Plains are much easier. The skiing itself is different both from whooping it up (or down) at a skiing resort, with all those lifts and things, and from flat racing where you glide gracefully along a well-trodden track in a psychedelic suit. Here, you have to make the track in knee-deep snow or worse, and do not giggle when you see steam rising in waves over your mate's head, for it also rises over yours. 

The skis are different from those used in racing, they are heavier and broader and shorter and they do not have that springy quality of racing skis, but they do have metal rims for sliding down hills. Also special bindings. When you just walk on even ground, your heel is not fixed, but when you face a steep run, you fix it with a wire and try to do elegant cuts with a 60-pound backpack, hoping that when you eventually somersault it will be the wire or the ski that will go snap and not your shin.

There are other character-building aspects of skiing trips in the wilds, like making a fire in the snow. Did you ever realize that, when you build a fire in snow, the snow melts, and the fire goes out? Jack London's characters never seem to have trouble that way, but that's the privilege of fiction. In real life, you either look for a stump of a big enough tree or the fallen tree itself, or else dig a hole in the snow to the very ground, at the end of which process you may find yourself shoulder-deep, which rather complicates things. Some lug around primus stoves and similar machines, but I regard this sort of thing as cheating. Inevitable where there is no firewood of any kind, though. 

Tents are also a delight, from the spirit-enhancing point of view. You pitch them and sleep in them and the moisture of your breathing settles on the walls and freezes solid, and your nice lightweight tent becomes hard and heavy as a board, only much more breakable. Also your skis may break, however careful you may be. Then there are the treacherous polynyas, unfrozen patches in the middle of otherwise solidly icebound rivers, covered by thin ice and powdered with snow – through which you sploosh, skis, backpack and all. It's a very good way to learn to love thy neighbors who will have to fish you out and nurse you back to life and even probably save you from amputated toes and fingers if not from frostbite.

Some General Remarks on Survival.  These days a whole industry has grown around the theme of survival, complete with TV programs, survival schools, books, videos, experts and instructors, the lot. One sees distinctly glum-looking folks on desert islands, mostly in fairly large groups, posing for the cameras as they try to make fire by rubbing twigs or the like. You know the sort of thing. 

According to one school of thought, survival has something to do with eating worms, grubs, birch bark and such; building all your shelters from scratch; drinking distilled urine for lack of water; and a thousand other silly things. 

To me, all this seems to be just a curious way to waste your time, effort and money, but everyone to their own taste. Personally, I take the more Russian, or simply sensible, view that survival is primarily a matter of character or spirit plus infinite-resource-and-sagacity. An absolute must in this business of survival is developing the subject’s confidence that, whatever the jam you’re in, you can get out of it relying only on yourself and your pals – or go down with all possible dignity. 

To gain this confidence, you don’t have to eat birch bark or vermin at all. As you roam the really wild places, there is enough danger and cold and heat and fatigue and animal hunger, pretty constant, to forge your spirit or smash it to bits, without going into the snake-eating routine. (Mind you, I've nothing against snakes, I regularly use them for bait, chopped up.) 

Take Alain Bombard, for instance. He proved scientifically that shipwreck victims do not die of thirst or hunger. They die of fear long before they begin to really suffer from privation or exposure. And the truth of that is obvious to any trekker who’s been in a really tight jam. 

I had a friend, a big strapping chap, stronger and healthier than myself, a fine hunter and fisherman. It so happened that he lost his way shooting duck in the Volga delta; not a difficult trick as the reeds cover immense areas there, and hoping that someone will come to your aid is plain foolish. Grisha was in a boat, there was plenty of water and food, yet when they found him after three days, he was quite dead. 

I couldn’t understand it until years later, when I myself lost my way in the reeds on the southern shore of the Aral Sea, close to the Amu-Darya delta. The reeds there are fifteen feet tall and so thick that you can’t push your gun between the stalks. They block out the sun, you don’t know which way is north, which way south, and even if you did, it would do you no good at all because the reeds just don’t let you go where you want. Your only chance is to crawl along tunnels beaten in the thickets and mud by wild boars. Trouble is, you are not a wild boar, so as you push your way through the tangle barely keeping your head above the liquid mud, enduring millions of mosquito bites, and thinking of poisonous snakes, you find it all a bit much, and eventually begin to wonder if it's worth it, after all. The hopelessness is enough to squeeze your heart to a stop. 

Aha, I thought, so that was how Grishka had died. Dead easy. Don't ask me why, but that thought of my long-dead friend somehow gave me a shot in the arm, and – well, it's a long story, but in the end I pulled through, a much chastened man.  

I hope you see my point. It’s all very well to be able to eat snake, but I'd have long been eaten by snakes and other vermin if I had relied on that ability for my survival.

Some practical hints to visitors. There are roughly two choices before anyone from abroad planning a trip to the wilder parts of Russia.  You can deal with one of the countless post-Intourist travel agencies, or you can organize your trip on a people-to-people basis. The former option is for folks who don't mind being fleeced at every step in return for indifferent or inferior services. In my view, the second choice is infinitely more preferable. This way, you team up with a bunch of like-minded local adventurers who are going on a trip anyway. You just pay your way (train or plane tickets, foodstuffs, etc.) and try to be as nice and hardy a sort as you can, and you'll be all right. May even form a few life-long friendships.

A word of caution: human relationships are all-important here, and the further away from Moscow, the more so. An effort may have to be made to change ingrained habits and attitudes. On a trip, you share everything (pretty literally) with your team-mates. Say, keeping a bottle of whisky for your personal use is sure to raise eyebrows. The usual procedure is to hand all your edibles and drinkables over to the stingiest and most implacable individual, called "boatswain" regardless of sex, who is then expected to take care of the usually ravenous appetites from first day to last, in places where shops and other amenities are but pale memories. 

Another prominent figure in any group, even if it's just the two or three of you, is the komandor or “Commodore”: the guy in charge. The title is usually deserved through long years of leadership, and implies wisdom, experience and officer-like habit of thinking of his crew first, second and last. He is sort of morally responsible for his bunch, but if you have any American-type ideas about liability, about suing someone for a broken leg or running nose, best forget it. It’s just not done, not here in Russia.

At times I think, though, that someone should be held responsible for the way people neglect to take the slightest precautions against, say, encephalitis. Some areas of the Siberian taiga are crawling with the ticks which spread the disease. Everybody says they ought to have anti-encephalitis shots, and no one ever does, preferring to wear close-fitting anoraks called entsefalitka to protect the back of the neck, where the ticks are said to love to bite.  Which is a lot of hooey. They’ll bite you anywhere, mostly in the legs. Another bit of nonsense is that the ticks are only dangerous in early spring; you are actually safe from them only in late autumn.

People with an academic background are best chosen as fellow-travelers because they usually have some English. These sportsmen are mostly loosely associated with what they call "tourist clubs" or turkluby. A city or town of any size invariably has them, and if you start early enough, you can find out who goes where and when in good time to join them.

Lastly, Why? Why climb peaks? Why cross deserts? Why hike in the murderous taiga? Why shoot rapids? Why tempt fate? You hear these questions all the time. You sometimes even ask them yourself, when the going gets really tough. 

Sir Edmund Hilary, when asked, Why climb Everest? – gave probably the cutest answer: Because it’s there. I would add this: because you can tell folks you’ve been there.  There are millions of chair-borne travelers who will avidly listen.

Well, I’ve been there. I’ve had all sorts of things happen to me, in about forty years of wandering – funny, tragic, mystic, boring, though these last are least remembered. And I’ve lived to set down some of these adventures in a few novels and many short stories and essays. My fondest hope is that they’ll provide at least a glimmer of what Russia, complete with its hinterland, truly is. Believe me, it’s very different from the Russia of Russophobic propaganda, ingrained prejudices, and pettifogging journalism.

And another thing. Having gone through some really sticky situations generously offered by the wilds of Russia, you are sure to learn something about yourself – something that will make you more tolerant toward human weaknesses and failures, your own included. In fact, you may gain an insight into what not the dimmest of writers meant when he said:  “Ah, my friend, all human beings are human, and those who are not, let them be ashamed…”

2. Grayling, Pike and Us Queer Fish
Last year I got some fine flies from the U.S.  Heartrendingly beautiful they were, and natural-looking. God's own rainbow had nothing on them. I boasted of them in Moscow, on the train out to the Urals, in the tiny town from which we started, and on the river itself. I showed them to anyone who would look. Heart palpitating, I tied one to a leader and cast. After I did that a few hundred times without a single bite, I began to suspect that something was terribly wrong. The grayling were there, other fishermen were catching them and even gave us some to fry out of pity, but I couldn't touch a fin.

I was crushed. With a sigh, I reverted to my old prosaic practice of tying my own flies. That was what Dad had always said: "Tie your own, son." I snipped off a few of my grayer locks and tied a few lovely, lively-looking flies, the way I had always done. The grayling had loved them. Not this year, though.  I was clearly jinxed.

I wanted to scream. I was ready to stoop to worm fishing – and you can't sink much lower than that. As Charles Dudley Warner wrote, "No sportsman will use anything but a fly – except he happens to be alone." And anyway I had no worms, and the few I unearthed with my knife from the damp soil of the darker ravines were whitish, sickly creatures capable of arousing pity rather than appetite among self-respecting grayling. Taiga worms are certainly not in the same class as those succulent vigorous wrigglers you dig up in your dacha’s backyard.

Then my roving eye fell on the roof thatching of my blonde companion, or rather companion blonde, which seemed to have a sort of special sheen, and I did the Samson and Delilah bit in reverse: I snipped off a few of those golden locks as she was peacefully snoozing in her sleeping bag. I then scuttled behind some bushes and tied some more flies. 

With these, I went to the river tingling with that confident feeling in the bones one sometimes gets for no particular reason. I cast the fly in the shallows. It started dancing on the swirls, got dragged under by the current – and there immediately came that live, magic heaviness, that tug-and-rush that sends your heart up into your gullet and makes you feel that life is exquisitely worth living after all. In my enthusiasm I horsed him high into the air; he flopped onto a patch of shingle while line and hook shot up into a nearby birch-tree to get hopelessly entangled there, only I didn’t care. I did some belly flopping, too, as the grayling had fallen quite close to the stream and was eager to get back home, but I was having none of that.

Then I climbed up the birch-tree, freed my intricately entangled tackle amid much language, and that was the start of two weeks of sheer bliss, except, of course, for a weepy conference upon the discovery of the loss of certain curls, but that is an altogether different story (incidentally, ladies' prowess is not rooted in their hair, that's definite).

My first rule for grayling fishing is: Choose your river well, or else be lucky. Of course, you can get right out into the Subpolar Urals or Eastern Siberia where fishing is in general a bit like sticking a fork into a tin of sardines, but the time and effort involved in getting there, and still more, in getting back more or less in one piece, are fairly mind-boggling. The Southern Urals seem right in the backyard by contrast. The climate is pleasant by Russian standards, none of this Siberian snow-in-June nonsense; May, yes, but never in June – almost.  The mosquitoes are quite manageable. The rivers (the Zilim, the Nugush, the two Inzers, the two Uzyans and countless others, all flowing into the Belaya, and the Belaya itself) are pretty well stocked, if you get right out into the hinterland. 

The best way is to paddle downstream among picturesque surroundings and get out of your dinghy from time to time to do some fishing in the shallows or under steep banks. Some summers, though, all the grayling forsake the more navigable streams and go into hiding in the shallowest brooks. Some people say it's because of hot weather, others say insects are getting scarce, and I say .....! or words to that effect, because that means I'll have to enjoy myself the hard way. 

Into the waders for me, and up some slithery rocks, and more rocks and woods and scrub, and then down a brook back to the main stream. The overhanging bushes and trees are a nightmare, no room to swing your rod, you telescope it down to two or three joints and even then you have trouble with it as you climb over piled up dead trees or drop into deepish pools, spouting enough profanity to loose a few rocks from an overhanging bluff, or they fall of their own weight, who knows. You just take care to duck in time.

All this, for a few dreamlike moments when you let your fly gracefully float downstream and disappear behind a wet boulder where a sentinel grayling pounces on it. You take very good care not to jerk the rod too hard, or he'll flop back into the stream; you swing the line gently towards your left hand, press the little dancing body fondly to your bosom, then carefully take him off the hook, wrap him in a burdock leaf and introduce him to his comrades in the bag.

Also, fishing these little streams, you have a better chance to actually see the little s.o.b. hit the fly then scuttle back, without biting, behind a boulder or into a little cave in an overhanging bank. A swirl, sometimes a glimpse of a slinky back or side, then quiet again, so that you wonder if you have really seen anything, if you yourself really exist or it’s all just a dream, and generally who the hell you are. The little scoundrel sometimes does that three or four times before biting – or withdrawing into private life. 

Curiously, it's usually the smaller fish that act so skittishly; the bigger the grayling, the more arrogantly and powerfully he will strike. Curiouser still, they have a pecking order: when you take several of them from the same pool, they sort of diminuendo in size: big (a.k.a. “bast-shoe”), medium, small fry.

They are also territorial, keeping to a certain spot for long periods, so that you can even strike up some acquaintances, if not friendships. Many was a time when a grayling, even a big one, would refuse to bite at a fly, merely rushing out towards it only to turn tail at once, most likely because my shadow fell on the stream. When the little rascal got bored with the game and stopped the sham assaults, I usually let him rest an hour or so, or even until next morning, if close to camp. I would then climb on the higher bank where he could not see me, and there he would be, streaking out on his last and most foolish sortie. 

One good thing about grayling is, you don't have to strike, he does all the striking needed, and the hit comes without warning except sometimes visual, as described. After rain, though, you can't see a thing in the water, and the fishing is lousy unless you are using worm or some other kind of bait. All I can say is, the world is full of much worse perversions. I’ve actually seen a fly made of film, ordinary cinema film, God forgive the sleazy, unprincipled character who thought that one up. 

The one truly correct and sportsmanlike procedure in rainy weather is to change from the light and dry (floating) fly to the black and wet (dipping) one, also preferably made of suitable curls. It should be obvious to any unprejudiced mind that on a really successful fishing trip the presence of both a blonde and a brunette is a must.

Now to the most delicious part: How To Cook Them. In fact, if you have a grain of sense, you do not cook this Salmonoid at all: you make Korean khe. Take a glass jar, size about a liter, put pieces of grayling in, pour some vinegar, rather weakly diluted, over them, add salt, pepper and sliced onions in profusion, shake, leave the jar overnight. If you can't wait that long, a couple of hours will do. If you get this dreadful feeling that the vodka you had cooled in the stream is getting warmer by the minute, half an hour will suffice. I've eaten fifteen-minute khe and suffered no worse effects than the fear of drowning in my own saliva as I write of it now. 

Grayling is no good for ookha, being too tender: It just dissolves in the soup – except, of course, in Eastern Siberia where the fish are so much bigger and the usual procedure is to cram them into a pail until their heads and tails stick above water level. You can fry them – certainly a delight, better than trout any day. If you want a quick snack and do not want to bother with a fire, put some grayling, cleaned and salted, into a thin plastic bag, seal it and leave it in the sun for some fifteen minutes, until the juice has collected in a corner. Drink the juice and eat the fish, and remember gratefully the Siberian chaps who taught me the trick.

Grayling can also be salted and smoked, if you want to bring some back from your trip, only it won’t keep for months like, say, taimen – and anyway, who can stand the temptation and leave it untasted for months?

Ural rivers are a curious mix. There are the long, almost static stretches where you paddle hard to get any forward motion at all and pray for the current to pick up, but when it does you wish you hadn't prayed that fervently, for faster current means rapids and you paddle double hard to avoid being smashed against the rocks and generally to stay afloat.

Stepping ashore after a few hours of disporting yourself in this manner, you notice that your knees wobble and your hands shake uncontrollably. When this regimen is kept up for any length of time, you observe one day that you are doing the chores mostly with one hand, the other being employed holding your trousers in place. What with the ozone-filled air, the exercise and the altitude, your body works as a super-efficient furnace burning up calories faster than you can shovel in fuel. You feel you could put away your monthly ration before breakfast and ask for more, like an outsize Oliver Twist. 

Since by now you are, most likely, in a territory where villages and food stores are about as real as last year's dreams, the issue becomes bed-rock simple: you want food, you fish for it. Grayling is fine as tidbit, but you need something more solid to feed your face three times a day. 

Like pike. 

Here again you can be lucky, or you can use your keen judgment. It is best to choose streams in really narrow gorges where no hay is mown, or the river will be fished out by the local Bashkir haymakers. Disgustingly, they maim as many fish as they catch, coming up here as they do without rods or line and using steel wire nooses as fishing tools. The method (completely illegal, need I say) works like this: One of these butchers quietly walks along the bank, stirring the reeds with a long pole, not too vigorously, and splashing at times through the shallows. The other wades in the stream itself, very quietly indeed, closely watching the water ahead. The pike, scared but not too scared, moves out of its ambush in the reeds into the clear. The hunter stops and works, in slow motion, the steel wire noose hanging from the tip of a long pole round the body of the fish, then jerks at the pole savagely, up and sideways, to send the fish flying shorewards. Probably as many fish get away as are caught, and few, if any, get away unscathed; most are scarred and even have fins or tails ripped off.

The more civilized, or simply better equipped, fisherman uses spoon bait. The line may be a whole millimeter thick, to save you the bother of playing your fish: you just pull it ashore by brute force, and if it goes off the hook, well, there are plenty more where that one came from. It is hard work, though, swinging the rod for hours on end, casting the spoon across the stream or pool towards the edge of reeds or grass where the pike hide, ever ready to strike at the passing small, and not so small, fry. They always lie in ambush with the sun behind them, so you get the full glare of the sun, as well as the blinding reflections off the water surface, in your eyes.

As you reel in your spoon bait, the pike will sometimes follow it mistrustfully across the width of the stream and hit, or dart back, almost between your feet as you look on with stunned eyes on the verge of a heart attack. When it bites out of sight, it feels like the hook hitting a submerged log. Strike hard anyway: if it is a log, you will have a bad time getting your triple hook back, that's all, but if it is a pike and you do not strike at all, you are dead certain to lose your fish: it opens its huge mouth wider than you do in the dentist's chair the moment it feels something untoward happening. And your hooks had better be razor sharp to have a chance to hold.

A landing net is a must, especially if you fish from a boat or a steep bank: there are monster specimens that can break a line or even a rod if you try to horse them out of the water, so consider yourself lucky if your fish merely splashes back in its native element. 

Carrying a landing net on a solo trip is certainly a nuisance, so I mostly try to fish from gentle grassy banks. The general idea is to get the toothy predator on that grassy shore before it wises up to what's going on and puts up a real fight. True, I have yet to meet a meek pike: they can't beat you for brute force but they certainly try, bending the body at right angles and thrashing savagely as you reel them in. A shock tactic that sometimes works is to start walking backwards while reeling in. That way you get them ashore double fast, while they're still stunned by the treachery and their moral fiber is not all that good. Anyway, I thought it a good idea until, stumbling over a dead tree, I nearly impaled myself on an upright, sharpish broken-off branch.

When the pike is on shore or by the boat side, grab it by the tail or – I hate to say it – stick thumb and finger in its eyes. If you feel too squeamish to do it, think of all the innocent little fishes these crocodile-like jaws have chopped up.  In any case keep your fingers away from its mouth and gills, if you'd rather not bleed for days. 

Getting About. Plane or train to Ufa, Magnitogorsk, Salavat, Beloretsk, or any of a dozen polluted industrial towns of the Southern Urals best observed briefly in passing. In my experience, this hinterland is full of hospitable and likable people ready to guide you and render any assistance totally free, although the thirst for dollars, a fresh blot on the Russian national character, is spreading here as elsewhere. 

The soundest idea is to join up with someone who is going on a trip of their own anyway. Academics are best. With university lecturers’ salaries being on the modest side, they work out schedules and arrangements (food, tickets, equipment) in fractions of cents rather than dollars. The bunch I went with, once they were satisfied I was a reasonably decent chap who could swill vodka with the best o them, lent me anything that I needed but had neglected to pack back home and could not buy locally. 

Use an inflatable rubber boat for paddling down your river, not a kayak. The latter is faster on the slow stretches but leaves you with a wet backside on the rapids. Should you perform a maneuver known as the keel-over, the kayak tends to turn broadside to the current and roll over you, as if the bashing against the boulders you get was not enough. Rubber dinghies are safer, if much slower. 

On this particular fishing trip I’m writing about I used a home-made catamaran. I love cats because with these all you have to carry to your starting point (and getting there is probably the hardest task, see below) is a couple of rubberized tubes weighing close to nothing.  True, you have to spend a day or two building a stout frame for the cat out of any sticks that come to hand, but the time is not wasted: you get acclimatized as you putter around. 

Fishing Permits. These are abstractions vaguely heard of. Please don't talk of them. No need to put ideas in these simple folks' heads.

Dangers. Your personal and public enemy No.1: roads, which are actually pot-holed, rock-strewn, dusty or muddy  tracks partly hewn out of mountainsides, which never stay even roughly horizontal. To get right out to the source of some nice, inaccessible river, you have to hitch a ride on the last lap, and you can bet it will not be in a Mercedes. A truck, most likely; at worst, some log-hauling tractor. A few hours on this last will provide a suitable backdrop for all the other difficulties which will then seem rather pleasant diversions. Imagine yourself inside a cross between a rocking horse and a concrete mixer, and you'll get a rough idea. On one such ride I leaned from the back of the truck into the cab and told the driver, earnestly: "Another hour of this, and the knots on my shoelaces will shake loose." He hurriedly fished out a notebook from the glove compartment and jotted it down. A budding writer, yet, from somewhere near Moscow. Sober, thank God. Sniff unashamedly at your prospective drivers, if you don't want to be hauled from some gorge, bit by interesting bit. Be prepared to handle a long series of alcohol-laden disappointments.

Snakes, now. Be particularly careful on rocks, where adders like to warm their nasty bellies. If your eyesight is not what it used to be, do not stoop to pick up any ornamental-looking coils of rubber on cliffs. At best, the thing will uncoil itself with a hiss and slither away. At worst… No need to hurry where we'll all be, anyway.

Lightning. Stick to the dryer patches, like your tent, during thunderstorms, which are uncommonly frequent at the height of summer in the Urals. On some electricity-charged days, thunder will rumble practically round the clock, giving you quite a headache. Also keep to the lower ground, away from tall trees. Lightning may strike some distance from you, but wet ground is a good conductor. On no account run from the danger zone: jump in your best kangaroo style, with both feet pressed tight together. Or even roll on the ground.

Bears. They flock down to the rivers in August, when the bird-cherries are ripe. Picking and eating bird-cherries is an absorbing curse: you don't seem to be able to leave off. Apparently bears feel the same way, and get careless.  As you work round a bush, you may find that the particularly noisy friend of yours who had chomped so revoltingly on handfuls of berries on the other side was not, after all, your pal. Do not panic – if you have any use for useless advice. Chances are, though, that the other fellow will be as scared as you, only please never turn your back on him to find out if he is. Better yell as if your life depended on it.  It most likely does.

Wild raspberries and strawberries are safer, as it is all in the open. There are sometimes absolute acres of them, and they are even more delicious to eat, and to remember. And one thing is certain: you are only going to remember the good things about the trip, and the bad spots will merely seem funny in retrospect.

And – happy fishing.

***********

3. Hitting the Slopeski
I shouldn't have been on that slope in the first place. There was a prominently displayed black-and-yellow “Danger – Off Limits” sign there, but a couple of local professionals – must have been a ski patrol – slid past it gracefully. What I lack in skill, I make up for in idiocy, that's my motto. So I slid past that sign just as gracefully – only to find myself virtually airborne. The slope was as near vertical as didn’t matter. The two pros were distant meteors, their skis raising bow-waves that would put an average destroyer to shame. 

Instantly, things began happening to me. I tried a cut, then another, and a ski came off: my recently acquired, untried Marker bindings were not set for that kind of pressure. I should have flipped on my belly and clung to the snow for dear life – but, no. Instead, I tried to glide on on a single ski, like the good guy in some film from my youth played by Tony Seiler, the Olympic champion. 

Well, that hill certainly showed me I was no Tony Seiler. My last remaining ski came off, and I somersaulted by reflex – another silly thing to do. True, I landed on my feet, for all the good it did me. The slope being what it was, my back hit the snow in the same instant my feet did, and I continued traveling down unchecked, feet first, my heels plowing up the snow and raising a pair of bow-waves of my own. Though not in the same class as the pros', they blinded me pretty effectively: in a matter of seconds my goggles were opaque with cakes of snow and ice splinters. 

Then I did the most intelligent thing of the day – nothing. Except, of course, to try and dig my heels deeper into the snow as I was sliding down blind, nearly erect, my back hitting the icy slope very painfully indeed. Had I tried to flip over or anything, I would have tumbled much farther, only there was nowhere to tumble, as I discovered when I finally stopped, pulled off my goggles and goggled at the bare black rocks a few yards away. 

I lay there panting, swearing weakly under my breath, adjusting to the fact that I was practically alive but refusing to believe I was still in one piece: I'd had ample experience to confirm that mistrust. To crown my discomfiture, a couple more pros ripped by, throwing me dirty looks and my own skis, which had got stuck about a hundred yards upslope. Ungraciously, I redoubled my swear output but gradually subsided, more or less philosophically. After all, my arms and legs seemed to be in working order, and the pain in my back I decided to disregard (unwisely, as it later turned out). 

By and by, the beauty and serenity of the place got to me, about a hundred times more intensely than ever. Life was wonderful, not just worth the effort. There before me rose the cloud-white twin peaks of Mount Elbrus. Elbrus is said to mean “breast” in Arabic. Presumably a woman’s breast. I’m not sure, as I don't know Arabic, but it’s a pleasant thought – and sight.  Below me lay Baksan Gorge, and I myself was resting my bruised body on Mount Cheghet, at that time the Mecca of all Russian mountain-skiing aficionados, for whom winter trips to Switzerland or Austria or anywhere outside the Soviet Union were then about as realistic as moon landings. Less so, perhaps. After all, the Soviet Union then led the world in space exploration.

I am not saying that my suicidal somersaulting is the only thing Cheghet had – has to offer. There are gentler slopes on that delightful hill, especially towards the top, but this sort of thing is what it's famous for. Next best thing to Russian roulette, you know. Extremely satisfying. 

Things varied from year to year, but the season mostly lasted from December to March. In April, you mostly ski’d around the top, where most of the T-bar lifts were. But even there rocks sticking up from the snow were a nuisance, so folks mostly lay about naked getting sun-burnt, and I mean burnt, thanks to the double solar radiation – direct and reflected from the snow. 

On Mount Elbrus, Europe's highest peak just across the valley, one might ski the year round, only it was too icy for me, and I stuck to good old Cheghet. 

The trick here used to be to come slightly earlier or just a bit later than everyone else. At the peak of the season, in February and especially March, queuing up for the chair lift for a couple of hours or more was not unknown. There were just two lifts where there could be a dozen, but first this country had socialism, then what was said to be capitalist reform but looked more like complete all-round ruin, and the net effect was about the same: endless lines. 

Then there were practically no lines up there, there was war instead, or rather the fear of war and hostage-taking and other manly pursuits of the freedom-loving hillmen so enthusiastically supported by the politically correct Western intelligentsia – until it got a whiff of what those freedom-loving, er, gentlemen were capable of when they really set their so-called minds to it. There was that little matter of cut-off heads by the roadside of New Zealanders or some such folks innocently doing their job in the Red Cross line.  That sobered up the politically correct, but not all and not for long. But I’m straying off my piste.

Probably the main reason why those dense crowds used to be attracted to the Caucasus hills in days I am now nostalgically recalling was ridiculously low prices. I remember feeling incredibly affluent as I came to Cheghet with about a thousand rubles in my pocket for a stay of a couple of weeks. Hence the multitudes of skiers from Alpine countries, not to mention the ubiquitous Baltics and Poles, who found it cheaper to fly over and chat interminably in lines than to ski in their own backyards. Or maybe they loved the Russian roulette touch to local skiing, who knows.

The prices became much stiffer later, and there were – still are -- all those bearded lovers of Allah and high explosives slinking around not far off, but that still does not deter the ski-crazies, I’m told. People still hop on a plane in Moscow and in under two hours arrive in sun-drenched Minvody. From there they ride in a bus higher and higher into the mountains of Kabarda and finally along the Baksan, to the foothills of Mount Cheghet or Mount Elbrus. Alternatively, they fly to Nalchik, which is closer to the resort (in the mountains, actually), and the connections are better: you can do the plane and bus trips in about four or five hours and ski the same day you left Moscow. That is, if things have not changed too drastically since my day.

There were three main hotels near Mount Cheget – the Itkol, the Cheghet and the Terskol. Then was added a fourth, the curiously named Wolfram, said to be the best of the lot, but I I've never tried it, so can’t say. The Cheghet is closest to the chair lifts, and I usually stayed there, though it was the noisiest – during one memorable season it even sported a cabaret. 

The Itkol is a 20-minute walk down the road; a more orderly place, once beloved by packs of beer-swilling, Lieder-singing East Germans, Ski heil und Hals- und Beinbuch!  In the evenings the whole edifice shook to the sound of their Lieder. Lots of fun and games.

Finally there is the Terskol, in the village of the same name (rebuilt after it was demolished by an avalanche – in 1974, if memory serves), some distance up the road, legendary for stiff rules (it was, and probably still is, owned by the Ministry of Defense), excellent service and nanny-type instructors. 

Incidentally, this used to be the only place where they had instructors worth the name. Everywhere else, and I speak from decades of pretty varied experience, a typical ski instructor – usually a native of these parts – was someone who showed you where the lifts were, conducted half a class on the slope and disappeared in pursuit of pleasure. True, they, or rather their amorous exploits, were good as a source of juicy gossip for the really sporting female members of the skiing community, but those of the less fortunate sex and age, like myself, had to learn skiing mostly from each other. But surely it was more fun that way, and a guarantee of extensive practice for the ski patrols and bone-setters, provided these worthies could be located and were not too hung-over to function.

The other major ski resort in the Caucasus is the Dombai Valley, actually polyana “round valley or clearing,” more like a bowl, all closed-in by mountains. It used to be in Stavropol Territory (where Mikhail Gorbachev – damn his eyes – was born, as all the world knows), now it’s in the terribly independent and highly autonomous republic of Karachai-Circassia. In the wake of perestroika the Karachais and the Circassians were more or less permanently at each other’s throats, with Cossacks intervening, and with now one, now the other group pleading most piteously to be taken back into Stavropol Territory, which had its hands full as it is, what with hundreds of thousands of non-Chechen refugees from Chechnya. One would have thought that the leaders of these minuscule peoples might realize that their wrangling was killing the tourist industry, the goose that had been regularly laying golden eggs for them, to coin a phrase. On the other hand, one would have to be an idiot to assume that any such rational element might play a role in ethnic squabbles. Heave a sigh for the defunct empire that firmly made them adhere by the rule of friendship among peoples – or else. Sycophantic thanks are now due to Putin’s regime which means stability, with a touch of terrorism here and there to remind one that the Caucasus is the Caucasus.

OK, let’s stick to the point. The starting point for the trip to Dombai is the same as for Elbrus/Cheghet: Minvody airport or railway station. From there it's about 200 kilometers by bus, a highly enjoyable ride in itself, once you climb high enough. In Ust-Djeguta, where we used to get off the bus to drink some free-flowing mineral water, Narzan, the air was already not the air of the plains but of the mountains, more delicious than honey.

Having started my mountain-climbing career here half a century ago, I am partial to the spot. To me, it's the most beautiful place on planet Earth, especially at night, with the moon artistically stuck on top of Peak Ineh (“needle” in Karachai). A sweeter air I've never breathed in a lifetime of wandering. I’ve often thought that it should be bottled and awarded to people for outstanding achievement. Scientists say it's attributable to negatively charged ions, the latter somehow related to countless waterfalls cascading across the face of rocks towering to immeasurable heights. 

The weather is something else again. “Balmy” is the word that springs to mind. A bit freaky, though. It can be as balmy as you please down in the valley but fairly gusty up where the best skiing is. You'll need your warmest ski suit up there. Lower down, skiing in one's bathing trunks is a fairly popular pastime. Not to be recommended to the accident-prone, though, as I once found out having left a goodish portion of the skin off my back and related anatomy on an icy slope in a not-very-bad fall. Better try it after eleven a.m., when the sun has softened the snow somewhat. 

Don’t know about today but in my time you could not take a run here from the very hilltop and stop with a flourish at the entrance to your hotel, as you can on Cheghet. In Dombai the lower slopes were all wooded except for a swath under the cables, all strewn with cut-down trees left to rot. You were welcome to play hide-and-seek with ski-patrols there, though, should other sources of excitement dry up. 

A really memorable feature of Dombai was locally produced Karachai sour milk called airan. After a thoroughly dehydrating day on the slopes one could put away a liter of the stuff at a draught. Refreshing – beats beer hollow. The Japanese discovered it was cancer-preventive. Personally, I held more with the local Cossacks' view that young home-made Isabella wine was the real prophylactic. Taken in sufficient quantities, of course. If you failed to prevent something, it just means you hadn’t tried hard enough. But folks here were mostly very health-conscious. On a crisp starry night there were some individuals and often positively crowds of people singing and staggering about or taking a quiet rest in the fluffy snow, wearied by their fierce onslaught on cancer.

It’s been a long time since I visited Dombai, so my data on the hotels may be a bit outdated, if you’ll forgive the awful pun. There were just three of them in my time: the Crocus, the Dombai, and a place that used to be known as The International Youth Center. A KGB operation, I shouldn’t wonder, just as anything with the word “international” in it in those days. It even boasted a swimming pool and a sauna. And, of course, there was the quaint, turreted wooden structure called the Sun Valley, the oldest of them all, originally named Belyalakaya (A Maiden with a Motley Belt, in Karachai) after a nearby mountain. Something that was really for the picture postcard, with Mount Semyonov-bashi in the background where two of my best friends died in a fall in 1959. The mountain is not a tough one to ascend, as Caucasus mountains go, but with room to fall, as they say.

As everywhere else, accommodation at Dombai was at a premium, so on one memorable occasion I just slept on the floor of a half-built house in a pile of shavings, freezing horribly and rolling every morning in the snow bare-assed in lieu of shower. Some really hardy souls stayed in the township of Teberda, lower down, traveling some 13 miles to and from the lifts by bus along a highly picturesque but somewhat dizzying road in all sorts of weather. Those were really heroic times.

Next to Dombai there’s the fantastic Arkhyz Valley, but my memories of it go so far into the past as to be positively Jurassic and to have nostalgic value only. I remember staying there one winter with a bunch of like-minded fanatics at a forester’s house. Things like chair lifts were fairy-tale luxuries glimpsed in capitalist films, so every day we climbed as high up the Sophia Glacier as we could, humming Glenn Miller tunes from Sun Valley Serenade, to start sliding down when the moon came out, just like in that movie. 

The skis that we had must have been all the rage at the beginning of the twentieth century or before, made of wood with steel rims and tied to the boot with about ten feet of leather thong. In a bad fall you had to listen carefully to make out which cracked first, the ski or your ankle. Mercifully, I had about ten days of this serenading before smashing both a ski and an ankle. Observers of that cartwheeling fall said I’d got off dirt cheap.

On a couple of occasions in the past the Arkhyz Valley became world famous. For one thing, Soviet physicists built a tunnel in the mountain to trap neutrinos there, the only place on Earth where an attempt to catch that elusive particle was made. Later Arkhyz came into the news as the place where Gorbachev took Chancellor Helmut Kohl on vacation and made him the present of East Germany between shots of vodka, or was it Schnaps. They tell me that no more neutrinos are now caught in Arkhyz owing to financial difficulties, what else. My nephew with a D.Sc. in Physics, who used to study those undetectable particles there, was washing plates in Germany when last heard of.  And, after an initial outburst of reunited Germans’ delight, Ossies and Wessies seem to have come to detest each other most heartily. There ought to be a moral in it somewhere. But it’s a beautiful spot all the same. Mutton for shashlyk could be bought at the native aul at two rubles a kilo, and there was plenty of trout in the stream, for free.

To round off the list of places where I’ve been especially happy, I ought to mention Kirovsk up north, in the Kola Peninsula. This one was known for its practically endless gentle slopes. As my sister said, It's like riding in a tram. Although people managed to break legs and even necks pretty regularly there, too, generally it was very useful to beginners, or after a dramatic encounter with the Dollar (the inexplicable name of a particularly grisly run on Cheghet) the previous season. You could ski as late as the beginning of May there, but the air took some getting used to: somewhat industrial. True, in the times of “economic reform” many plants were closed down, and the air became definitely fresher, according to report.  No cloud without a silver lining – though not for the local unemployed, obviously.

One particularly nice thing about Kirovsk was the locals’ patriarchal hospitality: no hotels worth the name there, so you had to rent a room, and quickly become a cherished member of the family. Well, maybe I was just lucky in my hosts, I don’t know. My ex insisted it was that special flair with the bottle-opener that I had, but you know what the Good Book says: Like sand to a weary traveler’s feet is a caviling wife to her husband. OK, if it’s not in there, then it ought to be.

Speaking of industrial towns, I wish to declare in all seriousness: Long live absolute, slightly enlightened monarchy. After President Putin’s visit to the steel-smelting city of Magnitogorsk, which had exactly 512 chimney stacks the last time I counted them, there appeared on the skiing map of Russia yet another beauty spot: Abzakovo. It’s about an hour’s train ride out of town, maybe more, in friendly Bashkiria’s wooded hills that ought by rights to be on a par with any Alpine attraction. I spent some three years in that neck of woods and skied at Abzakovo without the benefit of a lift, which has lately miraculously appeared there, along with lighting and other luxuries. Privately, I wonder sometimes how Mr. Putin managed that final tumble down the pretty vertical chute toward the end of the run – or did he stop short of it? Believe me, I’m not being flippant: a little detail like that will tell me more about this country’s future than volumes of socioeconomic research.

Anyway, I feel sorry I lost that wonderful three-room apartment I had in Magnitka. Friends tell me that well-to-do people from Moscow and elsewhere are now buying flats there and flying out whenever they have a moment to spare – and saving a packet by not going on Alpine trips.

It wouldn’t be fair to bungee jumpers, skydivers, and other folks eager to OD on adrenaline if I omitted yet another of my skiing experiences, one that I haven’t heard of anyone repeating, so far. My mother lived at the foot of Mount Beshtau, a defunct, 4500 feet high volcano in the Northern Caucasus. Whenever I visited her in winter, I’d choose a really fine day for suicide, spend the better part of that day climbing to Beshtau’s central peak and then do the closest thing to a free-fall that anyone is ever likely to do outside a drop zone. I could curl my lip at a passing eagle as I slid headlong at an impossible angle, my skis barely touching the fluffy snow.

But the real excitement started a few hundred yards below, where the piste hit the tree line, for the rest of the descent was along a twisting forest road just a few yards wide. The nice touch about this sort of thing is that, if you make a mistake, you are no longer around to feel sorry about it. I was certainly luckier than I deserved, for in the end I did break my left shin against an elm that had no business to stand where it did, but that was almost at the end of the run. I’d lost my concentration for a minute fraction of a second from fatigue, I guess. I then spent about an hour and a half wriggling on my hands and bum, back foremost, to reach the edge of the forest where I knew there was a cottage with a phone, to call an ambulance. The poor Greek lady who lived there dropped in a dead swoon as she saw the shattered pink bone, and I had one hell of a time reviving her. 

Just to complete the catalogue, I probably ought to mention a few spots that gave one tons of joy in days gone by but are now outside Russia proper, in what is revoltingly known as the CIS or FSU; though these, I suspect, are lost to the sporting community for a long time to come, if not forever.

One such spot was the Carpathians in Western Ukraine. I traveled there once, stayed at Yasinya, went on to Yablonitsa, and flew back in disgust to Cheghet via Moscow after a miserable ten days. For one thing, the mountains looked toy-like compared to the Caucasus. The skiing society, too, was not too chic, I’d say. To be really snobbish, quite a common lot, mostly from central Ukraine. The locals – the Gutsul, the Poles, the Hungarians (these last, incidentally, served under Hitler’s colors during the war), not to mention West Ukrainians – were not quite ravishing company, either. One home where I rented a room was fairly filthy, and the Gutsul landlady and her Hungarian partner did little but drink away, rather uproariously, the rent I paid them in advance. True, the Gutsul make fine woolen blankets, warm and nice to the touch.

But all those were mere trifles. The real problem was the snow. It turned to slush all too readily at a breath from the Mediterranean, and as you sat waiting for a fresh snowfall the local booze, liberally handed out at joints deliciously called kotlyban, turned nasty on you. 

Never again, I decided – and proved more prophetic than I then suspected or wished to be. Western Ukraine is the place where Hitler once raised a whole SS division named Galicia, and they, or their offspring, are again marching and singing, so Russians are treated with that inimitable Nazi charm. I haven’t heard of anyone doing any skiing there lately. The population’s principal industry seems to be providing young lasses for the white slave market in the West, some nosy reporters and meddlesome human rights activists claim.

Just a couple more memorable spots, once well-loved, now foreign. One was Chimbulak in Kazakhstan, fairly nice even compared to my Caucasus haunts, especially as the runs used to be well lit, and one could ski romantically at night. I love Kazakhstan’s President Nazarbayev dearly, even to the extent of permitting myself to be bored into the ground translating two hefty volumes of his collected speeches and articles into English, but I don’t believe that reviving the skiing industry is very high on his agenda. Indefinite political survival is, while his country mostly survives as a transit area for the flow of drugs from Afghanistan. No, I don’t think I’ll ever again hear the swish of snow under my skis amid Chimbulak’s nocturnal, gorgeous scenery…

Lastly, there was Chimgan in Uzbekistan, some eighty kilometers southeast of Tashkent. Just a couple of nine-story buildings by way of accommodation, adequate-to-strenuous runs – you could take your pick. One had to take care not to come there too early: not too much snow in December and even January, especially on the lower slopes where you might ruin your skis on the rocks only slightly powdered over. Early February was best. The lifts were a relief compared to those in the Caucasus: uncrowded, except at weekends when huge mobs were bused over from Tashkent to relax in a fairly savage manner and devastate the lower-lying runs with their sleds and similar contraptions. 

The really good place was Beldersai, a half-hour's bus ride from Chimgan. The runs were Alpine standard, as there was talk of holding winter Olympics there, so it was really a pity they forgot to build any hotels near the piste. Imagine: magnificent, fantastic ski runs, a chair lift taking you to dizzying heights over awe-inspiring gorges, then tow lifts – and all this in total wilderness. Just a dilapidated shack housing the ski-lift engines. As good a monument as any to the way things were done under socialism. 

But I can tell you one thing: it was easy to forget the isms in that place.  A tow lift would get you nearly to the top, and then you climbed still higher where you stood alone on top of an immaculate world, worshipping the view and brimming with the joy of life until it bubbled over. You whooped, pushed off with the sticks and whooshed through the virgin snow, swiftly turning into a comet, barely remembering to breathe and to keep your ski tips above the powder, hoping the slope would stay under your feet awhile longer – and then something mysterious was sure to touch your heart, something that once prompted Jean-Claude Killy to say, “Skiing is not happiness – but it can be a damn good substitute.”  

***********
4. The Wandering Spear-fisher: A Crimean Tale
Russian winters, as I suspect winters elsewhere, are much like love affairs. They start with crisp, stunning sunny mornings, with the earth luxuriating in its sparkling new, snowy furs and promising fabulous delights the thought of which makes your head swim. They end in sated boredom and disgust with sooty piles of snow that once were fluffy, diamond-studded expanses of pure white but are now oozing grimy slush and sickening memories.  As you lie awake at night, listening to early spring rain machine-gun your window panes, tantalizing visions come to plague you – of hot bodies on hot sand, of deep blue skies and deeper blue sea, and your heart is filled with fresh yearnings.

That distant year the winter was especially hard on me. No, not because of some particularly debilitating romantic involvement, nothing like that.  I simply had some major surgery done on my left knee which had come out rather the worse for wear after a misunderstanding with an elm-tree while skiing. I mean, it had been me skiing, not the elm, which just stood there serenely and didn’t get out of my way promptly enough. 

When the cast came off six weeks later, I didn’t recognize my left leg.  That bit of skin and bones would have been quite right on an Auschwitz inmate, but it looked utterly incongruous on my fairly muscular self.  It took a couple of months, endless hours of exercise and a few liters of sweat and tears to restore it to a semblance of normalcy.  By that time it was early June, and I was feeling a bit like a broken-winged bird left behind by its mates heading for the tundra.  Very much in the grip of the wanderlust fever, you know.  It was an annual attack, and I always reasoned, why not give in, if you can afford it? I mostly did – though seldom could.

I went to consult Professor Movsovic, the surgeon who had done that miraculous job on my knee.  What about me doing a spot of rock-climbing in the Caucasus, I asked.  The guy went pale and waved his hands, nearly dislocating his shoulder. I didn’t blame him: visions of that beautiful piece of surgery being undone by another stupid fall seemed unbearable to him.  To me too, in fact.  Right, how about some sailing on the Caspian?  Another flurry of hands and a string of interjections. Not to be thought of. Definitely not. Out of the question. I recalled an episode involving a bit of capsizing in that crazy sea and silently concurred. Some whitewater rafting? Ditto. I gave up. A month at the seaside?  The professor was all smiles. Sure, yes, of course, most certainly. Just the ticket.

We shook hands on that imprimatur, and I went away, grinning rather viciously.  The professor’s idea of a month at the seaside clearly included a well-appointed hotel or sanatorium, five hefty meals a day, a few hours on the beach, dipping at regular intervals in the brine and ogling sparsely clad beauties in between, pictures or a game of cards at night or, for the more daring, a circumspect affaire de cœur.  I have nothing against affaires de cœur, circumspect or otherwise, but, for sheer adrenalin-filled excitement, spear-fishing beats them hollow. 

Thus I thought as I packed my Estonian-made Tehur dry suit (so-called, as it turned into a wet suit whenever I dived), a pair of flippers, a couple of masks, a spare snorkel and, most importantly, my short, powerful spear-gun, the kind in which you pump air into the barrel and it works like a spring, with a kick of up to 50 kg, if you pump hard enough.

My plane landed at Simferopol airport early in the morning, and half an hour later I was already riding toward seaside Alushta on a trolleybus; the longest trolleybus route in the world, they told me. Longest, perhaps; but certainly one of the most beautiful, the road passing through the mountains that fringe the Crimean southern coast, shielding it from northern winds. Mountains, any mountains, always look beautiful to me.

In Alushta, I went straight to the beach. I mean, I had to assume there was a beach somewhere there. To me, it looked more like a mammoth rally in bathing trunks – and sometimes without. Standing room only. I tried to compute in my mind the amount of urine discharged in the water daily by the bathers, but the mind boggled. I turned my back on so much concentrated imbecility and took a bus east, to one of the outlying villages called Malorechenskaya, or Malorechka for short.

The moment I stepped off the bus, I was attacked – practically assaulted – by various elderly ladies and gentlemen eager to provide lodgings for me. In the event I became the prize of a buccaneer-type crone in a spotlessly white skipper’s cap with a prehistoric cockade.  It must have been the cap and the grip of steel that made me succumb to her blandishments. 

I threw my rucksack in the corner of a closet-like room that was to be my dwelling, paid a week’s rent up front, pulled out flippers, snorkel and mask from the rucksack and went at an impatient trot to meet my ancient friend, the Black Sea.

We’d been friendly ever since my youthful mountaineering days, when we ended each summer’s stint in the mountains by going down to the Caucasian coast somewhere around Sukhumi, from where we headed northwest, toward the Crimea, and sometimes ended up as far away as Moldavia, where a glass of sparkling red wine then cost forty kopecks – at a rough estimate, a zillionth of a cent, in today’s prices, after all the devaluations.  We hitch-hiked, walked along pebbly beaches, rode in commuter trains or on braking platforms of freight cars, or, most cheaply and delightfully, sailed as deck passengers on tiny, dirty launches that scuttled, often wallowing most perilously in the rough seas, from one fishing village to another.  From time to time we’d make camp at a particularly bewitching spot, and it was there that I observed the first few spear-fishers, with their pitiful 1950s equipment and handheld tridents, do their stuff. I’ve been a spear-fishing aficionado ever since.

That first day in Malorechka I didn’t bother to take the spear-gun with me. I just wanted to feel the touch of sea water on my body and see if I could really do some skin-diving with my peg leg. Compared to Alushta, the beach was practically deserted. I quickly found a rock all to myself – it was a rocky, pebbly sort of beach – and was soon cavorting in the water.  For one terrible moment I thought my leg would snap at the knee, feeling a funny looseness there.  After a while, though, I got used to the sensation and soon all but forgot about it.  So I swam out farther and farther, diving to the bottom from time to time. 

No, I shouldn’t have worried.  The water was almost as wet as in the days of my youth, and the underwater scenery nearly as gorgeous as I remembered it.

Over several decades, I’d spear-fished in four other seas and countless rivers and lakes, but nowhere is the scenery as beautiful as in the good old Black Sea, with its sparkling, parti-colored pebbles and rocks and seaweed and gloomy grottoes and that special tinge to the iodine-filled water scintillating in the sunlight, not to mention its living occupants of all shapes, sizes and coloring. The Baltic is drabness itself compared to this; poor spear-fishing, too. 

The Aral was once a bit like the Black Sea in some places, but what’s the use remembering it – the two rivers feeding that inland sea have long been siphoned off for irrigation, and it’s long dead now, half of it desert, the other half salty, poisonous swamp, a disaster area that graphically shows what man can achieve in a couple of decades if he really puts his energy (I nearly wrote “mind”) to it.  I must be among the few humans left on this earth who remember that the world champion sheatfish was caught in the Aral Sea, and it weighed more than half a metric ton – five hundred odd kilos. Say amen for that Leviathan.

The Caspian, my loved and lovely Caspian that I have sailed, paddled, walked, and spear-fished all around except for the Iranian coast, is headed for the same fate, too, fish-wise, with all the drilling for oil and predatory poaching that has gone on there unchecked since the fall of the bad old Empire. Scientists confidently predict that the Caspian sturgeon will go into irreversible decline in some three to five years. In my view, scientists are as supremely optimistic and otherworldly as ever: the decline has long set in.

So what remains is the Azov and the Black Sea, which actually form an uninterrupted sea coast.  The Abkhaz shores used to be a favorite spear-fishing haunt of mine for years, but these days you’d need an APC to travel there, with the stupid Abkhaz-Georgian strife showing no signs of ever ending. The Crimea is not so bad in this respect, if you forget the bribe-loving Ukrainian police and other officials prepared to skin you on the slightest pretext, and all too often without. 

As I dived deeper and deeper on that first day in Malorechka, the sea seemed practically empty to me, compared to the abundance of fish in the ’50s and ’60s.  Where there used to be thick clouds of zelenukhi “greenniks,” totally unafraid of man and feeding on whatever they feed on around any seaweed-covered rock rising from the sea bed, there were now only groups of shy individuals floating about like bits of rainbow.  I like their proper English name, peacock wrasse, better than zelenukhi, because, though bright-green may be their predominant color, there’s blue there, too, with red and yellow spots in intricate, confusing patterns, not to mention their white bellies and dark backs. As sunrays hit their bodies, they look more like Christmas tree baubles than fish. They have funny thick lips and even funnier protruding canine teeth with which they crush small shells, to get at their inhabitants. Cute-looking predators, that’s what they are best described as.

I also chased a few rockfish, which were much shyer than wrasse and just as delightful to watch, being in the same rainbow category, only with more striking stripes. No gray mullet in sight at all that day, and it used to be such a staple. Practically ubiquitous. 

Quite a number of tiny stone crabs merrily chasing each other around, with no grown-ups to chide them – all of these must have been caught already. I wondered about the next generation of crabs. Would there be one?

I found very few gobies where there used to be swarms of them, at the depth of two-three meters; and those I did observe were obviously psychologically traumatized. I grinned as I looked at them remembering our youthful hikes in these parts: when our funds ran really low, we practically subsisted on gobies. You could always catch plenty of them with a few feet of line and a bare hook or one with a bit of red thread tied to it. You just stood on a rock with the end of the line wound round your index finger and dangled the bare hook in front of the gobies’ noses. Their nerves can’t stand it, and one of them is sure to bite. Greed is indeed a deadly sin.

In fact, gobies are delicious, fried or roasted on spits, even if there’s so little meat on them. Daghestani poachers had once told me that they took the sturgeon they caught home to their wives, but greedily ate the gobies on the beach all to themselves. Time was I thought I’d never be able to look at another goby, after a week-long steady diet of these. Now it seemed that incautious thought of mine was becoming grim reality: soon gobies might indeed survive only in pictures. Small wonder: overfishing aside, gobies stick globules of their spawn to the underside of stones; a bather steps on and overturns a rock, he kills hundreds of future gobies. Say amen for them, too…

A couple of hundred yards from the beach, water near the bottom was numbingly chilly.  Shivering, I reluctantly headed for shore.

That night I’m sure I fell asleep with a blissful smile on my face. I jumped up at about six o’clock the next morning, had a hasty cup of tea, packed my spear-fishing gear in my rucksack and went to find a better place for hunting. I had to walk about an hour along the beach before I got out of sight of most bathers. Eventually I hit on a cozy, rocky cove, where I spent the whole day, mostly in the sea but sometimes crawling out onto the rocks, teeth chattering, to warm myself, lying in the sun as motionless as a lizard but feeling about a thousand times more pleased with the world than a lizard with a succulent fly in its mouth. After a few misses, old skills began to come back, and I shot a few wrasse and perch. Most of the day, though, I spent hunting for gray mullet.

Gray mullet, and especially the kind called bully mullet or, in Russian, lobany “thick-headed ones,” are a particularly precious, sporting prize. For one thing, they are pretty big, weighing up to three kilos and more. For another, they are incredibly fast. Other fish, like perch or crucian or ruff, make painfully obvious efforts to get away from you, their whole bodies vibrating with the strain. Scare a mullet, and it disappears from sight without making the slightest visible effort.  And they scare right easily. 

Mullet feed in small schools, but without any apparent organization, each fish obviously fending for itself.  The best tactic is to spot such a school, swim as near it as you can, barely moving the fins, hyperventilate and dive. Once near the bottom, usually at the depth of fifteen to eighteen feet, pretend you are a curiously configured piece of rock or a dead dolphin or anything similarly inanimate, and wait until your lungs burst or the school, moving as it feeds, gets within shooting range. 

By the way, the “thick-headed ones” justify their name not only anatomically but in the other sense as well.  They are incurably curious, and if you lie about long enough and inertly enough, they will swim within touching distance of your mask and your heart will go out to them, but you have to shoot, for what else can you do… 

With mullet, the best or rather the only shot is close to the spine, for if you shoot them in the belly, you may count the fish for lost: these creatures have powerful but tender-muscled bodies, and the combination is lethal – for the fish.  If you don’t hit them right, they thrash and literally tear their own bodies apart against the spear or the harpoon line, and disappear to die under some rock, to the delight of a bunch of gourmet, carrion-eating crabs and to your everlasting chagrin.  

I hate this sort of thing, though I know for a scientific fact that fish don’t feel pain. However, a young Italian lady with powerful ecological leanings once retorted to this bit of scientific wisdom with, “Have you ever been a fish?” I hadn’t, so I preferred to find cowardly refuge in agnosticism – and to shoot straight.

My catch that day wasn’t much, just half a dozen wrasse, a couple of perch and a couple of medium-size gray mullet. Still, it delighted my skipper/landlady no end. She roasted the lot, and we spent a delightful evening together, washing it down with plenty of cheap, homemade red wine. 

Thus we lived in perfect harmony for two more days, but then I got the itch to move on, just as I had guessed I would, though I had sworn not to. The curious thing about most spear-fishers I know is, their lives are spent searching for a spear-fisher’s El Dorado, where water is crystal clear and warm enough for skin-diving, underwater scenery out of this world, and fish so plentiful that you don’t have to feel like the worst son of a bitch each time you spear something remarkable.

So that third night I packed my stuff and in the morning, after wishing my sorrow-stricken skipper the best enjoyment of the balance of my rent, I started rolling.  I mostly hitch-hiked or walked in the general direction of Koktebel and Mount Karadag where, according to my youthful memories, the local El Dorado was to be found. Whenever I spotted a particularly promising corner, with plenty of rock and few people around, I would stop and pitch my tent – figuratively speaking, because I didn’t have a tent, just an inflatable rubber mattress, a light sleeping bag and a bit of plastic sheeting to protect me against rain, only there was no rain.

I mostly spent my days in the sea, not just for the sake of fish-watching or enjoying the mermaid scenery but because I had to eat something, and all I could carry in my rucksack was a kilo or so of ship’s biscuits, the same amount of lump sugar, and a packet of tea.  All my proteins came from the sea. I was still not averse to bagging a few wrasse or perch but mostly set my sights much higher or, if you wish, deeper. Perhaps the most cherished prize in these waters is croaker (Russian gorbyl “the humpbacked one”), a beautiful golden-black fish up to 70 cm in length and weighing several kilos.

To get at those corpulent fish, I had to dive real deep, sometimes thirty feet or more.  At that depth, I had no more than a few brief seconds to make out their ponderous shadows within a grotto’s darker recesses, aim, shoot, and scramble back to the surface for a shuddering gulp of unbelievably sweet air, with the fish, if I happened to hit one, madly fighting me every inch of the way. 

Sometimes the water sloshing about in my mask turned dark red. That was just my blood, the smaller blood vessels up my nose bursting, unable to stand the pressure. Weak blood vessels were ever my curse, but I couldn’t withstand the lure of the deep and often stayed under longer than was wise, forgetful of the need to stock up on fresh air: such was the magic that the underwater world worked on me. My heart just melted away amid so much beauty, and I plain disliked the idea of going back to our ordinary, humdrum world.

Frankly, I wouldn’t recommend practicing this sport solo, or at all, to anyone unless they have had plenty of experience or possess an exceptionally level head. All sorts of things may and do happen. On one occasion I missed my croaker, and my harpoon got stuck in a crevice among rocks. The harpoon was tied to the gun, the gun to my belt, and the belt was firmly buckled round my waist.  I wasted a few precious seconds trying to wrench the spear free, pulling with all my might, my feet planted on either side of the crevice.  Seeing at last that it was no go, I had the sense to twirl the spear in my hands counter-clockwise, the screw-on spearhead detached itself, and that was the only thing I lost that day, if you don’t count a good deal of cockiness. And don’t ask me why I hadn’t cut the harpoon-line, because I plain forgot all about the knife. Or maybe didn’t even have it on me; I often don’t.

Another day my body made a crazy, corkscrew movement as I chased a croaker among some rocks, and one of my flippers came off. That was when I learned the hard way that you needed both flippers to get back to civilization from that depth. I nearly started breathing before I had surfaced, especially as it was my game leg that had to take me up.  I breathed hard awhile, then dived again, found the errant flipper, put it on and scrambled back to light, much chastened.

The worst trouble about these frolics is that, starved of oxygen, the brain switches off without warning. On one such occasion I was just incredibly lucky: I collapsed in a dead faint when I’d already taken a couple of steps on the beach, away from the water’s edge. On coming to, I couldn’t make head or tail of what had happened and why I was lying on the sand in that curious, inelegant posture, my nose practically in the water. That was a truly unpleasant lesson in brain physiology.

To avoid other unpleasant medical facts, I learned from bitter experience not to touch anything prickly or spiked, for the poisonous scorpion fish packs a strike more painful than anything the Gestapo ever invented, as I had discovered many years previously. But, speaking of dangers, I had also found out that, say, the Black Sea’s only shark, called katran or dogfish, was an innocuous scavenger, even if it might look like something out of Jaws. If ever you read, as you may, about fights to the death with Black Sea sharks, try to trace down the author and accurately spit in his eye.

Stingrays are a bit worse, for some of them are pretty big and carry a sharp, murderous spike at the end of a long tail, which can give you nasty gashes. Just don’t shoot him out of spite if he gives you a scare or something. Stingrays are lousy as food and innocent of any murderous designs on humans. The worst a stingray once gave me was a near heart attack, as he rose majestically from the sandy bottom, where he had been hiding in the sand, directly under my belly when I was peacefully swimming toward the shore. He was huge, the size of a man’s raincoat all spread out, so no wonder I found myself on the beach before he could even think of what to do about me.

On that trip, I eventually got as far as Koktebel, the coveted spear-fishing El Dorado of my youth, and had to turn back in disgust: it proved a replica of the Alushta scene. To think that once this was the most deserted corner of the Crimea, mostly famous for the fact that the poet Maximilian Voloshin built himself a house there and was visited by bunches of literati and glitterati. The day I got there, the streets looked more like parade grounds for several underdressed, two-gender regiments, some marching in the direction of the beach, others away from it, all raising clouds of dust.

And yet, after varied adventures, too numerous to describe in this space, I did find a spear-fisher’s paradise – under the weirdest circumstances.  I was wandering back west along the beach, approaching Cape Meganom, when I noticed that there were no bathers, swimmers, fishermen, no humans of any description in sight, though the place looked terrific: a good pebbly beach and plenty of rocks, exactly right for spear-fishing. I quickly donned my “dry” suit and splashed into the sea.  

Once submerged, I thought I was going mad, or dreaming, or having sunstroke, or something: the place was teeming with fish of every kind, and the bottom was literally crawling with dozens of crabs, my favorite dish. Everything was like in the good old, antediluvian days. I cheerfully went chasing bully mullet, but deep down didn’t feel chirpy at all. I felt something must be terribly wrong.

Well, something most certainly was. Lost in thought, I had wandered onto the territory of a naval base, oblivious to all the prominently displayed scary signs.  The general idea was that they could shoot me on sight, as a midshipman and a couple of very able seamen patrolling the place later carefully explained to me. I could well believe them, as it was very much in the spirit of the times, the late 1970s. 

However, the atmosphere miraculously cleared when I promised the midshipman to leave my shopworn dry/wet suit to him, if he let me stay there a few days.  It appeared that the best spear-fishing on that bit of coast was in late October and in November, when the sea turned cold enough for deep-water fish, especially the delicious mackerel and flounder, to come in huge masses to feed near the shore. Certainly you couldn’t do much spear-fishing without a suit then. The midshipman grew so emotional over my generous gesture that he used to bring me bags of fresh fruit – including peaches. My goodness, how delicious they tasted after many delirious hours spent diving…

So if anyone asks me again if I have ever been a fish, I can say, in all honesty: almost, at one time. In a spear-fisher’s paradise, within a naval base perimeter.

Alas, that paradise is now lost – along with the Navy.

***********

5. Paradise Lost 
 Oh world, thou art but rot and dust and lies.

 There's not a whit of joy here for the wise. 

Firdausi. Shah Nameh
It was hot. It was horribly hot. I was walking along the bottom of a deep dry gully which kept twisting and turning, always enclosing me on all sides within walls of reddish-brown clay. The wall ahead was farther away than the side walls, but it was always there. Not a stir of air in the stifling place. From time to time I poured sea water on my parched head from a plastic container; there came momentary relief, but the water dried almost as fast as it was poured, and I went in for the martyr bit again.

Suddenly I stopped in mid stride, breathed a strangled "Yiiikh!" in and forgot to breathe out. With another twist of the ravine, the front wall fell apart, and I froze before a scene of unbelievable beauty: a strip of beach of the brightest yellow, a flat sea of greens and golds and blues darkening to almost purple

towards the horizon, all under a blue sky of Polaroid intensity.

My heart warmed. There in the foreground, rocking imperceptibly on the invisible ripples like a shimmering smudge of white paint on blue, lay my sailing dinghy which I proudly called my yacht, for didn't she carry Bermuda sloop rigging? She was a Bermuda sloop, but oh so very miniature. Just twelve feet long, to be more accurate. Well, closer to thirteen, but who would dare mention that figure on the high seas? She languidly flapped her jib, by way of greeting. My darling. 

We'd sailed westwards all along the northern coast of the Aral Sea and were now ready to turn sharply south, to sail along Ust Urt, a plateau whose eastern brink, or chink – an uninterrupted cliff, sometimes a few hundred feet high, with nary a beach, according to my chart – formed the Aral's western coast. 

We'd had some nice adventures, me and the Mewa (sorry, but that was really her name, she being Polish by extraction), flying ahead of a gale in which a friend's craft lost its mast. On the whole, it had been a couple of weeks of only slightly diluted bliss.

Academician Berg once said that the clear, blue-green water of the Aral Sea was more beautiful than in Lake Geneva, and he should know, having seen the lake in its pristine transparency. I could stare into those greenish Aral depths for hours at a stretch, leaning over the side in a sort of trance, the way you gaze at campfire flames at night; lazily steering with a hand on the tiller by a sort of automatic sixth sense. 

Then there was all that fabulous spear-fishing, with a giant sheatfish slapping me silly with its powerful tail, of which sheatfish principally consist, when I sort of took liberties.  But there were also the more manageable sazan or wild carp, pikeperch, slickhead, and a dozen others. 

Now I was in the north-western corner, in Chernyshev Bay, a really fantastic place. From time to time I put in to shore to go on excursions, taking snapshots of sand-stone rocks eroded by wind into fairytale shapes – mushrooms and tents and hourglasses and female torsos and helmets and squatting rabbits. Not a soul around for miles and miles, no one but surly, haughty camels standing knee-deep in the sea, symmetrically chewing whatever they chew, the lower jaw moving left to right then right to left. 

There must have been some locals around, though, because at one point I stumbled on a kind of artesian well, with delicious, cool mineral water pouring heavily and unceasingly from a large pipe. I cursed those locals most heartily at the sight of that water – the most precious commodity in a desert -- doing nothing more useful than forming a miniature swamp. Whoever took care of the well was apparently too lazy to repair the faulty faucet or whatever the contraption was equipped with.

There were other flies in the ointment, of course. The year was 1976, and ominous signs abounded even then. The two rivers feeding the landlocked Aral Sea, the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya, were losing more and more water to irrigation schemes. The balance between their runoff and evaporation had been disrupted, and the sea had shrunk considerably. As I sailed from the town of Aralsk in the northeastern corner of the sea, on the second day out I had nearly gone crazy looking for Bugun Bay. It was there on the chart all right, but in grim reality there was the bike track right across what was supposed to be the seabed.

The fishers' auls were few and far between, not more than three or four between Aralsk and Muinak in the southwestern corner, but even these towns and villages could no longer be seen from the sea, from which they were now separated by salty marshes. All very nice for the solitude-loving adventurous yachtsman, but not so nice for the poor folks for whom the sea was their whole livelihood.

At one point I was puzzled by several rows of masts behind a low-lying, sandy desert island. What were those ships doing there, lying in ambush for someone? I rounded the tip of the island and sailed towards the flotilla. The craft turned out to be large fishing vessels, anchored there for quite a long time already – rusted, barnacled, slimy, and completely deserted. I wanted to investigate, to climb on board one of them and look around, but superstition stopped me. It would be like climbing into a grave, like picking among a dead man's belongings.

And indeed, as the sea shrank, then broke up into two muddy, salt-water lakes, the fishing industry soon died: the water salinity was more than the local fishes could take.

The reeds of the Amu Darya delta, said to be one of the largest in the world, disappeared, too, and with them the Amu Darya tiger and the millions of musk-rats that provided pelts for half the Soviet Union's male population's fur hats.

The loose salty soil of the former seabed is now regularly lifted by the fierce desert winds and generously deposited all over the surrounding oases – 520 kg of it per hectare per annum, according to some estimates. 

The cumulative effect of this on the health of the crops and the 3.5 million people living along the lower reaches of the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya is horrendous. Slowly, and sometimes not so slowly, salt kills and pickles everything. And it isn’t just salt, you know. For decades the rivers had been carrying hither tons of herbicides and pesticides. So the wind now returns this sediment where it had come from.

All this had been prophesied in detail by a professor of astronomy I'd met on a bicycling trek across Kazakhstan in the 1960s, when plans for “transforming nature” in Central Asia were only beginning to be discussed. The way he imaginatively put it, by killing the Aral, man was hacking to bits the shield that protected arable lands as far as the Volga and beyond from sukhovei or dry wind, cause of drought and famine, Russia's scourge since time immemorial. It was palpable idiocy to destroy the only factor that mitigated the harsh, dry climate of this desert region, and yet it was committed with a great song and dance about Soviet man, builder of communism, transforming nature.

On the ground, the scale of the folly was even more appalling than could be imagined by the savant. The combination of powerful modern machinery like bulldozers, dredgers etc. with sloth, ignorance, and millennia-old attitudes (the more water, the better) quickly led to the salinization of vast tracts of land. With too much irrigation, salty subsoil waters rose to the surface, producing an artistic effect not unlike the lunar landscape. The more cotton and other stuff was grown, the more liberally deadly pesticides, herbicides and defoliants (some of them forbidden the world over) were used, far out of proportion with actual need. As these accumulated, the water of the two great rivers became a lethal mix affecting the health of some 30 million people.

Not just the water got poisoned – the air, too. Some time in the early 80s I took a paddling trip in a tiny inflatable baidarka (a sort of rubber kayak) along the Aral’s southern coast. One day I was taking a well-earned rest in my little tent when my nostrils were suddenly assailed by the long-forgotten stench of DDT. I crawled out of the tent to take a look around. Up in the sky a biplane was circling and generously sprinkling that poison all over the vicinity. Honest, I don’t know to this day what that was in aid of. The guy up there may have meant to poison some locusts, who knows. I was no locust, yet I had to breathe that shit for a day or two.

In winter, this water is collected in huge reservoirs, where vast quantities of it are wasted through evaporation and filtration through the sandy soil. The wastage continues in the canals and aryks or ditches that take the water to the fields. It's all done by peasants wielding ketmens or mattocks, just as thousands of years ago – none of your Israeli-type electronically computed drop-by-drop watering of each individual plant. 

Finally, residual water, that is, water not used up in irrigation, is not directed back to the river and ultimately to the sea but dumped in any handy depression, increasing soil salinity and contributing to the overall wastage. Seen from the air, former Soviet Central Asia looks like a land of a million lakes which are actually Dead Seas, small and big; some very big, like Arnasai or Sary Kamysh.

This sort of planetary stupidity forces the eternal question, "Who or what is to blame?" The people involved in endless discussions of this global-scale disaster usually have a characteristically pat answer: "wanton

misuse of scarce water resources by Soviet planners." The population of the region are said to be paying the price for past development policies.

Neat. One gets the impression that things were going just swimmingly, and then came those big, bad Soviet planners and spoilt it all. There's one little question to be asked, though: Would those planners include Comrades Rashidov and Kunayev, former first secretaries (read "czars" ) and later big national heroes of the two Aral republics, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan respectively? Didn't they both sit on the highest Soviet decision-making body, the Politburo? Did they – or anyone in Central Asia, for that matter – speak out against those awful plans? 

No, they didn't. They were heart and soul behind the irrigation projects – and for a very good reason: they had a population explosion on their hands. Under the Soviets, for the first time in their history, Central Asians had a national healthcare system. Where diseases had used to decimate the population, it was now growing unchecked, as elsewhere in developing Muslim countries.  Millions of people, multiplying exceedingly, had to be fed and given jobs, preferably in what they could realistically be trained in: agriculture.

The way I saw it, there were about four scenarios for getting out of this, the world's worst manmade environmental disaster: (1) the impossible, (2) the idiotic, (3) the improbable, (4) the tragicomically realistic. Let us consider them in this order.

Scenario 1. To undo the mischief done to the Aral Sea by those wicked Soviet planners, it was enough to open the sluice-gates of the countless water reservoirs. Let the water flow to the Aral Sea, not the fields and the cities. After a while (some say in about a hundred years) the Aral would be back where it had been before the "wanton misuse" started. 

Naturally, immediate economic collapse of all the Central Asian states would ensue, millions of people would go without food or jobs or any prospects of getting either. The environment simply cannot sustain a population of that size. 

As for the region quickly becoming yet another "Asian tiger" а la Taiwan or South Korea, with millions busily putting together competitive computers and cars – well, to steal a phrase from Jeeves, the contingency is fairly remote to anyone acquainted with the populace. Which certainly throws a somewhat different complexion on the efforts of those Soviet planners.

Scenario 2 was actually proposed by Uzbek President Islam Karimov and later, most absurdly, by Moscow Mayor Luzhkov: revive the old Soviet plan for diverting the great north-flowing Siberian rivers – the Ob, the Irtysh, and possibly the Yenisei – southward, towards the Aral. Karimov’s suggestion was received with consternation by the world’s environmentalists (see below). 

In my view, Mr. Karimov knew that he was talking through his tyubeteika skullcap: the project was scrapped in 1986 primarily for financial reasons. Since then, money has not become more plentiful, to put it mildly; additionally he would now have to undo a few political knots to get all the countries involved (notably, Russia and Kazakhstan) to cooperate. 

Should he overcome these hurdles, the environmentalists of the world would unite to remind him that a reduction in the Siberian rivers' runoff by as little as two or three percent would gravely affect the Arctic Ocean's salinity – and salt water doesn't freeze, you know. The Arctic ice cap would melt – which it is doing anyway due to global warming -- with certain interesting consequences for the Netherlands and other low-lying countries. 

But I was sure Mr. Karimov was not as big an ass as he made out to be. He must have been aware of all this, and he simply wanted to point an accusing finger at some external agent on whom to blame his people's plight – there's big bad Russia sitting on her vast water resources, too greedy to share them. Well, he is not the first politician to try this not very clever but effective trick. Let him.

Scenario 3. The formula suggested by the various UN-sponsored conferences is as pious as it is unrealistic: "sustainable development and providing clean water and healthcare to a rapidly growing population." Beautiful blueprints would be drawn for improving (or rather starting) family planning projects, former seabed afforestation, soil desalination,

water-saving irrigation techniques, etc. etc.  Anyone familiar with the local mores and manners (remember that fountain in the middle of a desert?) could tell UN experts that even the more sensible measures they proposed would not be implemented in the foreseeable future. Alas, that is life. Just read Firdausi.

 This leads to

Scenario 4. Things will go on pretty much the same as now – from bad to worse. Whatever money the UN, the EBRD, the EC or any other alphabetical organization should care to invest in reversing the Aral's shrinkage will be spent on further "key conferences," research into what is plainer than the nose on the researchers' faces, trips by highly placed Central Asia officials to study those beautiful irrigation projects in Israel and other nice countries, and similar pleasant pursuits. 

The money allotted for family planning will go a long way towards improving the budgets of the planners of family planning, while those 99 percent of anemic Karakalpak women will go on bearing, each year or so, anemic children who will then proceed to die at a rate four times higher than the average for the former Soviet Union – not a terribly high standard, to start with.

The situation is not without a hope, though; not for the Aral Sea, at least. As more and more arable land becomes salt-ridden, less and less water will be needed for irrigation. Simply, there will be little to irrigate eventually. Irrigate it or not, the land will grow nothing but salt-loving weeds.

I have particularly high hopes for the Karakum Canal, formerly named after Lenin but now, I suspect, after Saparmurad Niyazov, because everything else is in Turkmenistan, and why should the canal be an exception? The canal siphons off a great portion of the Amu Darya flow, and when it silts up – as it inevitably will, given the vast amounts of sediment carried by the river's waters, about the muddiest in the world – the Aral will get a portion of that annual 50 cubic km runoff back. This will not revive sturgeon and other fishy assets of the Amu Darya basin, but will at least dilute somewhat the toxic concoction that goes by the name of Amu Darya water.

Then there are all those Russian-speaking engineers and skilled machine operators who, unwilling to spoil the sport of freshly acquired national independence and sovereignty, have regretfully migrated north.  Machines have a habit of breaking down even in skilled hands, and without them, the unskilled hands armed with ketmens are less likely to inflict damage on the environment, which may still restore itself, if only partially, to its former splendor.

The question remains, however – who will enjoy the beauty of this reborn sea? After all, the soil along the two rivers will remain pretty pickled -- if not forever, then for a long, long time. What will become of the local population, those millions and millions? That’s a question for the Aral republics’ neighbors, and above all for Russia.

The situation is fraught with the danger of illegal immigration that will make the present onslaught seem a mere trickle. Russia will have to save itself from this scourge by helping Central Asian republics with all available means – water, money, skilled hands, professional cadre. Any way you look at it, none of this is possible under the present political setup. Which makes the rise of the Eurasian Union – a pale shadow of the Soviet Union – inevitable. Provided, of course, we rule out the possibility of China moving in on this area, as on many others. My view is that with China nothing can or should be ruled out.

On the subject of the Eurasian Union my feeling is this: there won’t be much joy in this undertaking for Russia. It’s just a necessity, to ward off worse things. Thank God, I will no longer be around to observe these developments. Paradise will be regained – only without me…

***********

6. The Charm of the Med
When asked whether there were more living than dead, Anaсharsis inquired: “And where shall we include those who sail?”
Diogenes Laertius

1
The official send-off cocktail party lasted long past midnight, then we went back to our boat and had a nightcap, or two, or three. Nightcaps or not, reveille came at five, for such is the austere regimen of the sea. 

At dawn the yachts started drifting toward the exit from the Istanbul Atakoy marina, to much hooting, tooting, and whistling of all the remaining vessels. Our chief mate performed a solo on the fog horn, and the good yacht Anna took her place in the somewhat straggly formation at the start line. At the appointed hour the whole flotilla set sail for the southern coast of the Sea of Marmora, and thus the Tenth Eastern Mediterranean Yacht Rally commenced. It would have been sinful not to celebrate the event, so we did.

The skipper then looked at the crew with his kindly blue eyes and said: “The wind is not too strong, and we are sailing straight before it. Hoist the spinnaker.”  The crew joyously rushed to carry out the order, for the spinnaker is the jolliest of all sails. If the wind is right, it pulls like a locomotive; besides, it reminds all seamen of a woman’s well-formed breast, as if God Himself was doing exercises in geometry and accidentally hit on the design. Soon the spinnaker expanded, and so did one’s soul. “Rally my foot,” I thought, taking a tighter grip on the tiller.

Indeed, what does one associate with the word “rally”? Roaring engines, helmeted drivers, grimy cars, broken windshields, bent bumpers, the sands of the Sahara coming in through the window, that sort of thing. Yacht rallies are different. Their entire esthetics is borrowed straight from paradise: azure skies, the Mediterranean’s stark violet waters, crazy seagulls, smiling dolphins, psychedelic sails, shores bristling with palms and cypresses, jolly company on board. It’s a bit like “To see Paris -- and die.” Only substitute the Med for Paris.

We realized back in Istanbul already that the event was social, commercial, and PR rather than sporting. Start at any time after 1 a.m., daily passage about 75 nautical miles, finish not later than 18:00 at the next rally point, with a mandatory evening cocktail party, dinner party, beer drinking party or some such event to follow. Whatever the name of the occasion, the entire gamut of drinks was served unstintingly, with food to match. Nights were spent at marinas with all the mod cons. Just a couple of times we stayed overnight at harbors where there were no marinas; a not exactly welcome reminder of things as they are back home.

The send-off party set the tone for the whole enterprise. A couple hundred people gathered on the open terrace of a café – healthy, friendly folks full of joie de vivre. As they should be, with all the super sailing ahead, rivers of drink up to and including Cutty Sark whisky, mounds of shish-kebab and other Turkish delights, soul-caressing music, fireworks, dancing till you drop, the works. And masses of beautiful girls. I even began to worry where all the other, not so beautiful ones, had got to, but then the concern faded. Wish I had those worries now.

There were awards for winners in the previous rally, then the organizing committee members awarded each other, then the crews of the yachts sailing the following morning were called to the podium. Unfortunately the proceedings were very noisy, much of the talk was in Turkish, I didn’t react promptly enough and climbed the podium juggling a shish-kebab wrapped in a lavash in one hand and a tumbler of red wine in the other. Once on the podium, I tried to stand to attention like the rest but only dropped a tomato. Wild cheers.

It grew darker and colder, fires were lit in open barrels all over the terrace, sparks flew, and the atmosphere became cozier and cozier. The band was playing, with undiminished gusto, those eternal Spanish-Italian hits – La paloma, Bessa me mucho, Sole mio, and much more in the same vein. Skipper Slava, who took special care to keep about half a dozen cocktails ahead of the crew, performed a passionate tango with the Frenchwoman from the Mafamina, lying alongside the Anna, and the happy lady then fed me some nasty Turkish patisserie of fat and sugar; I alternatively gagged and smiled my thanks.

Out of sheer sense of journalistic duty I cornered the rally commodore Teoman Arsay (“Call me Teo”), a corpulent multilingual Turk, a marvel of organization spiced with gargantuan guffaws. He said that the rallies had begun as a purely private initiative on the principle of “Why not” (incidentally, the name of one of the participating boats). They were later sponsored by a number of Turkish marinas; hardly on altruistic grounds, I suspected, but that was their business. 

I then asked if anyone had capsized in the past ten years, had there been any loss of life, that sort of unpleasant journalistic questions. Teo reeled and knocked feverishly on a nearby table – a plastic one, I observed maliciously. It was clear that fighting storms and hurricanes was not exactly these yachtsmen’s line, as they were mostly otherwise engaged. And indeed, why not?

2
True, the rally might be a bed of roses for the rest of the flotilla, but not for the Anna. (Incidentally, the yacht’s name, painted in Cyrillic script on its side, was universally read as Ahha, and that alone created a sort of humorous halo round it.)  The Ahha was the smallest (27 feet long), the oldest and the shabbiest boat in the entire fleet.  It had been built some twenty years before by enthusiasts from the Parus (“Sail”) Yacht Club in Moscow and had seen a great deal of service since.  It had a pretty weak engine, just 16 hp, which had been repaired times out of mind; you should see its oil filter – fit for filtering the chief mate’s tears but little else. Four knots was the fastest that the engine could do, and anything over it made it whine so piteously that our hearts bled.

Things went something like this.  Say, the schedule was to sail 75 miles to the next rally point. Even if we take our speed at five knots – which we shouldn’t – it took us at least 15 hours to get to that point.  So, taking a couple hours’ nap after the mandatory cocktail party, the skipper would rouse the crew at two or three o’clock in the morning, and while the rest of the flotilla went on snoring, we would leave the harbor and start hunting for the wind.  

The wind that we caught was usually of a variety called in Russian mordotyk, loosely translated as “nose-basher,” but no one bothered to grumble, for such is life.  And so it went on all day: up jib, up mainsail, up spinnaker, down genoa, down spinnaker, put the spinnaker away, switch on the engine, everybody move fore, the engine is chortling, damn its entrails.

So that was how it went for us.  The rest of the armada, thoroughly rested, would take its morning coffee at leisure, switch on engines – two or three, and sometimes ten times more powerful than ours – catch up with us as if we were stationary and parade past, carrying their mainsails for purely ornamental purposes, as often as not.

Of course I’m being malicious and unjust.  The folks used their engines simply because they hated speeds under four knots, although everyone adored sailing, and some of them even sailed in truly Russian style, carrying their spinnakers far beyond all reasonable limits, until the wind started taking them to shreds.  But you should see their spinnakers being put away: they just disappeared into a kind of tube, none of this clutching at the canvas until blood started oozing from under your fingernails, like it happened on the Anna.

I took a good look at all the cutting-edge equipment on the day when my new but already bosom Dutch friends, Antonie and Norma, invited me to sail with them.  It was like a leap from the Stone Age into the third millennium.  Their Celaeno was of the “words fail me, tears are choking me” variety: two toilets for two, fresh-water shower, a galley like a spaceship control center, sails operated by pushing a button, although Tony, a brawny guy well over six feet, liked doing it manually.

I was particularly fascinated by the autopilot, a neat box containing a computer connected to the steering wheel. You pushed an electronic chart into it, set the coordinates, and it would steer the yacht, show her position on the screen, the planned course, the actual course, the yacht’s speed, estimated times of arrival at the point of destination and way points, and who knows what else; the devil’s granny’s blood pressure, for all I knew.  And Tony, he swaggered about the deck, fine-tuned the sails or the engine, sprawled on the cushions drinking Turkish coffee or the cognac I’d brought with me (the Turks make a couple of brands of surprisingly drinkable cognac, the one sold in boxes is slightly better than the other kinf; by the way, don’t you ever drink Turkish vodka – gasoline is infinitely preferable).  Tony could even step down and take a nap in the cabin; the computer would do his job just fine.

Compare this to the way we operated on the Cinderella – pardon me, the Anna.  You had to steer manually all day long, never letting go of the tiller even if the sun scorched the back of your hand until it was covered with blisters, and your neck was stiff with staring all the time at the compass. It was also a considerable nervous strain, for the wind and the waves kept pushing the boat in every direction but the desired one, and the skipper kept yelling at you for veering off course: “Roy, why are you tacking, you’re on motor.”  That hurt.  Yes, the autopilot is worth every cent of the fifteen hundred dollars it costs.  If ever I have a boat of my own (what a hope!), I’m sure to get me one.  The only danger is to run into another boat that is also on autopilot, but I was ready to contemplate that eventuality philosophically.

Walking to the routine cocktail party one evening, I commented on the fact that there were quite a few old-age pensioners in the rally, to which Tony replied, with a booming laugh, that there were a few young-age pensioners, too.  The Dutch couple obviously fell in that category.  It’s good to know that there are people – nice and likable people, too – who can live like that, spending half a year in their chalet Les Elans in the French Alps, skiing, and the other half, sailing on the Mediterranean.  Of course, such folks need rallies of this sort badly.  It must be rather trying, gazing at each other’s face day in, day out, while here at the rally they had plenty of entertainment, including a Russian crew nearby driving sleep away with their wild Slavonic airs well into the small hours.

3
The skipper and the crew of the Anna did their best to make up for any lack of electronics with excellent morale and general high spirits, much of them bottled.  I hit it off with them from the word go.  We were obviously of the same blood, unrepentant gray-bearded romantics clearly dating from the 1960s and just as clearly afflicted with the madness of the sea and the sail.  

The point, however, is not just this primordial drive toward the sea as a way of life separated from death by a finger-thick partition. Speaking strictly for oneself, at a certain age one sometimes starts looking for some cogent reason to go on living. Then the boredom and the ecstasy of life at sea can serve as fine substitutes, in the absence of anything more noble and mature.  And didn’t Jerome K. Jerome say that sailing was a bit like being nearer to God?  You don’t even have to believe in Him, I might add.  He will take care of that end Himself.

To hell with metaphysics, though; people are much more interesting.  Skipper Slava with his face as weathered as the rocks, to quote all Russian romantics’ favorite song about a pirates’ brigantine, seemed to have stepped into the yacht’s cabin right out of that song.  He had a goodish dollop of Gypsy blood in his veins, so he was our best singer and dancer, but that’s not the only thing we loved him for.  One day amidst a dead calm he ordered us, in a suddenly dead serious voice, to down jib and reef in the mainsail, and be damn quick about it.  No sooner had we carried out the orders than a wind called bora came down roaring from nearby mountains, pushed the boat on its side and hurtled it through the waves in this position for a solid twenty-five minutes, under a reefed-in mainsail, at a speed of about nine knots. 

The skipper’s savvy was later celebrated repeatedly and in a highly appreciative manner.  A very worthy gentleman all round.  Incidentally, he had a high opinion of yours truly, too.  He said, for instance, that one could take a drink with Roy at any time of day or night, toasting the light of the moon or the whistling of the wind, for lack of other toastable subjects.

Slava was so full of his role as the skipper that he even tried to clean up our vocabulary, if you’d care to call it that.  Without much success, I need hardly say, although he had pinned up in the cabin an icon of St. Nicholas, protector of all seafarers. The saint looked down gloomily at all sorts of linguistic misbehavior, except that as often as not he was deviating severely from the vertical, and it is hard to look down on anyone from that position.  Besides, we were not exactly swearing (except when we were), it was mostly a manner of speaking.

Chief mate Leonid Gerbin, a damn caviler by his office and about the nicest person I know in his unofficial capacity. They simply don’t make them like that anymore, that’s for certain.  A naval officer in the past, he even had a command of his own at one time but was later thrown, by a whim of the Defense Parcae, into air defense at the time of the duel between the then rickety Soviet AD system and the U-2 spy planes.  If he did not know something about yachts and yachting, it simply was not worth knowing.  Extremely sensitive to beauty, especially, it appears, beauty of volcanic nature: he kept talking about the volcano on Santorin Island and how it had all looked at night at the time when they were crawling all over it.  He had carried away a goodish portion of the volcano as souvenirs, I thought as I looked at them.  

Like all humans, he wasn’t without a blemish: right in the middle of inspired boozing he could suddenly say that he wasn’t drinking any more; he’d simply had enough.  Cause for all-round concern and thoughtful analysis:  maybe he had eaten something that didn’t agree with him?

Anatoly Ivanov, able-bodied seaman, an ancient a year older than me, unsurpassed at the art of furling sails, very strict on officer ward-room manners: almost taught me not to drink from the bottle.  Ever ready to discuss what is known as the “accursed Russian questions,” and that’s what we did in our leisure time sitting fore: picked to pieces all prominent Soviet-era thinkers.  Hidden under pedantry and grumbling were unsuspected layers upon layers of irony and wit, which often made me recall Dostoevsky’s line:  “There’s too much to the Russian; I’d trim him.”

Finally, myself, a miserable sinner and defrocked associate professor, as simple as an ameba in terms of the gentle art of yachting, although in my time I had sailed all over the Aral (when there was an Aral), the Caspian, and a great deal else in my Polish-built Mewa, but the Mewa’s sails are just a joke compared to the Anna’s: she’s a little over 12 foot long, mast, 15 foot.  Chief mate Leonid regarded my predilection for center-boards as some kind of perversion and tried to instill in me the idea that real yachts start at about 36 feet: at that length the boat begins cutting through the waves, whereas with center-boards it’s all haywire, any old wave can hit it on the bow and stop it, another hit, and there you go on the rocks, what’s left of you.  All this is certainly true, only I still stick to the view that no regular yacht can compare with a center-board in terms of adrenalin secretion; you get your pants full of sensations, metaphorically speaking.  On the Anna, what I lacked in experience I made up for in eagerness taken to the point of idiocy.
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In all, we sailed across three seas – the Sea of Marmora, the Aegean, and, to use a bit of Turkish, Ak Deniz, the White Sea, that is, the eastern part of the Mediterranean.  Six hundred odd nautical miles, Istanbul to Antalya and a short trek back to Kemer.

The Aegean was the stormiest, although we came in for a bit of rough weather in other places, too, but nothing like the previous year’s gale force winds that had mauled Moscow.  The guys had lived through that gale on the Anna on the Black Sea, and they still could not explain how they had pulled through.  They talked in hushed voices of the boat dashing along at a terrific speed under a jib that they simply had let escape and couldn’t take in, the deck vibrating under their feet from sheer speed and the seas first flattened by the wind, then rising like mountains, so that the boat at times behaved like a diving bomber, sliding off a roller.

As I have said, there was nothing like that on our voyage, but from time to time things did get exciting.  Off Cape Karaburun (“Black Maelstrom”) we had to trim the boat for several hours, sitting on the windward side wearing nothing but our bathing trunks: the wind was exceptionally warm, must have been some sort of sirocco, only the sea spray was pretty cold and stinging.  That night the armada was expected to anchor off Karaada Island, with a friendly supper party aboard the flagship, but because of the high wind the signal went round for all boats to head for the port of Chesme, the very same one where Count Orlov had beaten the hell out of the Turkish fleet and earned himself the title of Chesmensky, more than two hundred years ago.  The wind gradually died down to a gentle breeze, we sailed hour after hour, it grew dark, and at last I could enjoy a view that had long tormented me on sleepless nights on shore: a smooth, oily swell and, dancing on it, a golden moon path. It felt particularly sweet as everyone had gone to take a nap after a strenuous day, and I was alone in the cockpit; just me and my dream.  The dream had come true, and still I didn’t believe it. Curious, isn’t it.

We sailed into the harbor at 23:22 local time. Not a soul on the pier, not a palm leaf stirring. The fleet was wrapped in sleep, the friendly supper must have long been over, if it had ever taken place.  OK, we celebrated this, the finest day of sailing, all by ourselves, with a bit of elated singing and a few heart-felt toasts to us and guys like us.  We dropped off where we sat.  Three hours later, reveille. As it happened, we saw practically nothing of Count Orlov’s Chesme. Pity.

Apart from storms or just fresh winds, there were, by way of excitement, dolphin sightings.  We had just a few of those, and that was mostly in the Sea of Marmora and the Aegean – they seem to be attracted to places where the traffic is heaviest.  I snapped a picture of one just as he was coming out of the water in that inimitable hunch-backed roll, but the snapshot looked quite silly and conveyed nothing of the grace and excitement of that vision.  Let me put it like this: for the first time in my life, big chunks of it wasted on spear-fishing, my hunting instinct was totally in abeyance, obliterated by the sense of being in the presence of overwhelming beauty.  I leaned over the bows, like a middle-aged male figurehead, and could distinctly see below the surface a whitish body moving powerfully yet without any visible effort, as if showing the boat which way to go, then diving deeper and disappearing only to do another graceful surface roll a few yards away.  The chaps said that dolphins sometimes swam next to the boat within touching distance.  No such luck this time; still, their company was immensely pleasant while it lasted.

Sailing on the high seas has few diversions like this.  There are drifting jellyfish, of course, but they are colorless in more senses than one.  You also get mad at all the garbage that humans discharge in these beautiful waters.  Bits of plastic are particularly dangerous to boats, as they can wrap themselves round the shaft and stop the boat, which generally happens when you have to move pretty damn quick to get out of the way of some rumbling monster of a tanker or some other high-speed unpleasantness.  Plastic sheeting is an even worse hazard for the fish, they swallow bits of it and die in terrible torment. Presumably.

We were pretty careful about things like that and never threw any such stuff overboard.  That was easy, because our garbage mostly consisted of empty bottles, and we took good care to fill them with sea water before dropping them to the bottom, to make a home for some inoffensive crabs.  There are plenty of amphorae lying around there anyway, according to reliable report. Some still contain thousand-year-old wine, and it isn’t doing anyone any harm, is it.

Still on the subject of exciting moments at sea: when we could, we went in for simple pleasures like bathing out in the open sea.  In dead calm we would stop altogether and cavort for a few minutes, the whole crew except someone at the helm.  Naturally, we bathed in the raw, for who would want to insult the yacht by festooning it with drying bathing trunks?  The water was not too warm but still quite delicious once your body got adjusted to it, especially since that body, scorched by the sun, mostly felt more like a rare steak, if stakes feel anything.  When the wind was light, we would drop overboard one by one, trailing at the end of a rope; pushing through the resilient water was so exhilarating that chief mate had to chase some of us back onboard with a swab.

No, there was none of the fatal boredom of the sea which, according to various accounts, makes some seamen feel that stepping light-heartedly off the stern is the easier option.  This must be the curse of bigger ships where the supply of vodka is woefully inadequate and the people have nothing to do except look after machines, though nowadays it’s mostly machines that look after people.  We were constantly busy doing things, trying forlornly to catch up on a bit of sleep when there was nothing more exciting to do. But generally there was.
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The sea is always beautiful whether it merely looks awesome or is actually drowning you, whether it sings a dirge or a lullaby, only I am not going to describe the beauty of the sea – on principle.  If you’ve been at sea and it got to you, there’s no need to explain, and if you haven’t and it hasn’t, it’s no bloody use.  It would be like verbally explaining all about orgasms to a virgin: she won’t understand a thing but will only get the idea that it’s all horribly filthy.  Leonid Andreyev, a famous Silver Age writer and a fine yachtsman, was adamant on this:  he knew the caliber of his talent to a T, treated the sea with holy trepidation, and refused to put that holy feeling into feeble words.  A worthy role model, Leonid Andreyev.

The Turkish coast is simpler to describe than the sea itself.  It is mostly reminiscent of the Karadag area in the Crimea: sheer cliffs rising out of the sea concealing little inlets straight out of paradise. The shores are much more deserted than the Russian, or formerly Russian, Black Sea coast.  Sometimes you sail for half a day or a full day, and there’s no sign of life on the shore, not even any goats or sheep on the hills. The place must be arid, and hearty thanks to Allah for that from all lovers of solitude, preferably à deux. In my travels along the eastern, desert coast of the Caspian I’d discovered that some kind of water, or better say moisture, could be found in the most unlikely places. So it made my mouth water to dream of some day sailing past these shores alone – well, more or less alone – and stopping over in these delicious little coves for some spear-fishing, sunbathing, and generally sloughing off for a day or two.

The coastline is indeed a sailor’s dream -- all jagged: if there’s any unpleasantness, weather-wise, you can always find a snug little bay or cove to hide in or an island to shelter you from nasty buffets.  The hills are at first low, with little or no woods, it’s mostly either mere scrub or bare rock, but nearer Antalya they rise to creditable height. In late April and early May there was snow on some ridges, even.

In some places Greece and Turkey sort of interlace: there would be, say, a Greek island straight ahead and, looming beyond it, a Turkish peninsula.  On these occasions the Anna would forge ahead right through the Greek territorial waters, while the rest of the flotilla hugged the Turkish coast.  The thing is, our lads had already cruised among Greek islands, and they said that our coreligionists the Greeks treated all Russians like long lost brothers. You might get smothered with hugs and kisses, if you were not careful. We-are-of-the-same-faith-you-and-I sort of thing.

Incidentally, our armada was accompanied by a Turkish patrol ship, but it seemed to be there mostly for scenic effect, no sign of conflict whatever.   The officers of that patrol boat appeared at all the cocktail and other parties, and very ornamental they were, too, their uniforms ironed to squeaking point.  I talked to a couple of officers at one such party, and very nice chaps they turned out to be. Very thoughtful, serious drinkers.  Apparently the Navy is the Navy -- in Turkey, Africa, or anywhere.

Turkey, now.  You know, my grandfather fought the Turk, my great-grandfather fought the Turk, and as for more remote ancestors, they seemed to be doing little except fighting the Turk.  That is why the picture I had somewhere in the recesses of my subconscious was of Janissaries with yataghans behind every palm tree and fountain in Oriental palaces, roughly the same way some Americans come to Moscow to listen to the howling of wolves on Red Square.

Instead, I saw a country to which I wanted to emigrate at once, immediately, and without delay.  The first thing you noticed about Turkey was that it was completely different from your idea of Turkey. Oriental? Hell, no. Just here and there.  Let me put it like this: If you take, say, Baku and wash it in seven waters for seven years, you’ll have a pale cosmopolitan likeness of Istanbul, 1999.

The city – what we saw of it – was superbly picturesque, with masses of flowers one did not recognize and Botanical Gardens type courtyards everywhere, and almost German in its cleanliness.  There is a touch of the French here and there, too: men carrying piles of carpets through the Grand Bazaar on their heads yell something that sounds like the French “Attention!”  Bags are called pochettes.  Car parks, oto (meaning “auto”) parks.  And so on.  The French, along with the British and Italians, occupied Turkey after the First World War, before Kemal Ataturk had kicked them out, and these must be the leftovers.

Sure, some Turkish women cover themselves in black from head to foot, but old imperialists like myself will recall that there were many more of these in the bazaars of Tashkent, Nukus or Makhachkala a few years ago, and there must be even more now.

The one Oriental feature I could never get over in Turkey was the Turks’ love of bargaining.  Just one episode to give a glimpse of what the Turkish art of salesmanship looks like in real life: a certain s.o.b. pursued me for about half a mile through the crowd in the Grand Bazaar, and eventually I had to buy eight (8) T-shirts from him, just to be rid of him.  I handed the T-shirts round to the skipper and crew of the good yacht Anna, and still have three too many left.

Another Oriental touch was orderly rows of men kneeling right out in the street doing the namaz at certain hours to the mechanically transmitted howling of muezzins.  I thought how nice it must be to be able to drop out of the rat race five times a day, to think of things eternal and clean out the accumulated filth from the corners of your mind, only who the deuce could tell what they were really thinking during the ritual?  Maybe asking Allah to help them find more idiots to buy dozens of their self-destructible T-shirts.

Still, this type of autosuggestion must be extremely gratifying, though I tried to imagine doing it in my office -- the imagination just boggled.  The sea is as good a tool as prayer for cleansing the soul.  Whether it’s the sea or the muezzins’ howls, it certainly works for the Turks: an extremely kindly and civilized lot, ever ready to do you a service, yet with a distinct sense of dignity.  In three weeks, we did not encounter a single instance of caddishness or boorishness that is routine back home, not even anything remotely resembling unpleasantness.  Nothing but smiles and other friendly facial expressions. Either the Turks totally lack that internalized, heavy malice or pent-up aggressiveness that you feel in a Moscow crowd, or else they hide it very thoroughly indeed.  I must have spoken dozens of times to people in Turkish streets, and not once was I directed to any of the remote addresses so popular in my beloved Motherland.
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We spent a whole day at Aivalyk.  It was called a “day of rest,” in sheer mockery, I guess, for tourism, if practiced conscientiously, is very hard work indeed.  In that town the Turks gave me yet another priceless object lesson in the art of salesmanship.  As a result, I was forced to buy a carpet at a price that doesn’t bear saying out loud.  An extremely edifying story.

That day they took us all over the ruins of ancient Pergamon, now known as Bergamo, and it was all very nice, only very hot, and then the guide said that Turkish archaeology was all ancient Greek, Roman and Byzantine, but its ethnography was purely Turkish.  So he took us to an ethnographic museum – or so he said.  It was, in fact, a commercial trap of steel, only I realized that much too late.

True, on the ground floor some women wrapped in black from head to foot were weaving something while our guide told us all about the Turkish double knot which left all the other types of knots simply nowhere.  He then showed us how silkworms were tortured and put to death, and how silk threads were extracted and woven together. All very enlightening.

We were then taken upstairs to an exhibition hall, where we were seated on banquettes along the walls and offered drinks (“Raky for me, please”).  What followed was a blend of university lecture and ballet.  The guide told us all about types of ornaments, their hoary age, their symbolism (I only remembered that two brackets were a symbol of fertility, sort of like a woman standing akimbo), differences between ornaments in different regions, the way young maidens were expected to impress prospective bridegrooms with their art of weaving or stay unmarried, and all that sort of baloney, while well-trained lads were skillfully unrolling one carpet after another by way of illustration, until the whole floor was covered with several layers of carpets.

Toward the end of the lecture I was careless enough to show interest in a carpet that was thrown right at my feet, and when I came to, the carpet had been certified, paid for, and packed in a huge bag.  In the interval, some members of the management had rushed in, I had been dragged to a different room where a special show entirely for my benefit had been laid on, I had done my best to escape but had been severely restrained, monstrous sums had been mentioned, and it had all ended in my parting with the entire contents of my wallet.  I was then taken to the bus by the management’s full complement, probably to the sound of “The Turkish March,” only in my dazed condition I couldn’t be sure.

This gave rise to the flotilla legend about “five men in a boat, to say nothing of the carpet.”  Space aboard the yacht being at a premium, I was lucky that I wasn’t kicked off the boat by the skipper, carpet and all; I merely had to stand countless rounds to celebrate the purchase, practically pattern by pattern.  The carpet ought to be good for a hundred years at least.

Later I bought, in a similar manner, a pair of glasses at $100 instead of those I’d dropped in the Aegean, and some lousy cream, “Made in the USA,” at $11, although I distinctly remember wanting a jar of Nivea for $2.  

But all these are minor, forgettable incidents.  On the whole, we Russians could only envy the Turks.  In the ten years during which my countrymen, led by their super-clown, indulged in one circus after another, the Turks built up a first-class tourist industry; all they had to do now was stand by and rake in the dough.  In practical terms, the process seemed to be like this:  a Turk gets up early in the morning, gathers a few kilos of oranges, heads for his makeshift stand, squashes an orange or two – one dollah, puhlese.  And so it goes, all day long.  The ruins bring in a hefty amount of lucre, too.  Doesn’t Russia have ruins?  Sure she does.  The whole damn country is in ruins.

Evidence of a construction boom was everywhere in Turkey.  Plenty of unfinished hotels, motels, camping sites, bungalows, and so on.  To save land, they were building high-rises instead of two- or three-story houses.  My Dutch friends positively rolled with laughter hearing this talk about saving land; in their Dutch view, there was land enough and to spare.  The architecture was not too varied, they simply had no time for architectural refinements, but the buildings looked jolly and comfortable.  Most cottages, even tiny ones, had satellite dishes on the roof, as well as sun panels and water tanks.  In some towns, the population increased tenfold in summer.  One could not help wondering where all the money for construction came from, with the country’s runaway inflation.  Despite the inflation, everyone was happy except the Kurds, but the Kurds were the business of the government, while the people were busy with their own businesses.

There was one obvious exception, and that was the Ocalan cause célèbre.  When we were passing Imraly Island, where they were keeping Ocalan, we were warned about fifty times by radio to keep five to six miles away from the island, only our Israeli colleagues didn’t give a damn and took a short cut. They had a real Israeli admiral on board; retired, of course.  So the Turks had quite a time squeezing them out of the restricted area.

Most Kurds solved their ethnicity problem quite simply: they said they were Turks, and who the deuce could tell the one from the other?  Only the more fanatical ones, and the wilder tribes up in the mountains, were bent on making life miserable for the government.  To deal with this contingency, inconspicuous little soldiers with big submachine guns were placed at various strategic points.  In Antalya, we wanted to do a bit of spear-fishing off some rocks next to our marina, but the moment we stepped outside the gates, a young Kalashnikov-toting soldier rushed to inform us in sign language that we were not welcome outside the marina perimeter.  The chap didn’t know a word in any European language. I couldn’t even explain to him how funny it was to see a Kalash, which had obviously seen quite a bit of service, in strange hands.

It made one feel sad, observing all this prosperity and orderliness in Turkey.  I knew one thing:  there would be nothing like that on the Russian Black Sea or Caspian shores during my lifetime.  The natural conditions here are richer than in Turkey, but the mentality is all wrong.  The impression is that the populace finds it more entertaining to cut each other’s throats and engage in slave trade. And not just in Chechnya, either.

Turkish mentality was apparently thoroughly reshaped by Ataturk, helped, among others, by Vladimir Lenin and Mikhail Frunze.  The latter had, according to rumor, been sent by the former to Turkey on a mission and put the Turkish army in shipshape order, so that it ruled the roost in the region ever since.  As for Ataturk, he was all over the place: sitting, standing, on horseback, on foot, in all public places, embroidered, painted, drawn, in plaster, in bronze, you sometimes got the impression that he was hanging from the chandelier, frowning and enforcing the nation’s unity.  And that’s what a nation apparently needs more than anything else.
7
I must speak here of yet another thing that shook me to my foundations in Turkey: the Turks’ attitude toward the environment or, putting it simply, toward the sea.  You know what Russian harbors look like: oil sleeks, watermelon rinds, hot and cold shit in every shape and form.  One of our men of letters wrote once that all Russian southern ports slightly reek of urine.  Here is eyewitness testimony:  there was no smell like that in any Turkish ports. The water in the harbors was just as bright violet as on the high seas, save for the occasional beer can that some son of a bitch had dropped overboard.  In Kemer, I actually saw a swordfish that swam into the marina and kept poking its sword among the yachts for about an hour.  What would have happened to it if it turned up, say, at Makhachkala port?  Dreaded thought.

Our friends from Frankfurt, Klaus und Gabi, solved the mystery of this purity of sea water for us.  By the way, if Gabi was not a top model, she should be.  As for Klaus, I once asked him what he did, professionally, and he said, with a big smile, “Urlaub” (“Holiday”).  But that is strictly nebenbei, in parenthesis, that is.

One day the Anna and the two Germans’ catamaran with the cannibalistic name Lapu-lapu lay alongside at some pier, and chief mate and me decided to wash the deck with some detergent.  I suddenly saw Klaus signaling to me like mad; so I went over, and he asked:  “Do you have a thousand bucks to throw away?”  It appeared that he had witnessed a scene in which just such a stickler for cleanliness shampooed his hair on board his yacht at that price – a thousand greenbacks.  That was the fine for defiling the harbor, and there was no wriggling out of it.  If you had no money to pay the fine, your yacht would be confiscated.  A bio-toilet is a must, or else you must have a holding tank on board, to be emptied beyond the twelve-mile zone.  These strictures applied not only in harbors but also anywhere near the shores.  I thought of the way we simple-hearted folks…  OK, let’s not dwell on the sad things, as Skipper Slava used to say.

We are now coming to the subject of ruins.  I had often doubted if it was worth the trouble to scamper, like eighty-year-old American ladies did, from ruin to ruin only to have your picture taken against some background or other.  I eventually came to the conclusion that it was, though not because of the pictures.

Imagine this scene:  you are looking at something that used to be a functioning temple of Dionysus and the guide is showing you how, millennia ago, a not very sober priest would stumble out of that temple, pick grapes, squash them with his heels, taste the must, and then start leaping and whirling madly, for the wine promised to be fine.  Both the Greeks and the Turks inherited a dance that went back to this pantomime, only they called it by different names.  An evergreen subject, this.

Or, say, there was an icon of St. Nicholas, protector of all seafarers, hanging in the cabin of the Anna, and in Demre (ancient Myra) you could go visit the church where the saint had once served and also his tomb or rather sarcophagus, and you could do the remembrance ritual for him in the strict Orthodox fashion, pouring some vodka on the ground but not forgetting yourself, either. His bones, incidentally, had been stolen and taken to Italy about a thousand years ago.  The Turks called him by a curiously homey name, Baba Noel, that is, translated into Russian, something like Father Frost. 

 You could also take a look at the floor mosaic in the church and appreciate the architecture.  There was a notice to say that some Russian prince had restored the church in the 19th century.  I guess they could have found out which particular prince it was; we’d have lit a candle in his honor.

Or consider this: one thought one had read quite enough stuff about Phales, Anaximander et al., about differences between the Ionian school of philosophy and the properly Attic ones. But one heard of these things with what appeared to be a different pair of ears as one stood in front of the ruins of Miletus where once upon a time all that had begun, at the exact spot where the sea had once lapped the beach and Greek and other ships moored.  Before you knew where you were, the speculative concerns of, say, Heraclitus became a chunk of your life, and you felt in your own gut that, indeed, panta rhei, all things flow, and the lines by Vladimir Solovyov began to throb in your brain:

Time gathers speed with every passing year,

At times, it seems, with every passing day.

As I sense freedom from afar, and hear

The sea, I murmur quietly:  Panta rhei.

Funny that freedom and the sea should also go together in the mind of a philosophical landlubber like Solovyov.

The ruins are, of course, a bit hard on one’s state of mind, reminding one as they do of things eternal and of the transitory and perishable nature of all things living.  At a certain age these reminders are a bit de trop. The sad facts are pretty clear without them.

It turned out, by the way, that I was not the only one who was sensitive to these vibes.  One night I and Nahum, an Israeli from Haifa, a really nice guy who also liked a drink or two, we were returning from a cocktail really prolongé under shaggy southern stars, and I talked about these idle thoughts of mine. It turned out that his own ran rather parallel with mine, only he was taking it all somewhat easier, with a certain detachment, perhaps, while I couldn’t yet make up my mind what I really wanted, some sturgeon with horseradish, to quote Chekhov, or to go round the world alone in a center-board.  All right, let’s not talk of sad things, as Skipper Slava would say again, and I would add: “I see no reason not to take a drink.”
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There is a lot to be said for and about ruins.  There are plenty of guide books that could be rehashed, with judicious interpolations drawn from one’s own experience, but I’m afraid that that would be more boring than The Frigate Pallas, and who reads Goncharov these days? 

I’d rather talk therefore of meetings and acquaintanceships, some of which were quite curious, especially those under the heading of “This is a small world.”  It sure is. A global village, in fact.

Imagine a cocktail party at a Mediterranean café, noise and toasting under the palm-trees, me holding forth on the political and non-political situation in Russia and what a great newspaper my Moscow News is. It turns out that one of the listeners is a Dutch publisher and a good acquaintance of Derk Sauer, publisher of The Moscow Times and a good deal else in Moscow, and me, I was for a couple of years editor of Moscow Magazine which Derk had founded, and I once published an interview with him. At that distance from Moscow me and the Dutch publisher, we were as good as blood relations. An excellent reason to raise yet another toast.

Later that night I ran into a Swiss German who worked on behalf of the United Nations on the ecological disaster in the Aral Sea area, and I must have mentioned above that in the past I had sailed all over the Aral; it had been a beautiful sea in my time, later done in by the local builders of communism.  The Swiss gentleman also touched on this subject, only naturally he implied that the root cause of that manmade disaster was Moscow. So I had to inform him that at the time the fate of the Aral had been decided, “Moscow” had been none other than Comrade Islam Karimov, who had then been a big noise at Gosplan, the State Planning Committee, and who was now president of Uzbekistan and, curiously, an implacable critic of Moscow’s role in the affair, let Allah grant him health and an unperturbed conscience. I guess he still sleeps soundly, untroubled by visions of dying kids.  You see, in Karakalpakia things had got to such a pass that babies were dying of their mother’s milk, for it was poisonous: now that the sea had mostly dried up, thanks to the various irrigation projects siphoning off water from the rivers that had fed the sea, the poisonous chemicals that had for decades accumulated on its bottom were lifted in the air by desert winds and deposited, fanwise, all over the area, so that all food produced there was poisonous.  But I’ve written enough of these sad things elsewhere.

There were also quite cheerful happenings, though at times not unaccompanied with tears, either.  Sailing on the Okura, with Doreen and Archie, a nice Scottish couple, was a fellow called Helge from former Eastern Germany.  It turned out that Helge and me, we happened to have lived, a long, long time ago, in roughly the same places.  So we nostalgically remembered those times and places and were naturally moved. After that we somehow got onto the subject of German literature, you know, Goethe, Heine, that sort of thing, and I recited, with great expression, Ein Fichtenbaum steht einsam Im Norden auf kahler Höh’ u.s.w., and expanded on the subject of how melodiously Cornet Lermontov (incidentally, of Scottish origin) had translated that poem into Russian, only in his version the love came out a bit Lesbian, for both pine and palm are feminine in Russian, whereas in Heine it’s all right and proper, the pine-tree is masculine as it should be, and the palm-tree feminine.  So it was a bit of a muddle in Lermontov, but very nice anyway.  After that I got carried away on a mighty wave of literary inspiration and proceeded to recite, with fierce abandon, verses from the Prologue to Die Harzreise:  “Auf die Berge will ich steigen, Wo die frommen Hütten stehen” etc., which invariably move me to tears.  I then went away to get yet another couple of beers, and somebody in the line asked, “Roy, what have you done to the German, he’s sitting there alone on a bench – crying, isn’t he?”  So he must have been moved to tears, too.  As a remedy, I struck up, at the top of my voice, the famous march of Hamburg prostitutes:  “Geh’ weiter, geh’ weiter, du bist nur ein Gefreiter, wir gehen nicht spazieren mit Unteroffizieren” and so on, verse after verse, and things were all right again.

No really, there was more merriment than anguish.  There were even competitions as to who would out-bellow whom, singing songs – clean but not too clean ones, if you see what I mean.  I particularly remember a concert like that on a pier after a nocturnal sacrilegious barbecue amid the ruins of some ancient church.  Germans have no equal in the obscene Alpine Lieder department, they simply quashed us, yelling that smut at the top of their lungs, but then the Israelis came to our aid, we let loose with a jazzed up version of “Seven Forty” and pranced and yelled like the devils.  To clinch the matter, we burst into “Kalinka,” and everybody joined in, I even did the squatting dance and hurt my knee, but what’s one bad knee more or fewer between us officers and gentlemen.

We also met some Russians, and these meetings were really touching.  On a terrace above the sea under the stars, one of many such terraces, I listened one night to some band playing, and after a while I decided – No, no Turks could play like that.  So I came up to the musicians and asked, “You guys wouldn’t be from Russia by any chance?”  To which they replied, “No, we are from Ukraine.”  Chief mate Leonid, who was alternatively a Russian or a Ukrainian nationalist, when he was not both, asked, dumbfounded, in Ukrainian, “Where from?!”   The chaps, though they were from Ukraine, were Russians and did not speak much Ukrainian, but it was a pleasant meeting anyway.  The same story repeated itself in another port, only the jazzmen there happened to be from Moscow, and one from Baku.  Soviet friendship of the peoples in action.  Those were all very warm meetings, balm for the soul, real balm.

Sometimes the sea washed ashore absolutely exotic and adventurous specimens that would look larger than life in a picaresque novel even.  In Antalya, a certain young lady called Natasha joined our crew for a while.  She had just returned from Singapore, had been part of the crew taking some millionaire’s yacht there.  In Antalya, she was repairing, under a Brit called David, another millionaire’s yacht, as well as building children’s catamarans and dreaming of sailing across the Mediterranean in one of these crazy little things.  As we talked at a festive table on the Anna, it turned out that she had graduated from the Christian Humanities University in St. Petersburg, so that I was privileged to see with my own eyes a real-life yachtswoman with whom I could talk of Vladimir Solovyov, Pavel Florensky the theologian who perished in Stalin’s camps, and other religious philosophers.  I was so touched that I kissed the top of her head.  Life is really stranger than fiction. In fact, real life leaves fiction simply nowhere.

I see that what I’ve written here looks like a cross between a promotional booklet and a report on a trip to paradise.  The paradise did not always have all mod cons, of course, and some snakes popped up here and there, as in any decent paradise, but I’ve passed them over in silence, on principle.  What of it if there are some untypical pieces of shit floating on the surface; one ought to take the in-depth view.

At times this proved to be more difficult than usual.  When we were some six miles off Antalya, a kind of mountain with a superstructure began growing out of the sea.  Not trusting my eyesight, I asked the chaps what that could be.  “Can’t you see?  It’s a US aircraft carrier.”

It was like a cold draught from the grave.  The escape to heaven was over, we were coming back into the real world, nowhere else to come back to, and the real world was up to its ears in muck, with Phantoms buzzing around like dung-flies.  I said, “Let’s effing ram her,” but the guys replied, “Wouldn’t you feel sorry for the Anna?” 

Sure I would feel sorry for the Anna.  And not just the Anna, that’s the whole damn point. God’s world is so beautiful, life is so ridiculously short, and what does Man the Superfool go and do? Man the Superfool designs and builds this ugliness – whose name is Death… 

***********

7. Two for the Riverrun, or: Up Upper Vetluga!
A funny season, summer. Passes much too quickly. In Russia, it simply scurries by. Twinkle an eye, and it’s already July, while the itch in your bones gets stronger and stronger: Away from it all! To the pampas! Even at a pretty advanced age, even after recent open-heart surgery it’s hard to get rid of that itch if all your life you sought to escape the boredom and hustle of the rat race and Thoreau’s quiet desperation of humdrum existence. Escape – and head for the stillness of the wilderness and the society of birds, fishes and other God’s creatures – minus one species.

This time my wife is dead set against letting me go on a solo hike. A heart attack will hit you, she says, you will conk out under some bush, she says, and where will we look for you? Who am I going to wail over? 

Generally, I prefer to wander in the wilderness alone. That way, it’s more like long drawn-out meditation. Whoever heard of meditating in company? The way I see it, the trick is to get submerged in one’s own soul, not one’s neighbor’s, however decent they may be. Suum quique. To each their own trance.

There are also more mundane reasons for this misanthropy. I explained them somewhere something like this: dragging a woman with you on a hike in the wilds is a bit like packing a pig-iron pan in your rucksack: it’s heavy to lug around, but the pancakes are delicious to eat. The converse theorem also applies: pancakes are yummy, but a heavy pan in your backpack, that’s a different story altogether. 

I was merely trying to be witty there, of course. The real reasons are more cogent.

All sorts of things happen on a hike, even a not too tough one. Unpleasantness, difficulties, and sometimes even cataclysms. Your boat may get spiked on a sharp stone or bough, or it may plop keel up on the most piddling of rapids; or you may miscalculate your store of provisions and have to eat whatever Mother Nature provides, or just do without; or a bear will wander into your path unawares. All that sort of thing. And the weather? On a paddling trip down a Siberian river rain kept pouring on my head for a solid month, with minor breaks of an hour or so (characteristically, it stopped completely on the last day of the trip). On the Msta, in late May, snowstorms hit me in the face to blot out daylight, I mean literally blot out, with a thick layer of snowflakes on my specs, whereas the radio had promised sunny warmth and bird cherry in bloom along the banks. This litany can go on endlessly.

Now, when you are on your own you take these things in your stride. You wanted nature, didn’t you? So there you have it, quite raw, you can gorge yourself on it, just mind you don’t choke. Somehow or other things tend to sort themselves out in the end, and you emerge from the flames reborn or a bit singed, that’s as the case may be. Your swear output may be double the usual, but who’s there to censure you? No one, and that’s the whole point.

It’s totally different when all this beastliness befalls a delicate, unbruised creature absolutely alien and averse to men’s idea of fun, like putting themselves through crash tests, to breaking point and beyond, and similar perversions. Result, your conscience pricks like mad, your heart bleeds for her, and an all-round spirit of depression pervades the atmosphere – very unhealthy for a heart with all those bypasses in it. Well, your heart is your own affair, but what about her feelings? In extreme cases divorce has not been unknown. I personally observed one such drama unfold, and even wrote it up (see my short story “Pursued by a Bear”).

Nothing to be done this time, though. Two it is. I’ll just have to choose a route on the more humane side, and closer to Moscow. The North, the Urals, both Siberias, the Far East and the inner seas are out, but definitely. I went over a dozen options and finally settled on the Upper Vetluga. Scenery, divine; difficulties, none – practically; population, sparse to nonexistent. Just the ticket. Getting to and from the river, perfectly acceptable. The railroad is close by, both at the start and at the finish. Close by, that is, by Russian standards, a matter of a few dozen kilometers. Starting point, fourteen hours by train north-east of Moscow. Nothing to it, really.

Measured on the map, the route is some 250 km long, but that’s strictly by the map. Like all plains rivers, the Vetluga keeps twisting and turning sinuously, so in real terms 250 has to be multiplied by some digit, I only wish I knew which – 2? 1.5? My map of the Kostroma Region dates from the Soviet times and is thus hilariously inaccurate, but what of that? Much more fun flying by the seat of one’s pants, as pilots used to say.  We’ll feel like trailblazers. Such a bore, knowing things in advance. Que sera, sera.

To choose a vessel, now. Not much choice, in fact. As there are two of us, the only suitable boat is my LE-3, an unmusical Russian acronym for “expedition-purpose inflatable raft for three.” Quite a tight squeeze for three, but just about right for two. The tub is 25 years old, and very precious to me. Over the years she has known various mishaps in the shape of punctures and such, but she has six sturdy rubber compartments, so if one or two get torn, you can still safely paddle ashore. You hope.

I thought my companion would be cheered no end by my assurances of the boat’s safety, but she seemed little impressed. A sort of cloud darkened her features, even. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, the male and female views of apparently obvious things may differ in a totally unexpected, freakish way.

That’s the prologue, for all it is worth. There follow excerpts from the diary — pardon me, ship’s log. In the manner of such documents it was written in the third person singular. It features skipper Commodore (yours truly; I got stuck with the sobriquet way back in my rock-climbing days) and Cadette, a.k.a. deck-hand-cum-cook-cum-camera-operator with responsibility for all, including the weather. The log entries were usually dictated by Commodore (which task he combined with paddling – a welcome diversion from pulling all day like a galley slave). Occasionally Cadette would fluff the lines, so now the authorship of any particular passage is uncertain, not that it matters a rap. So,

24 July 2004, Saturday. Day One on the Orbit
Yesterday we boarded train 340, Moscow-Chita. The traveling companions were passable, a corpulent lady from Togliatti and a taciturn undergraduate from Kirov who kept munching continuously. Conversation, miscellaneous. One important topic was mushrooms. The lady let drop that they did not pick the kind that “grow in the grass.” She thus favors the parasitic kind growing on trees, which placed her in the amoeba category of mushroom gatherers, especially compared to Cadette, who can hold her own against any learned mycologist. The lady got off at Galich at 23:00.

Observed from the window: lots of church buildings, singly and in clusters. The density of church domes per square kilometer, truly amazing. Monasteries encircled by fortress walls apparently used to double as fortresses. Clearly all this was once the original God-fearing, God-saved Old Russia. In other parts – the south, the north, the Urals, Siberia and further afield – the scenery is different. Just great empty spaces, not too many human dwellings, let alone churches.

Only recently these church buildings hereabouts were all St. Marys-on-Potatoes, used as vegetable storage facilities, warehouses, correction schools, and suchlike. Worse still, they were ruins crumbling away, empty and meticulously fouled up by anthropoids. Lots of church buildings are now being restored after seventy years of rabid atheism. This is certainly good and proper, but sets one wondering. Sure, the walls and the domes can be restored; faith is a different matter. People have lived too long without God, He was abolished, they had a mini-god of Georgian extraction instead of Him, later followed by caricatures of the mini-god. In lieu of paradise in heaven, they were promised communism on earth, but the project went phut; meantime faith got thrashed out of the minds and souls. All that’s left in some is faith in ritual: make the sign of the cross at proper intervals, fast and go to confession now and then, and you’re assured of a ticket to heaven. But are you? Other gods rule the roost these days, Mammon and Demon Drink. And whatsitsname – Glamor! Yapping day and night on the idiot box. You start musing on all this, your only wish is to get as fast as possible, as far away as possible from all this bestiality. If only for a while.

Ah well. The trip, now. During the night Commodore took a snooze, only much too short. After Buy (it’s the name of a town, no invention of ours, and the station building there is part station, part church) something outrageous broke out outside: lightning flashed continuously, thunder rumbled ditto, and the rain came down in sheets. An impressive sight, of course – if admired from a warm room, that is, but we would have to make a soft drop right in the midst of it.

Commodore worried Cadette might get her feet wet and wanted to pull her wellies out; he wrenched the rucksack from under the berth and in the process sat down heavily on the undergraduate’s head, the poor chap. His own rubber boots Commodore had left behind. This is a cast-iron law of travel: on each trip at least one major stupidity must be committed. As for minor ones – well, whoever’s going to count them? 

We spent some three hours in sickening anxiety, gazing at the nocturnal thunderstorm scene. A revolting sight, really. At about four we reached Shabalino (emphasis on the last syllable; for some reason the Vyatichi prefer French type stresses). No platform as such, just the storm and the downpour in full blast. In a few seconds the rucksacks were soaked through, and so was the lower half of Commodore’s frame, though the station building was barely twenty yards away.

The tiny waiting lounge contained a couple of drunks in sleeveless jackets and a surly old man. We hired a car driven by an individual who either had a bad lisp or spoke with a broad Vyatka accent. Russia is great, and the number of dialects in it is even greater.

It took 400 rubles and about an hour to cover the 40 km to the bridge across the Vetluga by the village of Koneevo, or else Kuneevo, the spelling varies. Probably it used to be Kuneevo originally, from the Russian word for marten (kunitsa), but eventually the marten population was severely depleted while some koni (horses) were still left around; there is also the Turkic word kunem, but that’s altogether unprintable, something like the French con, the two even sound alike. (That’s Commodore showing off his linguistic skills.)

On the way we saw two hares and one fire. The fire was caused by lightning; our chauffeur informed us that two more houses and a sawmill had burnt down, all of them struck by lightning. The benefits of the lightning rod are still unknown here, though the device was invented back in the 18th century, if memory serves.

One of the hares Commodore saw very close, within a dozen paces or so, a big one (a rusak) and dark from the rain. It was sitting right on the road (taking a shower bath?), then languidly ambled over to the roadside ditch and squatted there. Commodore yelled, “Bet I’ll hit him!” and grabbed for his pistol, but mostly to rile Cadette. Predictably, Cadette fiercely leaped to the hare’s defense. She was sorry for the dear little thing, if you please. To cook hare stew, first catch your hare, but this logic is beyond cadettes’ intelligence.

Later Commodore recalled how the poet Pushkin was riding in a sled from his village to St. Petersburg, where he would certainly have got himself involved in the ruckus started by his Decembrist pals, and would have been either hanged or exiled to Siberia in irons, only he turned back when a hare crossed his path and thus missed his chance of sharing the Decembrists’ glory. Alas, we just can’t afford that kind of superstition. 

It was pouring solidly all the way, and as we reached the bridge the deluge was worse than ever. Climbing down a steep path under the bridge with the heavy rucksacks, Commodore slipped and landed smack on his ass in the clayey mud. Another bad omen, second worst after hares, nearly bad enough to make us turn back, but how?

We lingered under the bridge till about eight, waiting for the rain to subside, only it wouldn’t. We breakfasted on some tomatoes, rusks and sweets, then prepared our craft for launching. Cadette looked a bit down in the mouth. As for Commodore, if he had a tail, it would be trembling with excitement and anticipation of wonderful things to come. 

Thunder kept cannonading deafeningly all around. Once lightning struck quite close, Commodore even feared it might hit the metal bridge. Iron attracts electric discharges, doesn’t it. He remembered his sister Lucy narrowly escaping with her life ten years before, when lightening had struck wet ground in her own garden in the South Urals; Commodore was then paddling down the Nugush in a tiny self-made catamaran, some 200 km away, fishing for grayling.  In that area, too, a thunderstorm could rumble on for hours and hours, and he had had to wait it out in a dry tent, while we could not even find a dry spot to put up our tent on.

A curious combination, that – steady rain-cum-thunderstorm that seem capable of going on forever. A rara avis, truly.
At about eight we just could not wait any longer. The boat was pumped up, our stuff loaded in, and we pushed off. Whoopee! The joy of the first strokes with the paddle, and a fortnight of bliss ahead – fabulous! As reward for our daring, the rain first let up, then ceased completely.

The Vetluga is a typical river of the Russian plains, only there are more forests and fewer people here than elsewhere, and even fewer good camping sites. After several hours of paddling we disembarked at what seemed like a decent spot, only to step into a dense growth of waist-high and very wet grass, and no dry pine branches for the fire. Disgusting. Greenhorn Cadette tried to talk Commodore into stopping there, but he was adamant. A camping site like that is only good for hanging oneself; anything else would look absurd.

So on we paddled, admiring enchanting wooded scenery on the high banks either side – alas, worse than useless for camping purposes. We negotiated a couple of obstacles – a bottleneck and a spot where islands divided the river into several log-filled streams. There were sightings of the odd snipe, four stray motherless ducklings of obscure provenance, and one or two adult ducks with family. We commiserated with the orphans and cheered the family groups.

After three more hours or so of steady paddling Commodore’s strength and resolve began to give out. He said the sensation felt familiar; just like at the barricades in August ’91, severe lack of sleep beginning to tell. At about 13:00, an amazing bit of luck: a spot where quite a crowd must have camped before us. The grass, tall and thick as everywhere else, was here trampled flat by many feet. Just super. There were pine trees around, too, but of a curiously silly variety, even seemingly dry branches were dripping wet. So we had to rely on Commodore’s woodcraft and make a fire of tiny, very dry fir twigs – these will burn when everything else won’t even smolder. We cooked a species of gruel with buckwheat, vermicelli, soy shrimps, and a single slippery jack. In short, an Irish stew. Lacking in it was a dead rat contributed by Montmorency, but we did not have a Montmorency with us and decided it would have to do as it was. It did.

Time now, 19:00. The sun has been shining for hours and gives no sign of wishing to go down. Everything looks as if there had never been any rain around here. It’s stifling inside the tent, and buzzing with insect life. Next task, fighting mosquitoes to the last drop of blood. Actually it’s more like an auto da fe: Commodore lights a candle and fries the bloodsuckers till every single one is exterminated.

25 July 2004, Sunday. Day two.
12:00. Left Camp Fallen Pine-tree. A fine camp site it had been. We’d puttered around sleepily and lazily all morning, set out rather late and traveled in the worst of the heat. Commodore’s phiz got burnt raw, as were the backs of his hands. Sitting on the stern compartment he plies his double-bladed kayak oar non-stop – the current is almost nonexistent, so if you don’t paddle, you stay put. Cadette basked in the bows and actually refused to write in the ship’s log out of insuperable sloth. 

That day we kept going for some seven hours, in the course of which the following memorable events occurred:

Just like yesterday, saw four orphaned golden-eye ducklings. Someone (an otter?) must have got their mum, and they too are now doomed; they’ll either make a meal for some predator (a pike?) or freeze to death at night – no warmth from mother duck’s body.

A molting mallard drake shot up from a clump of grass just a few yards away. Commodore wasn’t even chagrined that he had had no time to drop the oar, draw and shoot; a molting drake is just a bag of feathers and bones. Thus no family rumpus ensued. 

We filled a bottle from a sulfur spring. Cadette cheekily alleged that the water was full of nasty germs. Commodore begged to take a few sips; the water tasted exactly like a mineral spring in Pyatigorsk, his hometown or what he likes to think of as hometown. No ill effects afterwards. Nature must be trusted.

After a few hours we were hailed from the right bank by a Ms. Blumkin (that wasn’t the way she introduced herself, just what we dubbed her later). She was the first living soul we’d seen since the day before. This particular soul was starved for company and loath to see us go. She and her husband had vacationed on the Vetluga for 25 years, from July to early September. The husband fished, that day he had gone fishing on some lake in a one-seater inflatable raft. Hearing this, Commodore turned green with envy – we just can’t afford to waste time fishing, must push on.

Ms. B. said the nearby village was deserted, just two old dears – brother and sister – left there. The rest had been moved to another village populated by 30 cows and as many alkies. The holidaymaking couple go there to buy milk and other stuff. She says folks from Nizhni Novgorod, Moscow and Vyatka kayak down the river, but, sadly for her, very, very rarely.

Re the weather: Ms. B. reports that it is 280 C in Moscow, and it will be the same here in a couple of days. The news comes from the two oldies’ radio. All a load of rot. It was amazingly fine yesterday, and the weather will be as it will be.


We handed Ms. B. an old business card of Commodore’s, mostly to impress her. Which she duly was. “Fancy!” she said. “What people one meets!” On this note we parted. The sparsely clad Ms. B. remained on the steps cut in the clayey bank, while we paddled on, quietly enjoying one beautiful view after another.

Tried to land, but no luck: tall, impenetrable grass on a high bank, like in most places. A few minutes later we were overtaken by two chaps from Nizhni Novgorod in a two-seater kayak. Like us they had set off on Saturday, only much later. About our age, and of the civil class, apparently. Conversation along the usual lines – who came from where. About the weir ahead, it should be safely under water with all that rain, they said, so we perked up quite a bit. A kayak goes about twice as fast as our raft, though Commodore found fault with their paddling technique – ungainly, but that’s a pale translation of his colloquialism.

Shortly after that we came up against an obstacle – a fallen aspen that barred the whole waterway, bank to bank. We lifted the broken top of the aspen and squeezed through, hearts palpitating – an overkeel was a distinct possibility. Still, it’s all experience.


The sun was scorching, and the air inside the boat’s tubular compartments noticeably expanded. Observing this, Cadette added yet another phobia to her rich collection. Terrified that the rubber tubes will burst, she keeps pouring water on them, for cooling. That is good, for Commodore remembered the guy whose whole afterdeck blew up on the Akhtuba precisely for this reason. Le mot juste: Things do happen.

26 July 2004, Monday. Day three
26 equals 13 times 2. Out in the wilds, superstitions mushroom, and rightly so. You’ve got to be extra careful with this parallel worlds stuff, any rock-climber or mariner will tell you that, and Commodore has had experience with both mountains and seas.

Yesterday we had to clear some Lebensraum for our tent and cooking-fire on a high bank where no man had trodden. Dense conifer thicket, real taiga. That’s what we called our bivouac, Camp Taiga. And as for the grass… You need a Malayan cris to cut this grass, not Commodore’s hunting knife: much too short. We’d dragged our raft up that steep bank right over some briar bushes. Stupid, of course, but what were we to do? Couldn’t leave it moored down there, could we – suppose some bad guys pinched it? Ridiculous, we know, but better safe than sorry.

Our sleep was of the cat-nap variety. Commodore woke up at five, but then snored until eight. For breakfast, we finished off the last remaining shrimps boiled in salty water + buckwheat + delectable russulas. Lots of mushrooms there, but mostly of the wrong kind (bitter boletes, acrid lactariuses, and suchlike). So says Cadette, and her word – on this subject – is law.

10:45. Left Camp Taiga. Commodore says his duralumin oar has taken in lots of water, it’s more like a crowbar now. His shoulders are creaking most painfully, especially the patched-up one. But he is used to the kayak-type paddle. With it, you sit in the boat facing front, and that’s the only way when you are on your own — have to look sharp all the time if you know what’s good for you.

Another tree-trunk right across the river, mostly submerged. Got over it by squiggling. Thank goodness the log was smooth, but the patch over an old puncture is giving us concern. Most of the squiggling occurred right round that bit. Thank God for the sluggish current, stronger current would have turned us broadside – better not think about that.

Lying flat on her tummy, Cadette acted as a lookout. Commodore expressed his complete satisfaction with her work. A proper hawk-eye she was, missing no obstacle in the stream, but mostly admiring the view, judging from the expression on her face.

The vistas were indeed as good as any picture in the Hermitage. The perspective was finely drawn, with great inspiration and in excellent taste: tall steep banks covered with forest as far as the eye could see – pines, firs, birches, aspens, others; fleece-like shrubs coming down the steep slope right to the water’s edge, the river ahead wide and resplendent, with warm blue skies over it all dotted with chubby white clouds. Lovely.

The first few days you do little but feast your eyes on it, like in a trance, but eventually this wears off. Commodore says it’s the same up in the mountains; at first the fierce beauty of the hills all but squashes you, you can’t tear your enchanted eyes from the view, but then your attention is distracted by other things, you have to do what you need to, to stay alive – not much time for gazing. At times, though, you again wake up to the magic with a start and just stare with your mouth agape: how can things be so unutterably beautiful?

Now flocks of bright-blue damselflies, aptly named the Beautiful Demoiselles, dart about and often alight on the boat. They look a bit like butterflies. Commodore seems to be teachable, after all. The bit about blue damselflies did sink in, though most other inedible flora and fauna just gets forgotten the minute your back is turned.

The sky gradually exudes a pall of thick white clouds with strips of some nonsense in between. This looks pretty menacing, while we have carelessly packed away all our waterproofs. But we are in luck, not a drop of rain, after all. More reason to kick back and relax – for some. Commodore keeps slogging away, for the current is conspicuous by its absence. Where the river widens out enormously, one sometimes wonders whether one is still moving forward or has about-faced somewhere without noticing it and is now heading upriver.

13:05. Some creature, its fur looking ginger-colored – could be an otter or a squirrel – crossed the stream in front of us from the right bank to the left, and dashed into the bushes. An otter rather than a squirrel, on second thoughts. What would a squirrel want with the opposite bank? The landscape is the same for all.

Still no Paozer. Should be renamed the Kitezh-Paozer, like that town that sank in Lake Kitezh, never to be seen again. The overall situation is Commodore’s pet hate: river widens out vastly with no current and a head wind. Yesterday there was some semblance of current at least, today a gust blows into your face and the boat stops dead: she sits high on the water surface, all of it, and acts like a sail. No kayak she. Sure it’s bliss, lolling about on her soft bottom, only someone has to pay for it – and we know who that someone is.

13:30. Reached the estuary of the Paozer – at last. The Paozer is swift and carries masses of yellow foam. With a current like that and masses of fallen trees in the river we would have had no end of trouble, had we started the trip on the Paozer, as originally planned. Lucky we.  The Vetluga now seems to be showing some temperament, too, flowing a bit faster, only this is unlikely to last. The river is wider now as well, and all the willows are standing knee-deep in water.

13:50. Have just had a bite: rusks, pretzels, nuts (our chief source of protein), some fruit jelly and a single prune apiece. After the snack, the view seems more beautiful than ever. The river has grown even murkier. So let it – with this current we’re sitting pretty.

14:20. Sailed past a submerged wooden boat chained to a sawyer. Looks like there’s a village nearby; deserted as like as not. The villagers went away somewhere; must be terribly busy drinking themselves to death.

The right bank is overgrown with dense bushes, and on the very top there’s a band of pink-and-white dodder. A most pleasing sight.

The current continues fine. Commodore’s face is gradually turning scarlet, ears transparent in the sun, even though he is wearing a Bedouin headgear. A Bedouin in a sailor’s striped jersey, see? He got used to this style in clothing while traipsing all over Central Asian deserts. And his ears got burnt back on the Ak Deniz, the White Sea in Turkish, a.k.a. the Eastern Mediterranean.

14:50. The banks are turning sandy, grown over with burdock-like weeds and willows. Must be a popular camping site – footmarks in the sand, egg shells, tracks left by a fox or a smallish dog. The sand is hot, the water  cold. Commodore took a dip in his birthday suit – his first plunge in a river in two years. Says he feels on top of the world. Cadette utters something not unlike a raspberry.

15:30. A solitary crow. So far we’ve mostly seen herons. A heron shits most copiously, ejecting a long silvery stream.

15:35. A partisan’s dugout in a steep bank, with an antechamber of pine boughs. Tramps’ abode, or else a shelter for mushroom/berry-pickers during the season. Earlier on, nesting holes of sand martins, chicks peeping from most. Commodore doesn’t see them, simply cannot make them out, which upsets him no end. We aren’t getting any younger, that’s what it means. Can hardly hit a squirrel in the eye with a single pellet, like he used to.

17:00. Stopped at Camp Chanterelle (L), not far from the village of Lipovo. The bank is high, grown with a mixture of pines and firs. Pines, that’s good, they fill the air with ozone and provide a supply of dry branches for the fire.

Footpaths on the bank, and they must lead somewhere. Cadette alleges that she can hear dogs yapping and human voices. A rotten net, a fish-trap, a disintegrating angler’s bag, a pole with an iron tip – these are used to pound on the water and poke into holes to drive the fish out and into a net. A fine place for fishing, obviously. Commodore is quite downhearted – can’t fish, feels too wobbly. Damn and blast old age! Time they learned to build hearts of metal. After all, a pump is just a pump, right?

Cooked a sort of soup with lentils and a handful of russulas picked underfoot. At 21:00 retired for the night. And why not? We’d spent the day in as talented a way as we could. 

27 July 2004, Tuesday. Day four
Commodore woke up around six. Had a nightmare toward morning: in this dream he was asking his former boss at a magazine run by ex-KGB men to sign some paper. How on earth did that son-of-a-bitch sneak into Commodore’s dream? Ah well. KGB rules. They never shed their spying skills or habits, do they.

First thing in the morning, went looking for mushrooms – on Commodore’s timid suggestion. Our first find was a slippery jack, which Commodore had marked the previous evening. It was difficult to miss – sat smack in the middle of the path, yet it was a good specimen, perfectly sound. Later there were several russulas, found by hawk-eyed Cadette, who else. Then Hawk Eye struck on a whole clearing full of chanterelles. We took none but the cutest and firmest; filled a whole plastic bag.

Chanterelles were our chief delight at this camp. They made delicious soup with asparagus, but fried they were out of this world. Commodore demonstrated his technique of frying stuff in the lid of his mess kit; the lid is placed on hot coals from the fire and rotated as required by the simple expedient of a pair of miniature pliers that figure in the inventory under the heading VALUABLES. Unable to find fault with this procedure, Cadette fretted but soon consoled herself. Commodore admitted that he had not invented the method, he had merely added the pliers touch. He says chanterelles fried on a fire are the tastiest dish in the mushroom department, ever. Something in that.

Hawk-eyed Cadette snooped around till she filled a cup with bilberries and strawberries from a patch where Commodore could see nothing but dense weeds. Score, 1:1.

10:55. Left camp. 11:40. Shot past a wooden church by the village of Bystri. Didn’t have time to take a picture of it. Very dark with age, but all the more beautiful for it. Towers over the vicinity.

12:00. Stand from under! Have just wormed our way over a ruined wooden bridge. Here, water rushes over the collapsed bridge and some tree trunks blocking the entire stream. Just a small gap by the right bank where water swirls over what’s left of the bridge’s handrails. We slowly approached the spot holding on to some bushes, then shot into the gap. If there had been some nails sticking out of those handrails we’d have been impaled on them. Thank God there weren’t.

A couple of locals, man and woman, were crossing over in a boat there. They said kayakers usually carried their vessels over land here. Quite right, too. It’s just Commodore showing off, taking risks that way. The woman in the boat yelled, “It’s all right, folks, you can pass there on the right, the handrails are smooth enough.” The guy furtively dropped a bottle of vodka into the boat as they were boarding. That must be their way of life, from bottle to bottle. On the subject of the weather the woman said this: “It’ll keep hot and dry for another ten days, then the rains will start again.”

After Bystri we faced a succession of lake-like, still-water stretches. Excruciating. Practically weeping with fury, Commodore paddles on so hard duralumin nearly gets bent at each stroke.

Better late than never. At long last we decided to baptize our LE-3 (a loathsome acronym). When the British queen smashes a champagne bottle against some stern, she intones this formula: “We name thee…” plus the name of the ship. Well then, we name thee Slowpoke, after Slowpoke the Magnificent, the centerboard of the Mewa class, the heroine of Commodore’s Aral, Caspian, and countless other voyages. Slowpoke, that’s because she crawls at exactly a snail’s pace even when Commodore plies his paddle like a windmill.

With so much water around, Cadette did some washing – Commodore’s socks and her own towel. Commodore’s towel covers his head, in a parody of Yasser Arafat, to protect what’s left of the skin on his face. Very little, actually.

13:25. Filled bottles with some more sulfurous water full of ferrous anions. The smell was there all right, but mild. Unlikely to be pig farm wastage, we thought. Commodore had once indeed partaken of some such liquid, by mistake. Too parched to pay much attention. Still, he survived, didn’t he.

Photo of Commodore wearing wet white gloves.

The bank is a solid expanse of tansy. Very pretty, very pretty indeed. Has anyone ever tried to paint a landscape like that, we wonder. We both have rather unsophisticated esthetic taste – both fancy landscapes.

Commodore tried on the freshly washed socks and discovered there was plenty of sand in them. Not exactly a sandbag, but close. An unusual experience.

Basho-Roy:

How exquisite, to pull socks

on one’s sun-singed feet.

Squash the bloody gadfly.

Oh the joy of hiding in the shade

One’s sun-burnt face.

Dragonflies making love on the gunwale.

A black-and-white snipe

flies past on business.

The pines on the bank stand to attention.

An old birch tree leans low

to admire its reflection.

Current lays bare its roots.

Leaves rustle softly, softly.

A fieldfare rattles rudely.

Then, museum silence.

28 July 2004, Wednesday. Day five. 

Stopover for one day near Luptug village.
We landed here at about 5 p.m. yesterday. Bank’s terribly steep. At the top of it, a treasure trove of mushrooms. The moment Commodore stuck his head over the brink, his gaze hit on a bed of chanterelles. A small clearing, probably left by loggers. A footpath along the bank, leading from Luptug – where? Somewhere. Ashes of old cooking-fires here and there. Must be a favorite spot with fishermen. A tributary nearby. No current in it, so it can be an old riverbed, not a tributary. Who cares.

A solitary passerby stopped by, looking for a ford. Says there’s no timber rafting on the river, no economic or any other kind of life; so, few people left in the villages; the weather is settling; Luptug, 4.5 km away; we are already in the Kostroma Region, not Kirov; all the fords are deep under water; 10 km to Zenkovka (Commodore translates: this can be between 5 and 25). He then said goodbye and went on his way.

He picked some of our chanterelles working in a crude, peasant way: he’d yank up a mushroom, then cut off the soil-smudged part of the shank. This way it’s less tiring, you don’t have to bend down so much. Commodore tried to do likewise, but nearly had his head bitten off by nature-loving Cadette. In fact, Commodore felt he was committing a sin against nature, himself. Mustn’t destroy mushroom spawn – bend real low, cut the stem cleanly, and feel virtuous. 

By 9 p.m. all the chores were done. We added to the soup the disgusting Czech (that is, beloved by the Czechs) mushrooms (incongruously called horns of plenty, in English), but the dish turned out quite tasty. Cadette issued a ban on frying mushrooms twice a day. Generally, Cadette keeps usurping Commodore’s rights and privileges, quite forgetting that skipper on board his ship comes first after God, le premier après le dieu. Like, she alleges that Commodore makes flies nervous as we fight to shoo them out of the tent. Cadette has her own, Machiavellian tactic of coping with these spawn of hell.

Had a moderately quiet night, except for a “dry thunderstorm.” Commodore leaped outside and stretched a plastic sheet over the tent, just in case, ignoring Cadette’s taunts. Woke at 6 and went off mushroom picking. Commodore personally found one (1) slippery jack. Cooked quite a lot (chanterelles, slippery jacks, russulas) in a big frying pan – and wiped it clean. 

Time to clean up and all that sort of thing. Commodore retreated into the woods for a minute and found a biggish patch of raspberry bushes. We filled a bottle and a couple of mugs with raspberries and another mug with bilberries, then ate them all and plopped down for a nap. Dolce far niente is our law, we decided. After this l’apres midi we felt that life was getting better, life was getting merrier (incidentally, it wasn’t Stalin who coined the phrase but some academician’s mama). Before that, we’d felt slack and slow. A bit pooped. After all, this is our fifth day out.

After the siesta, cooked our daily soup and prepared to do some fishing. Paddled a bit upstream, to a biggish pool, tied the boat to some overhanging bushes and were all set to cast the spoon-bait when the boat began to sink, air visibly escaping from the tube ripped open on the Osuga the year before. We hurriedly paddled toward the spot where the banks were slightly lower; found a low-hanging branch to which to tie our painter – Commodore had to climb over some tilting tree trunks like a monkey, to perform the trick. Dragged the boat to camp, turned her over and swore in unison: there were air bubbles all around a rubber patch covering the old tear. We tore off the vile piece of sticky tape bought at a Boats shop – it can hold bloody nothing, the sales talk had been just that, sales talk. For over an hour Commodore toiled away at the tear scraping off the old glue. Dusk fell. It started to drizzle gently. Just one of those days.

29 July 2004, Thursday. Day six
Thursday morning was spent on repairs. Set out at 12:05. At 14:25 saw the village of Zenkovka. View, the usual – not a soul around. For a while the current was decent, after that stretches of still water half a mile long and nearly as wide. Plus a head wind, the nose-bashing kind. In the end, a very strong nose-basher.

Landed at 17:00. Set up camp right in the middle of an old dirt road. Well, why not? The ground is flat, no need to fight thickets of tall grass. The track apparently leads from Zenkovka to Lyapino, as marked on the map. Has not been used for quite a while, maybe years.

As we were having supper a visitor arrived. The Tramp (that’s what we dubbed him, though his social status could be different) prattled non-stop – must have been starved for company, like most folks here, it appears. Had a few roach in a mess kit. He said that before St. Peter’s Day (July 18th) life was an endless torment hereabouts – gnats, mosquitoes, midgets ate you alive. Now there were no mosquitoes to speak of, he said. Indeed, there were practically none at that camp.

Other things he said: he lived in a village some 15 km away; earned his living by gathering mushrooms and berries, especially cranberries on the Pine Marsh; in the fall it attracted lots of people, some came from neighboring regions even. Procurers bought bilberries at 17 rubles a kilo, chanterelles, at 30 rubles, cranberries, at 20 rubles.

Not far from this spot some Muscovites bought five houses in an abandoned village. They were going to build a church, invite a priest, and live as a commune in pristine sinlessness. Something in the manner of Commodore’s friend Sergei Sossinsky, who settled somewhere near here back in the 70s. Yes, it’s a trend among Moscow’s intelligentsia, God help them. Downshifting of sorts. In the past, Commodore himself felt a vague inclination to join the crowd, but never got round to doing anything about it. Staying put in one place over long periods of time is just not his cup of vodka.

The main occupation here is logging, though not on the scale of the Soviet times, not by far. At our previous stopover we had seen masses of timber lying on the ground, all overgrown with tall grass. Apparently the time had come for Gaidar’s brilliant reforms, all industries died as a result, and the timber was left to rot where it had been felled. This evoked our sincere disgust and an acute desire to string up all reformers. “Reformers a la lanterne!” – that’s the spirit.

More quotes from the Tramp’s narrative: saffron milk caps grow right at the end of his vegetable patch; it takes him just an hour to gather a bucketful of ceps (or penny buns, the coveted prize of all Russian mushroomers). His staples seem to be mushrooms and roach, but the diet clearly does him good – phiz very well filled out. Says meat is 20 rubles a kilo here. He has a kind of lean-to not far from our camp, complete with a small iron stove – an equivalent of mod cons hereabouts, apparently. Life will bloom anywhere.

Another thing he told us was in a somewhat sadder vein: once upon a time he and his wife had also gone boating, only he had broken his oar. Still, it was clearly a sweet memory. He told the story falteringly, and one could see why: it was all far in the past – a wife, a job, weekend outings. Nowadays, nothing but vodka, or whatever they drink here. Cleaning fluid, most likely.
30 July 2004, Friday. Day seven.
No fried mushrooms in the morning – our favorite Tramp had picked all the chanterelles around. But that’s all right. Fried mushrooms every day, and without brandy to go with them, that’s a bit too hard on the stomach. 

9:40. Left Camp-by-the-pine-tree-marsh, or Camp Talkative Tramp. The sky looks overcast. The night was warm – likely to rain. Headwind as usual, pretty fresh yesterday, set the waves rolling, some with white crests. The boat rocks pleasantly, which reminds Commodore of sea voyages. Strangely, Cadette receives this comment somewhat huffily.

Today we set off earlier than usual, to avoid the strong head wind in the afternoon, but it blows right now, anyway. In an open space, where there’s no forest close to the river, it must blow even fiercer. We have not yet reached such a space; just another reason to feel chirpy. 

10:10. Passed a morose angler. Not a bite, apparently.

10:40. Looks like we’ve reached an open space, no solid forest on the banks. The right bank is high and steep, the left one, low with bushes half in water. No rain, the water level is going down, the bushes come out of the water’s embrace, only what’s that to us? Without rains the current is simply dying down. That’s life for you: on the one hand… on the other hand… 

Plenty of sand martins’ nests in the cliff (R). A few cows wandering up there, and the sand martins feed off the fauna on the cows’ backs. Something lying in a growth of burdocks. A bag? The shepherd? Who knows. Some sand martins fly very low, right above the water’s surface, others high in the sky, so it’s impossible to guess whether it will rain or not.  No consensus among sand martins on this score, apparently. There are masses of them here, fussing and chirping. Some lightly strike the water with their beaks – drinking, or carrying a drop of water to their nestlings. Very caring parents, sand martins.

The banks are overgrown with ragwort, meadow sweet, tansy, and sneezewort. Tansy is good for mooring, its roots hold fast. When you moor sitting in the boat, these trifles do matter. In the cinema the characters leap into the water and drag the boat onto the beach. We just don’t care for such heroisms. What we do, we tie both bow and stern to some friendly bush or something on the bank, then carefully disembark keeping Cadette’s feet dry. 

11:55. Our first sighting of gulls. Not a good sign, that. Gulls mean a lot of open water. The wind as contrary as ever, and stronger than the current.

12:30. There’s a raft by the right bank, a contraption of poles and inner tubes. Next to that is a tiny, flimsy, triangular boat; in it, what looks like a small spade but is actually intended as a paddle, and a miniature gaff for landing pike. All strictly D.I.Y. The little boat is water-logged. No humans around, the impression is there’s been no one here for months or years. Depopulation in full swing.

The current continues fairly decent, by the Vetluga standards. The sky is overcast, and it is a bit chilly. Commodore’s bare feet are beginning to feel the cold. Never fear, they’ve known worse. Aboard a vessel, one is expected to walk about barefoot; old yachtsmen may stare at you if you don’t. 

All day long we keep shifting from bank to bank. By the steep banks pitted with sand martins’ nests the current is more noticeable, and we try to catch it. Might as well try to catch the wind.

15:40. For a good half-hour Commodore kept casting the spoon-bait from a sandy bank. The bait got snagged once, no other result. Using a wobbler is no earthly good on this river. The fish just can’t see it in the murky water. Commodore worked the river pantless, in his shirt only. “A pornographic show,” comments Cadette . No fear of voyeurs here, though.

20:40. Camp Lady’s Panties on a high bank (R). Someone left the panties in a growth of young birch-trees. As noted above, life blooms everywhere, sex life included.

A dirt road overgrown with weeds, just like yesterday. Ashes from old fires, empty cans and bottles. A table, built by some hikers before us. Commodore says all this was left by the same group of baidarka people whose traces we’d found at Camp Fallen Pine-tree. The same kind of forked stakes for the cooking-fire, the same size  poles for the tents. And the panties are theirs, too. “How d’you know?” asks Cadette.  “Intuition,” replies Commodore. “Huh,” says Cadette. End of dialogue.

Not so many mushrooms as before, yet there are some, including even a particularly nice orange birch bolete (red top, dark downside). Also chanterelles, russulas, oyster mushrooms. No fear of starving – it’s summer time. In winter, we’d be done for in a single day. A good frost, and there we would be, toes up.

A rotten pine-tree log with some ants in it got thrown onto the fire. The ants heroically threw themselves into the fire trying to save the eggs, dragging them somewhere rather foolishly. Life is a complicated affair, no question about that.

Tasty Tuscany soup for supper. Commodore tried to scoop some soup with a tea mug. That’s what tiredness does to you. In all, he had paddled for eight hours today, minus some time for fishing.

The sky is frowning again, says Cadette. We parody an old slogan, “Let there be no war!” with “Let there be no rain!” It’s sinful to complain, though: the weather has been simply superb.

Taking stock of our provisions. We’d taken too much dried bread and dried fruit on this trip, Cadette says. Nonsense, bristles Commodore: there ain’t no such thing as too much food on a trip. Only too little. Iron law. 

31 July 2004, Saturday. Day eight.
No wind during the night. The river, smooth as glass. Cadette listened to the squeaking and groans of unknown night birds. A nice little birdy (light-gray downside, brown-speckled back, light stripes on the head) shat on our tent. During the night Commodore crawled out of the tent three times to see if our boat was still there, unpinched. For the first time we’d left it down by the water’s side. The cliff is too high, steep and crumbly, no strength left to drag the boat up to camp. 

10:53. Left Camp Lady’s Panties. Commodore had incised an inscription on the bench there: S. Roy. Before us, someone had left a scratched “James” there. What James could it have been, how could a James turn up here… Mysteries everywhere. 

Passing the mouth of the Vokhma (R). It’s bigger than the Paozer, about as wide as the Vetluga itself. The current is weaker than in the Paozer. No traces of timber rafting, all that was left behind in the socialist past. After the Vokhma, the river is nearly twice as wide as before. Commodore much prefers narrow streams in the woods, more like green tunnels. Beautiful. Actually, he loves all kinds of streams, even tundra rivers.

11:45. A boat moored by the left bank. Of human beings, zilch.

The weather changes quite abruptly. A moment ago, it seems, the sun was scorching hot, Cadette washed Commodore’s shirt, but right now a chilly little wind has sprung up, and the sky is completely overcast. Incidentally, nights have been starless and moonless here, which is a pity. It’s somehow jollier with the moon up there. Come to think of it, it’s good for us, this no moon business: it’s sure to rain at the time of the new moon. But it will come as per schedule, no getting away from it.

More of Basho-Roy’s stuff:

At the bend of the river
water licks the sand.

Three gulls overhead.

Not too bright, is it. Flat. Says what it says, no more. One has to admit it – fatigue affects brain tissue. It melts, or something.

Piles of stored logs rot away on the bank (R). Another sign of Gaidaronomics. 

12:05. On the left bank a wench with a pigtail feeds a fire, chap nearby is busy doing something obscure. Look like locals. We wave to them. They stare.

12:10. Two young girls bathing by Maloe Ramenye (L). We asked their permission to take pictures. They struck up elegant attitudes; quite nice-looking just as they are. 

12:20. Heaves into view: an automobile bridge with some traffic – motorcycles and a single car. Lots of small sheds and boats on the bank (L), and no human figures anywhere. Nests of house martins on the bridge.

Covered 104 km in a week – that is, if one goes by the map; the actual distance is anyone’s guess, and what’s it matter anyway.

12:35. A fir stump ablaze on the bank. What swine.

Power lines on the bank (L). Must be Kazhirovo. That’s where a gent from Moscow has settled. Left the big city, tries to re-convert the local peasantry to Christianity. Built a little church with his own hands, only it’s sheer waste of effort. Religion may be opium for some, but the locals are perfectly happy with their diet of self-made hooch and store-bought vodka. No one goes to pray there. This is truly dispiriting. What’s to become of this country? Will it burn down in alcoholic fumes? Still, there are saintly individuals here and there, and a whole city can be spared for the sake of a single saint. Or so the Good Book says.

Direction has changed to south-west, but the head wind persists. That’s another cast-iron law on river trips: no matter which way the river turns, the wind always blows in your face.

13:40. Landed on a long stretch of sandy beach. Visible ahead, the village of Markovo (L). Downstream, there’s another Markovo marked on the map, bigger than this one. The more Markovos, the better, seems to be the local view. Meadow on the left bank; the right one sports a dense growth of shrubs. Sand martins fly about at low altitudes. By Markovo-1 the river narrows abruptly, with lots of bends and rifts. That’s good. Brings back Commodore’s memories of white-water rafting, but he’d better keep them to himself.

14:15. Passed by the spot where the Lekma flows into the Vetluga. Somehow this caused little excitement. So it flows in, so what. More exciting things happen in this world.

14:45. A brand-new dandy little church in Kazhirovo (L).  Must have been built by that Muscovite chap interviewed by the Russian Orthodoxy journal we’d read. A hopeless undertaking that, trying to reawaken conscience in a thoroughly brutalized people. It’ll take another generation, and what will it be like, that new generation? Drunks beget morons, that’s a law of physiology.

Only just managed to avoid a collision with a motorboat with a burly human animal in it. He was heading straight at us. A faster vessel has to give way to a slower one, this is the law of the sea, but that animal was obviously pissed and couldn’t care less about laws, maritime or any other. Сommodore recalled a scene from a trip up north, where a similar pack of bipeds laughed merrily as they rammed a kayak with women and, if memory serves, a kid in it. Here, Commodore’s rubber-bullet throwing “makarych” is no good, it’s a job for a real “makarov” 9-mm pistol – make a hole in the thugs’ boat, and let them plug it up with their pants, the bastards.

15:55. Cape Lonely Dog. The dog was running about the bank, apparently lost and looking for its master. Felt sorry for the poor thing, but could not take him onboard. No room, and precious little food left.

The clouds look menacing. The river splits in two. We take the left-hand stream. It splits in two in its turn. Again we choose the one on the left. The going is easy, no mishaps. That’s truly gratifying. You sometimes choose a channel and at the end of it you come up against an impassable obstacle and have to pull the boat against the current, and the bank is not everywhere suitable for towing. Sheer torture. We’re just a couple of lucky dogs, Commodore and Cadette, hip-hip and more or less hurray.

20:55. Camp Horrible. 

After Kazhirovo we shot past some nice cozy pine woods where we could have camped in comfort. As we paddled on, the scene turned utterly disgusting – low marshy banks or else unscalable cliffs. Twice we tried to land only to hit on impassable briar thickets. Hasty retreat.

Finally we spotted a couple of aspens, and some birches, too, on a high bank. Landed at last, with great difficulty. The bank is sheer mud left by receding water level, but we sighted a tree trunk lying right by the water’s side and moored there. Commodore crawled all over the place till he found a spot where someone had camped a long time ago. Three huge birch-tree logs set upright, for chairs, big forked stakes where the fire had been, rotten grass bedding where their tent had stood, old papers. All very nice, but all in a dark thicket on a cliff where you could cut mosquito clouds with a knife. What blockhead had chosen such a spot for camp...  Must have been in spring, when mosquitoes were just a distant memory.

We cut some weeds to spread under our tent for softness, put up the tent, did all the evening chores, faster than usual. Still, while we were at it, the mosquitoes ate half Commodore’s back, right through his shirt. Cadette suffered all over. Lucky dogs we? Oh sure… 

1 August 2004, Sunday. Day nine
Slept long and deliciously, until seven. In the night a rat-sized mouse paid us a neighborly visit. Toward morning Cadette listened a long time to some bird clicking castanets. The night was still, the morning of the de luxe variety. Breakfast, like supper, mushroomless.

High up in the sky some big predatory bird is going round and round. Can be an eagle, hard to say. Plenty of birds of prey here – harriers, kites, also hawks and falcons a couple of times. That means there must be game here, too, but that does not concern us, not this trip. We have neither the time nor the weapons for shooting – Commodore’s “makarych” can hit something with a rubber bullet at six paces, not more. Good for whacking a thug in the eye, only there aren’t many thugs around. Yet another rationale for escape into the womb of nature, only – who needs any rationale for that? Not Commodore, that’s for sure.

We took our breakfast in the tent, and did some “picture gazing” after. “Picture gazing” is a phrase from Commodore’s heroic, mountain-climbing past. He had read somewhere that Academician Ivan Pavlov (of the Pavlovian reflex fame) used to rest half an hour in an armchair after breakfast, knees wrapped in a plaid rug, gazing at his modest collection of Old Masters. Commodore then introduced this custom among his bunch of rock-climbers. Back in camp after a tough climb  mountaineers have little to do except eat a lot, get their strength back lolling on their sleeping bags and “gazing at paintings” – mentally. There are also outdoor games with young ladies, of course, but that’s at night, after the dances.

10:10. Left Camp Horrible, a.k.a. Infernal and Hyper-mosquito-laden. 

12:55. Fished, or rather tried to. Snagged the hook twice –  once in a bush, then a log in water. And all the time large fish slapped their tails noisily and contemptuously by the opposite bank. Commodore just could not throw his wobbler that far, though he waded in nearly shoulder-deep. We ought to fish while in motion, but Cadette obnoxiously refuses to, and Commodore has his hands full paddling. Result, neither fish nor flesh, just plenty of exercise.

No sign of man in this Amazonia. Strong nose-basher of a wind, waves, too, pushing us back. Shades of Lake Baikal.

15:30. Passing Shaimensky settlement. Nothing of note. Many little houses with fretwork windows, a single haystack. Could we live in a place like this? Imagination baulks, completely.  

16:45. Passing a log storage or some such establishment (R). Abomination of desolation. Martian landscape. A huge derrick and, as ever, not a soul within sight. 

That day Commodore paddled for ten solid hours, minus an hour for angling.

2 August 2004, Monday. Day ten
12:45. Left camp. Right off, baffled by a curious sight: a tree trunk floating upstream, though we had not noticed any beaver presence here. Must be counter-current of sorts.

After the Shaima estuary, lots of bends in the river, no bank suitable for landing, much too steep everywhere. Landed at 20:00, where Commodore caught sight of some barely visible tracks on the steep slope. Signs of someone camping here long ago. Turned in by eleven. 

The forest is empty, no bilberries, no mushrooms, nothing. Must have been worked over by gatherers. Well, people have to subsist somehow. Tcha. These woods may have been barren from the beginning of time, who knows. Absolutely anything may happen in this curious world of ours.

A half-day stopover. Slept till 08:30, then went looking for mushrooms. Commodore found an aged slippery jack and a couple of russulas. The rest, courtesy of Cadette. In all, enough for a sumptuous feast of fried mushrooms.

Yesterday the sun was truly scorching. Today, ditto. Yesterday Commodore’s heart gave him just a teeny bit of trouble towards the end of day. Today, it behaves impeccably. Must be all that oxygen in the air. Like in an oxygen tent.

The map faithfully shows all the river bends. Commodore keeps track of these, God knows what for.

13:50. Pretty clouds over meandering river. Basho-Roy:

Oh, to savor the quiet.
That’s what one came here for.

Instead, persistent buzzing in the ears.

Cadette: “Call that poetry? A complaint to an ear-nose-and-throat specialist, more like.” Commodore: “Huh. I once came across this monostich, in the Poetry magazine: “You owe me $64.”” Cadette: “But that’s American poetry.” That certainly shut Commodore up.

16:25. A vast stretch of still water. Current nil. Tough, coping with space manually. That bloody Dudno nowhere to be seen. Surely it must be somewhere? Or could it be that we ourselves have escaped into some parallel world? A perfectly sound explanation, given the facts.

3 August 2004, Tuesday. Day eleven
11:50. Spent a whole hour fishing off a sandy beach. The locals only fish off a steep bank, mostly in a sitting position, with very short rods. They cast the spoon bait with a jerk from behind the head to a distance of just a few yards. Incidentally, the method is not unique to this area; Commodore observed a similar technique at other rivers, too. Somehow it doesn’t seem sporting enough to him. “They get results,” Cadette points out, quite unnecessarily. Where’s her spirit of camaraderie? 

21:00. Camp on Sand (L). Arrived here at 15:15. It was all nice and ready for us – stakes for the fire, firewood, and a bedding of cut grass. We cut down some more grass, set up camp, and went to look for mushrooms. The woods are scraggly, completely flooded in spring. Lousy, in short. Mushrooms, disappointing – mostly fetid russulas, which we refuse to gather, for such are Cadette’s principles. In all, a meager handful of proper russulas and oyster mushrooms (the latter found by Commodore).

Most of the day was spent – wasted – fishing. Commodore lost a wobbler – it just flew away somewhere. Then he lost two fair-sized fish, either pike or chub. The second time was especially vexing – Cadette already had the landing net ready. Commodore had not struck properly, or else the triple hook was too blunt. The sensation of a heaviness at the end of the line and the sight of a huge gaping maw will stay with us forever, it seems. Wide open jaws, that’s the classic pike method of freeing itself from the hook. Cadette caught sight of a pale belly and a powerful tail. Commodore nearly burst into tears but made do with a salvo of juicy Russian.

Also, Cadette watched an under-age pike lying in ambush behind a rock ready to pounce on small fry, and in the end it did gulp down something really tiny. All strictly according to Darwin, so why can’t we get a bit of the action? We too must eat. Other pike youngsters nibbled at Commodore’s toes as he was washing his hair. Well, that’s nothing. In Central Asian canals small fry do their best to wriggle right up your anus and nibble at your pubic hair.

Lots of prints on the sand; clearly identifiable are those of a heron, small snipe and also some small animals. The sandy beach is virtually free of mosquitoes, but it is going to be chilly at night. Discovered a boat in the bushes. There must be some locals around, not that we are too eager to see them. We are happier as we are – and we keep our pistol shells dry.

4 August 2004, Wednesday. Day twelve
10:30. Left Camp on Sand. The sun is blazing fiercely. The sky is dotted with tiny clouds. Fished for a couple of hours; only result – hook got snagged twice.

19:50. Made camp leaving the village of Mikh-something far behind. The day’s events:

Caught a two-foot pike. Commodore invented a method of fishing from the boat: you just stick a spoon-bait at the end of a line straight into the mouth of a pike lying in ambush among the lilies and stuff growing by the bank. Cadette worked the rod, Commodore paddled very cautiously, not to scare off the fish. After about five minutes’ trawling Cadette hooked a pike, an extremely violent one. The spoon-bait ended up far down the pike’s gullet. We pulled the predator aboard and packed it in a plastic bag, to tame it. Should have hit it on the head with something heavy but – Cadtte’s nerves… Better not.

We wanted to land and cook the pike, but at that moment the village came into view, with a pontoon bridge where it began. Commodore walked to the village and found out that no buses ran from this place to the railway station. Some locals said we could take a van selling bread to the villagers to a place called Pishchug and from there, a bus to the station, but this P. thing is way in the north, in the opposite direction from the railway, so to hell with it.

We decided to paddle on till we reached some bridge. There ought to be a bridge somewhere, preferably not a collapsed one.


For a long time the village refused to disappear from view. Saw some women bucolically washing linen in the river. Then Commodore raised his paddle saluting a fisherman. The guy offered to sell us some fish, but we proudly said we had everything we needed, fish included, thank you all the same. It’s a shame we missed so many wonderful spots in which to fish Commodore-fashion, but Commodore’s resources of strength are woefully limited. Better luck next time.


After the village, the banks were of the lousiest kind. Commodore disembarked and found the remains of a lean-to, or rather a sort of Indian screen: a fire on one side, a screen of fir-tree branches on the other, some grass bedding under the screen. But the place itself was awful: the ubiquitous curse of tall dense grass, shrubs, trees. Ideal for mosquitoes, not us weary travelers. 

We paddled on for just a couple of minutes – and found a fabulous site for camping. It looks like we hit, for the third time, on a spot where those chaps from Nizhny Novgorod had made camp. The same way of building a cooking-fire, the same kind of bedding under their tent. Thus spake Commodore.

We cleaned and cut the pike into manageable pieces, put up the tent, and went to look for mushrooms. Didn’t find any. Instead, we found somebody’s clothes and things – trousers, a jacket, a bag, all hanging on tree branches. Stuff for at least two, and hanging there for a year or perhaps more. It’s a bit of a mystery, and sets one wondering sadly. What happened to the fellows who once inhabited those trousers? Lost their way? Eaten by wolves or a bear? Or were they just too drunk to find their way back to the camp? But there were no traces of a proper camp there, just the rags hanging on trees. A propos of this Commodore recalled some stories of people getting lost in the forest and weighing about thirty kilos when they were found or got back to some village by accident. Who knows what the others weighed, the ones who never got back. Cadette turned pale and rudely advised Commodore to dry up.

It so happened that we too lost our way a bit as we turned back, just overshot the spot where our camp was. Seriously, it takes some skill to lose one’s way near a river. We soon found our camp, lit a fire and cooked some fish soup with herbs and stuff. The soup turned out to be quite piquant, though pike meat tastes as flat as you please. With the seasoning of bearlike hunger, it was a gourmet experience to remember for years to come.


We crawled into our tent early today. When the wind dies down, mosquitoes go plain berserk.


And another thing. Today, Commodore performed a dangerous stunt just to show off, or so Cadette believes. On reaching the pontoon bridge we should have disembarked and carried all our stuff along the bank past the bridge, but that would have taken all day. Instead, Commodore ordered Cadette to pack our papers and valuables, go ashore and walk ahead, while he himself gathered speed and aimed the boat at a narrow opening between two pontoons. The current there was pretty fast, and if the boat had hit some sharp metal edge it might have been ripped wide open. The bridge was very low, Commodore was in danger of smashing his forehead against it but he flopped on his back just in time and the boat shot through, only the paddle hit something with a loud crack. An inveterate show-off, Commodore is. Real Soviet hikers do not behave in such a despicable manner.

5 August 2004, Thursday. Day thirteen
10:10. Left Camp Where We Ate Fish, a.k.a. Thank You Nice Guys from Nizhny. Did our best to finish the fish; even so, there was enough left for the birds to peck at. We dealt with the fish strictly according to mountaineers’ law: better bust the foul belly than waste good food.

Cadette reported hearing some mysterious creature rustle and crackle in the bushes during the night. Big news. As if Commodore had not nervously clutched his puny pistol half the night.  A lot of use it would have been against something big. We crawled from the tent and looked around. Lots of fresh tracks leading in all directions, but what our visitor had been there was no telling from the grass trampled by some heavy feet, no identifiable prints. Could be a bear, easy. They are generally quite good-natured in summer. That’s our only hope: inside a zipped-up tent we are as blind and helpless as newborn babes.

Commodore is paddling lazily, stroke – pause, stroke – pause. No wind so far, nor any current either. The sun is blazing straight in Commodore’s scorched face, as we are heading due south already, where the railway is, or should be. Oh for a drop of rain! Commodore can’t recall ever wishing for rain on a hike, if you don’t count deserts where wishes don’t count anyway. Here, there was heavy dew in the night, the tent and the plastic sheet over it got soaking wet – a sure sign of rains to come, only where are they?

13:30. Talked to a very sun-tanned denizen in a boat with a small boy and a rod. Interestingly, he had a dinghy exactly like ours. The name of the village was Berezhok (Little Shore), motorway, six km away. Maybe it is, though one sometimes gets the impression that locals use the term kilometer more to amuse than to inform. Paddle on, Commodore, paddle on with a song in your heart. Yo-heave-ho…

15:40. A village hove into view. A chap in a boat said, Staroshanskoe. Now, where was the church with a golden dome we’d been promised? None in sight. Can’t be seen from the river, and if so what’s it for anyway? A church should tower over the place on a high bank, to have an esthetic significance. Now, people all along the Volga know that, and they built their churches properly. Commodore wrote about them somewhere.

18:30. Passed Petunino, made camp not far from it. We’ll write up today’s experience tomorrow, feeling too pooped and too lazy right now.

6 August 2004, Friday. Day fourteen
07:30. Camp Noisy, a.k.a. the Last One.

Yesterday’s events, now. After Petunino we drifted a long time in the blessed shade of some trees, keeping very close to the bank. Got out our fishing tackle. Almost at once Cadette caught a juvenile pike, but that was all. No more grass at the water’s edge, nowhere for pike to hide, not a bite in hours of futile trawling. 

At Petunino we had seen a modest castle being built. Must be for some local or visiting oligarch. Wooden stairs leading to the water down the high, steep bank, for the castle owner’s convenience. Who can afford a place like this, these days? Only a thief and a bloodsucker, that’s who.

Not far from the village we ran into a couple of anglers, very literally. Their tiny boats were tied to the bank with lengths of twine, one of which we hit and had to back water in a hurry. The angler merely smirked as Commodore reprimanded him – quite sweetly, for an old mariner.

Then we decided to camp but could not. The usual nonsense: either the trees were behind a jungle of scrub, or the bank was too steep, muddy and slippery. Commodore did contrive to climb up a cliff to reconnoiter a couple of times, but returned in disgust: not a scrap of land suitable for camping. A third attempt yielded something almost decent – a smallish flat area after a passable climb. Time, going on 21:00. That day Commodore paddled non-stop for over ten hours and was plumb falling to pieces at the end.

Cooked some fish soup with oyster mushrooms found on the spot. The soup was of the add-more-salt-and-it’ll-do kind. We kipped after eleven. All night endless rumbling came from beyond the river, a proper highway there. Mostly heavy trucks. Must be carrying stolen timber to sell abroad. The usual thing: some oligarch lining his pockets with what used to be the whole nation’s asset.

10:00. Left Camp Noisy. Oddly, the noise ceased almost at once. A few minutes after we left camp, the left bank turned into a nice sandy beach, if a bit muddy from receding high water. Cadette had seen this yesterday, but had not bothered to inform Commodore being out of sorts, like. The reason for her moodiness cut Commodore to the quick. Our Slowpoke II was not comfortable enough for her, believe it or not! To Commodore this gallant vessel seemed as good as an easy chair – and here Cadette says she constantly feels somewhat nervous while on board. “Why, for heaven’s sake? What’s to feel nervous about?” Commodore spluttered. No answer. Commodore then muttered darkly that Cadette should be given a ride in the Lastochka, to get things in perspective. That little craft has the technique of a rodeo bull. Try taking a breath at the wrong moment, and she’ll plop upside down in no time flat. Compared to her, the Slowpoke is as meek as a dove. Indeed, a woman’s soul is a truly Freudian mystery. Unfathomable! As is a man’s, come to that. Part paradise, part cesspool (Nero Wolfe?).

The sun is as scorching as ever. Commodore is quite happy, he’s found the clothes pin he uses to keep his Arafatka in place. The pin sticks out from under his nose, giving him a Papuan aspect.

The scenery around never varies: worse than useless for landing, but obviously good for fishing and mushroom picking. None of this for us, though. We face other tasks today.

Commodore is gradually recovering from yesterday’s spurt. He says, in future we’ll travel with pomp, meaning with a pump. A pump is most useful for inflating the raft. So far Commodore has always pumped up the Slowpoke with his mouth, but we aren’t getting any younger, it seems. Nowadays he doesn’t do any parachute jumping even. Fear of broken legs.

***

At this point the log comes to an abrupt end; no time to make entries, and anyway not much to write about. We reached the bridge, climbed on the bank, swaying like proper sea dogs (after all, we’d spent two weeks riding the waves), washed, dried and packed the boat and all our stuff. With much difficulty and frequent stops Commodore (that is, me, or is it I, again) managed to haul our monstrously heavy rucksacks up the steep path to the motorway. We had to wait long but not too long for a vehicle going our way. Eventually we cadged a lift for a modest fee. The driver asked us what distance we had covered. Hearing the figure 250 km, he registered admiration/disbelief: “Well I never! Unbelievable.” Then there was the railway station at Sharya (again stress on the last syllable), scenes from provincial life as we waited for the train, the train ride, and Moscow. Phew!

Now, to get back to normal life (why, oh why does noise, bustle, foul air, foul language in angry exchanges, etc. have to be the norm?). Soaking in the bath, healing cuts, bruises, insect bites, and suchlike. One of my injuries, a pretty painful one at that, is worth a laugh: with the appetite I’d developed I all but dislocated my lower jaw chewing. Sprained a muscle or something. Now I remember the trip each time I masticate, and even smiling is painful. “It’ll pass,” Cadette says, laughing heartlessly. (And indeed it has.)

We check out our measurements. My waist has shrunk from 88.5cm to 85cm, all my trousers now slide off me like soaped. Cadette keeps her achievements a secret. Small wonder; she did not have to paddle. True, she asked me once to let her try, but a few minutes of the exercise sufficed. “Thanks awfully, but that’ll do for me.” I too found the paddling harder than it had seemed from Moscow, but that’s the way things always are. You just gotta be a philosopher.

What’s most pleasant to remember is our amazing luck with the weather. Not a drop of rain in two weeks. A record in my experience. Well, fools and novices are proverbially lucky, and Cadette is still in that category (novices, I mean). The only time I had the same experience was in Central Asia, but there it never rains in summer anyway: rain drops evaporate while still in the air, or on hitting the sizzling hot ground.

The fierce sun has given me a “peasant” suntan: face, neck, hands and legs up to the knees burnt black. The Yasser Arafat attire was not much use. Cadette was clad more thoroughly, or else she is not susceptible to sun burns, even from double radiation, direct and reflected off the water. Some people have all the luck.

Another nice thing, we’d taken enough food to last us the whole trip – ate our last rusk at the railway station. The mushrooms and the fish helped, of course, though we did not fish as much as we would have liked to. No fault of ours, was it.

In all, counting in the price of food, train tickets, and the rest, the trip cost us some $50; $100 at the most, that’s for sure. I remembered reading of ex-President Carter going fishing somewhere in Kamchatka; they refused to give out the figures, saying merely that an ordinary, not de luxe trip cost $1500 a day there. I can’t imagine what they do with all that dough – stick some of it up the anus of each separate fish they catch? One thing is certain – we got about a million dollars’ worth of fun for our fifty.

It is rather a wrench, going back to all this noise and commotion, curiously called normal life, after two weeks of a trancelike state. Watching TV, listening to the radio, and reading the papers all has a strange feel to it. The news is the same old news as before the trip, and it’s hard to get rid of the suspicion that the people in them can't really be serious about the things they do and get so worked up over. So absurd, really. Not the main thing, if you get the point. Shakespeare has a nice phrase for it: “Stale, weary, and unprofitable.” 

Still, one cannot get by without it – without communication (some say intercourse) with other humans, however disgusting their ways. That’s another thing you learn on a trip. As you get encapsulated within yourself, sensory deprivation sets in, and you start composing haiku, or something. Haikus, they also have addressees, and it’s not just your companion. Haiku, hell. I addressed benevolent remarks to herons standing one-legged by the banks, or swore quite emotionally at the tea-kettle when it obstinately refused to boil, or talked persuasively to the pot of soup. And I had a real live companion, at that.

I looked through our ship’s log. It seemed to describe everything like it was, and still there was something important missing. Then I realized what it was. The log covered the scant and often boring events of the trip, while the trip itself was about something quite different. It’s about the beauty that constantly surrounds you and eclipses everything else. That’s the focus of travel, the whole point of it – the scenery that keeps changing and fascinates you, your eyes feast on it while you keep paddling on fully certain that over there beyond that bend in the river the scene will be even more enchanting, and it often is. You grow greedy, that greed drives you on and on, to the highest point of the trance only it never comes, there’s just this rapture you wish never ended…

Naturally, you just can’t write about these things on each page, the ship’s log is a different genre. We should have taken pictures, but there Cadette failed sadly: the film jammed and she snapped all those enchanting views on the same frame. A damn shame, really. Thank God, there’s the Internet. A guy had kayaked down the same river a couple of years before us, and he posted some lovely pictures. No crime to pirate them, I guess.

Beauty is one theme, but there are others. At one’s advanced age one tends to look for a justification of one’s existence other than the need to eat, drink, sleep, and – pardon me – defecate. Reading helps, writing helps even more, but travel is surely the most powerful remedy for diminished zest for life. Here I am, just back from this trip, and already contemplating another, or at least dreaming of it. “Alone or in the company of phantasmal comrades,” to quote Joyce. I first climbed Mount Elbrus in the mid-1950s, so I’ve had half a centenary of it. I hope to God I’ll add a few more really worthwhile trips. I.I.a.a., of course. If I am alive (L.Tolstoy).

Upon return I took up Alan Watts's "The Way of Zen" where I’d left off before the trip, and I seem to be reading it with a pair of completely different eyes. It now seems rather comical to have to concentrate on a wall, a candle or that spot between your eyes while meditating. Why? Because you remember what you felt as you watched a harrier going round and round in the bright blue sky, soaring higher and higher; or the huge full moon as you crawled from your tent towards dawn; or the absolutely still, mist-filled, black-and-white river stretching under the cliff you stood on; or the sun peeping shyly from behind distant woods; or a thousand other such sights. I ask you, who needs Zen, when you have – all this?  

In short, I am all for dissolving in nature whenever we get a chance. After all, we all of us eventually do that, but in a highly unpleasant fashion – better avoid that as long as we can, or even longer…

***********

8. Be Sensible: Act Crazy
Or: An Account of a Trip to the Lower Volga, with Existentialist Digressions 
Akhtuba. The word may sound barbarous, but for every angler in Russia the association is of the sweetest: it’s the fisherman’s (some say fool’s) paradise, and euphony be damned. If you click the word Akhtuba (though the spirit of adventure moves some contributors to spell it Axtyba) on Google or some other machine, you will step into a beehive of websites and extremely lively forums where aficionados exchange impressions in pungent, if not always literate, Russian. 

For those too lazy to take a look at the map, the Akhtuba is merely the main channel that splits off the Volga somewhere near Volgograd (still Stalingrad, to many). Between the Akhtuba and the Greater Volga to the west, there are about a zillion other channels, most of which rejoin the main network only during the spring flooding, whereas others flow the year round.  Some of the latter are called rivers (like the Akhtuba itself or the Mitinka), while others, yeriki – a local word for something less impressive than a river. Or so I thought. Silly me.
My route was as follows (skip the paragraph if you hate to struggle with foreign place names). I got off the train at Kharabali (a township a few hundred kilometers south of Stalingrad), hired a van that took me and my backpacks to the Akhtuba (the yerik closest to Kharabali is the Ashuluk, and I didn’t want to follow that – too close to the railway and the highway and other human-related pestilences) and paddled down that to the area called Trekhrechye, where the Akhtuba splits into three (hence the name, lit. Three-riverdom, or, as Joyce would have put it, Three-riverran): the Akhtuba proper, the Kriusha (a.k.a. Mangut), and the Kharabalyk. I naturally chose the Kharabalyk (Black Fish, and some say it’s Much Fish, in Kazakh) as the farthest from civilization.  

Unlike the Akhtuba, the Kharabalyk is a yerik, and it did indeed seem somewhat narrower than the Amazon, but only up to the point where it joined forces with another yerik, the Banny (Bath-house yerik, of all the curious misnomers – no bath-houses in sight, and no sign of the local Kazakhs having any use for such an institution), whereupon it resumed the title of river, the Mitinka.  After yet another yerik, the Kirpichny (Brick One – another mysterious misnomer), flowed into the Mitinka, I lost sight of the other bank of this modest river I had never heard of before, and gave up studies in local toponymy for hopeless. 

Questions of semantics fell far behind those of survival as the Mitinka flowed into the Greater Volga – and, man, was it GREAT! Not just that but damn stormy, with dirty-looking foamy whirlpools and nasty waves, each aiming to capsize my tiny kayak that felt as slippery as an eel under my backside from the buffeting it received. 

At that point I gave up any vague ideas of paddling down the Greater Volga into greater wilderness and, after hours of grimly fighting the wind and the waves, sneaked into the Kazachy (Cossacks’) yerik that branched off eastwards. It was an immense relief from the awesome width and turbulence of the Mother of All Rivers, but it was here that my luck ran out, weather-wise; tell you all about it under the proper section.  

Eventually the Kazachy flowed back into the Akhtuba.  A motorway and a railway ran along the Akhtuba’s left bank, and I thought my adventures were nearly over, I would soon pack up and go home in a nice, clean compartment of a fast train. If only I had known what was in store for me… But better save this sad story for later as well. 

First Impressions. The very first one was, O what a bloody fool I was, to have picked the Lastochka kayak for this trip! I have described the little thing in earlier memoirs, but there are certain things about it that I never tire of retelling. It’s just two meters in length, so that you put it on rather than sit down in it; it weighs slightly more than 10 kilos; it consists of six separately inflatable rubber sections; and it is supposed to carry 75 kilos of myself and a small mountain of traveling necessaries. 

Which include: tent; plastic sheeting to spread on the ground and over the tent; sleeping bag; a lightweight mat to spread under the sleeping bag; some warm and waterproof clothes – insulation against bad weather; foodstuffs for a few weeks; an officer’s bag containing instruments like binoculars, camera, tiny radio set, compass, magnifying glass, book of maps, ship’s log, medicine chest and other items that take a full page to list; another bag with fishing tackle; rod; repair kit; two empty rucksacks in which to carry all the above on dry land; two waterproof bags in which to stow it while waterborne; and I am sure I have left out about as much as I listed here.

The chap who drove me to the river from Kharabali, a Stalin admirer called Valera, was so intrigued to see how I would manage to squeeze it all into the small roll of rubber that the Lastochka looks like when uninflated that he squatted in the scanty shade of some prickly bushes to watch me perform the clearly impossible task.  Well, I had to disappoint him. After 24 years in my possession, the Lastochka had learned to put up with anything I cared to saddle her with. 

You’d be surprised to see the amount of stuff that can be crammed under the foredeck, where my feet are supposed to be, and under the afterdeck that forms a backrest for my long-suffering back. The rest went on top of the foredeck and afterdeck, strapped to them in two roomy bags with lengths of cord.  

Very crude, of course, and entirely against good taste in streamlined silhouettes; the loaded kayak looked rather like a tiny donkey in an Oriental bazaar, where all you see for the burden are the poor beast’s ears – but there was not a scrap of my belongings left on the muddy bank when I was finished, and Valera drove away, shaking his head in disbelief.

As well he might.  It’s one thing to load my stuff in and on top of the kayak, and quite another, to lower myself inside, find somewhere to squeeze my bare feet in, pick up my two-bladed paddle and face the wind and the waves. 

At that particular spot, the Akhtuba, though a small offshoot of the Greater Volga, looked wider than many a man-sized lake I had seen. A stiff evening breeze was blowing straight in my face, and waves were slapping smartly against the bank. True, the Lastochka had seen plenty of service on the Aral and Caspian seas, but there is a difference between a gently rolling sea swell and these short, nasty, positively brutal choppy waves on a river. 

I looked across this inhospitable expanse at the opposite bank quickly disappearing in the descending gloom, and weighed my chances of ever reaching it in one piece. A quote from Schiller floated by: “Against stupidity even the gods contend in vain,” only I did not believe in God or gods, and Nietzsche had long countered that with, “Against boredom even the gods contend in vain.” There did not seem to be much likelihood of me dying of boredom there, so that was all right.  Besides, I already felt I was in a sort of alternative existence where no normal-world fears applied, so I put the blade of my paddle against the muddy bank and pushed off.

I ought to explain here, perhaps, that the Lastochka belongs in the category of craft lovingly known in Russian as dushegubka “soul-perisher,” where “soul” means simply an individual human being, as in Nicky Gogol’s Dead Souls. Someone sitting down in it for the first time is slated for an immediate, unwanted dunking, as it tends to slip from under one’s backside even in dead calm and requires a sense of equilibrium up to circus standards. Even after years, and now decades, of acquaintanceship with her temper, I find the first few hours at the beginning of a new season rather trying. This time I felt that an overkeel was virtually inevitable. Thank God that Valera had left, I thought, and would not see me spluttering in the brine trying to pull the capsized kayak ashore – what a hope... Alternative existence or not, cold fear squeezed my heart quite hard as the kayak lurched under me trying to throw me as if I were a stupid cowboy at a rodeo.

This pessimism and fears, however, quickly gave way to fighting fury – I even attempted an ancient mariners’ battle-song, but flying foam soon shut me up – and then a cold determination to get my way. Careful! I said to myself (I ought to write a treatise some day on The Importance of Acting Prudently While Behaving Like a Lunatic). Just take care that your rear stays glued to the bottom of the kayak, and you may live to see Christmas. Steady, steady, never miss a stroke, just keep her going, she is like a bicycle – she is all right as long as she is in motion. Ouch! That stroke went in too deep – another such trick, and you will be feeding the fishes. That bloody bank stays glued to the horizon, never moving closer an inch… Watch out for those swathes of ripples that a nasty blast leaves, and be prepared to face it – what with? With a smile, you dumb cluck…

Of course, this inner monologue also contained plenty of language which would never get into print in any half-decent publication but which does a lot for one’s self-assurance. At some point in midstream I began to feel a return of that special sense that prompts the quick bodily adjustments needed to keep the kayak more or less under me.  By and by I got in the lee of the other bank (as it later turned out, it wasn’t actually the shore of the river but only of a long island in it) and suddenly realized that I was brimming with elation. A curious sensation, considering – and one that made nonsense of the philosopher’s eternal whine, La vie, vaut-elle la peine?
Still brimming, I paddled on for a few minutes in the rather quieter waters in the lee of the bank, looking for a spot where I could land and put up tent and generally be comfy in the fast gathering gloom – only there wasn’t any such spot. The high bank was an uninterrupted wall of dense bushes overhanging the water; there did not seem to be any opening into which I could stick my paddle, let alone run the kayak. Muttering “The shades of night were falling fast” (as indeed they were), I thought I would have to build up my moral fiber for a whole night of pushing on regardless, with the dark wall on my right and the murderous waves on my left, when I saw a low fire burning somewhere under the trees high on the bank – apparently there were people up there, they had somehow found a way to climb the bank, so why couldn’t I?

I stuck even closer to land, and indeed discovered after a while a narrow strip of mud with what seemed like cows’ tracks in it – and that was exactly what they were.  I ran my craft against that strip of mud and, knees trembling, got out on that semi-dry land: to call it terra firma would be a slight exaggeration. Following the cows’ tracks, I climbed the bank and found the cows themselves, chewing the cud, preparing for a night outdoors and generally enjoying life under the canopy of more trees up there. They offered feeble resistance to my intrusion, but I was in no mood to argue and soon cleared some Lebensraum for myself and my tent. 

Incidentally, Akhtuba cows are the only members of the species in the whole of the Former Soviet Union that refuse to understand the juicier metaphors of Russian. Extremely dumb creatures. I attribute it to the fact that they are left to roam the islands all on their own, without the benefit of human supervision or instruction, and how and where they come in contact with their owners is a mystery to me. Same for pigs (the nonhuman kind), of which more later.

Landings and bivouacs. This first landing was not quite typical, as I allowed the southern nightfall, which is more like a sudden power cut, to catch me almost literally with my shorts where they shouldn’t have been. I had grown too accustomed to the long drawn-out affairs that sunsets are in the north, having paddled this past summer down the upper reaches of the Vetluga, where the sun keeps rolling along the horizon for hours before making up its mind about slowly going under. It was just as well that, after a mere fifty years of practice, I could make camp blindfolded, as I practically was on this occasion. 

I could also have made a cooking-fire, I guess, by finding some brushwood by touch, but somehow felt that enough was enough, and decided to make do with a cold supper of some pryaniki (ginger-bread without the ginger, the best I can describe them) washed down with lemonade. Which was just as well, for in the morning I found out that the island was called Zmeiny (Snake Island), with sterling reason, and who knows what I might have found as I searched for firewood by touch?

From then on, every day ended with a sort of race between myself and the sun. To slurp my evening soup in any sort of comfort, I had to have the pot boiling at seven sharp, and that meant I needed to find a landing spot at about five, in order to put up the tent without hysterical hurry, make it orderly, if not pretty, inside, clean the fish, gather firewood, etc. etc. Only it never happened that way. There must be some very strong paranormal forces at work here, for, as five o’clock rolled round, all suitable landing places vanished by magic, and I often had to put in at half past five, at six, and six thirty, and on a few miserable occasions, when it was well past seven. 

Roughly, the landings were of two kinds: forced ones, like the first, where I had to make camp at a spot previously unvisited by any other traveler, and old campsites, and I really can’t say which I preferred. 

Forced landings even sound nasty, and are worse than they sound. There was one I called Camp-on-Sheep’s-Dung, and another called Night’s-Rest-on-an-Inclined-Plane (where I could not find a flat spot for my tent by touch, and would not have found one even with the aid of eyesight, for there was none), and still another nicknamed Camp-Mud-In-Your-Eye, where weeping willows dripped not tears but some sort of slime – a mixture of their ordinary tears (in themselves poetic but hardly pleasant when continually, and liberally, shed on you) and silt left in the boughs by the high water in spring. Other spots were less amusing, just plain trying, and still, having slaved to clear a space and build a fire, I could smugly smirk, with the poet: 

Something attempted, something done 

Has earned a night’s repose.

At other people’s old campsites, where fishermen had apparently stayed for days and weeks, they sometimes cut steps in the high bank, and on a couple of occasions there were even rough-hewn tables and seats there (at one spot I found a barbecue grill!), but the mountains of litter these human pigs had left behind almost outweighed the conveniences.  Of course, most of the litter consisted of vodka bottles, closely followed by brandy bottles, cognac bottles, gin bottles, whisky bottles, beer bottles, and nameless ones, including broken; however, it was not the variety of the containers that boggled the mind, it was their sheer numbers. 

Quite a serious consumer of the stuff in my heyday, I was still overwhelmed by the mammoth scale of thirst on these shores. No wonder fish were so plentiful around there, I thought as I kicked meditatively at a miniature Cheops Pyramid built entirely of bottles of every shape and caliber, for who would find time to catch the poor things, with this sort of consumption going on? But here I was proved wrong, for at a particularly nice, positively delightful spot I found plenty of fish, in various stages of decomposition, mixed with all the other kinds of trash – I put it down as the Stinking Paradise Bivouac in the ship’s log. 

Having been infected with the virus of German predilection for Ordnung at an early age, my blood usually boils at the sight of such Schweinerei, or swinery, and my hands itch to wring somebody’s neck. 

There came a morning, though, when I looked at yet another mound of trash, artistically crowned with a pair of outsize rubber boots, only to notice that my blood was no longer boiling, while my thoughts ran something like this: Why bother with the old trash, man; just look beyond, at the beautiful, serene river in the morning sun, and the trees and the sky and all that. Just look and breathe the perfect air that blows off the Caspian – and think: a little time will pass, so very little time, much less than you think or hope, and there will be nothing, no trees, no sky, no river, no trash – no you. Yeah, believe it or not: no you. 

Doesn’t seem possible, does it? Almost makes you want to believe in an afterworld and a dear, kind-hearted, gray-bearded fellow up there Who will give you a second chance… But you’ve had your second chance already. A dear, kind-hearted, clean-shaven surgeon stuck a couple of nice bypasses in your leaky heart, which even now makes you – what? A corpse on leave, AWOL from the crematorium, that’s what. So it’s not for you to be so squeamish; accept and enjoy what is left for you here and now, trash and all. There will be no third chance – no use building false hopes at your age. If you do, all your life’s deeds of derring-do in the wilds and on the barricades will prove no more than a cover for ultimate cowardice…

I mustn’t give the idea, though, that my time was entirely devoted to these metaphysical musings.  Definitely not. Too busy for that. Traveling solo, you have to do about three times the amount of work that falls to you when traveling, say, in a twosome, and that is a fact almost as mathematically inexplicable and inescapable as death. You have to remember, decide and do every single thing yourself, and – which is even harder to bear – there is no one to lay into for tasks left unperformed or bungled. 

This does wonders for your temper. Say, a forked stake supporting the cross-piece from which your pots hang catches fire and collapses, the pots drop in the fire, your supper is lost, it will be completely dark in about five minutes – so what do you do if there is someone to blame it on? You swear up a blue storm or sulk for days after. At least, I do. But on the occasion this actually happened on the Kazachy yerik, I just mumbled, There we go! – and started the whole thing all over again, cutting a new forked stake, hammering it into the ground, rekindling the fire, refilling the pots. My heart wasn’t exactly singing with joy, but neither was I sulking or anything – maybe smiling sheepishly to myself at having let such a stupid thing happen, that was all.

Encounters. This subject of traveling solo came up at each of my encounters with other fishermen. I was absolutely the only one going it alone in a kayak, and such a diminutive kayak at that. All the others had driven hundreds and thousands of kilometers in their cars – often posh cars – to the river of their dreams.  They came in bunches, they brought tons of gear, and they camped in huge tents, staying in one place for weeks and maybe months. There must be a certain streak of Wanderlust and Robinson Crusoe-lust in every man, for they all treated my lunatic undertaking with a sort of envious respect.

One of them even said, Kakiye vy molodtsy! “What great guys you are!”— using the respectful, peasant-style plural while addressing a singular person, an obvious throwback to the chap’s rustic childhood, though he had driven there from somewhere near Moscow in a chic, foreign-made car. That guy sounded particularly wistful, as he had brought, along with those tons of grub and equipment, a quater-ton of wife who bossed him around in a most obnoxious manner. A real tyrantess, if you will pardon the expression. I even had this fleeting idea he might have brought her along expressly to down her in the Akhtuba, accidental-like.

There must have been yet another reason for the wistfulness and envy: people of a certain age were clearly remembering the time when they were young, had no cars of any description, and, like all good members of the Soviet intelligentsia, escaped each year from the pressures of the System into the freedom of the wilds in their baidarkas, exactly the way I was doing now.  They saw me as a ghost from their own past, which made me feel about a hundred years old, a relic of a bygone era – yet I wouldn’t swap places with them at any price.

Then there were folks of a different class, who incredulously pestered me with the question, “Yes, but where are you staying?” – and I had to explain in detail that I was not “staying” anywhere but drifting along, heating up some leftovers from my supper each morning, striking camp, packing all my stuff in the kayak and paddling along all day, fishing on the way, and looking for a spot to camp towards evening. It’s ever so simple – as Raphael said, having drawn an ideal circle with a single movement of his hand.  

What came next was, “Yes, but aren’t you bored?” This one stumped me until I learned to evade it with, “Umm, maybe I was, a little, only I did not notice it much – there was such a lot to do all the time.” No one (myself included) was satisfied with this, and by and by I realized that what they actually meant was, “Aren’t you lonely?” – only they did not know how to ask that one, it’s too intimate for a Russian even.

Lonely? Certainly I was feeling lonely. So much so that one morning I sent an SMS to my folks back in Moscow: Odnomu – odinoko “Alone, one is lonely,” only it hits harder in Russian. I even set apart a time slot in my daily routine for feeling lonely – right before going to sleep, as I lay curled up in my somewhat inadequate sleeping bag. Night time is especially suited for this sort of thing. In the daytime it was too easy to construct little meanings of life practically out of nothing, but at night you wanted to rely on somebody or something outside yourself. 

Attacks of loneliness came especially smoothly if, say, a light drizzle pattered monotonously against the plastic sheeting, or a fox, perhaps also feeling the effects of solitude, kept yapping in the distance. At moments like this, the sensation swelled to metaphysical proportions, bordering on Angst, with nameless, shapeless specters haunting the “moonlit margins of the mind,” as someone aptly put it.  One felt inclined to dwell on being forsaken in a senseless, cold, indifferent universe where one traced an absurdly brief trajectory from void to void.  That sort of thing. Very satisfying, especially with the pitch darkness and mysterious rustlings and the low howling of the wind outside. 

All too often, though, the mystic bubble would be punctured by the rude noises of wild boars grunting and squealing as they rooted in the swampy reeds nearby. I would then give an earsplitting Cossack yell, and all would be quiet – for a while.  Then the Angst, or better say Ängstlein, fearlets, would come creeping back, so I would scare them away with a jingle that might run something like this:

Go away, you beastly dread, 

Do not stalk my sleepless bed

Or I’ll grab my trusty pistol

And I’ll shoot you through the head.

An empty threat, of course, for the only head around was my own, and I had no intention to put a bullet through it, not yet. Besides, my trusty Makarych could only shoot rubber pellets that were sure to ricochet off my skull and would merely give me a big bruise and a bad headache… 

Apart from doggerel, I had another weapon with which to dispel those fearlets, and that was a tiny Austrian-made radio, a way to stay in touch with the Big World. Roaming the air waves, I stumbled one night on an interview with a certain writer and magazine editor who had recently almost accepted a short story of mine.  Can you imagine that:  a lonely tent on a muddy bank in the middle of nowhere, rain tapping on the plastic sheeting, wind howling miserably enough to drive the wild boars insane – and suddenly, as if coming from a distant planet, that familiar voice dripping platitudes right in my ears… Crazy.  Take it from me: life is a crazy affair, and the only way to beat it is to act even crazier.
But, back to the subject of solitude. Sometimes it would not be a universal sense of loneliness that bothered me but something more corporeal, a normal masculine longing for a warm, soft body in my sleeping bag and easy matrimonial banter. However, with age and much training one learns to cope with these cravings for the impossible quite adroitly. Besides, the very idea of thrusting certain distasteful moments of that wonderful trip on anything female made me shudder.  I thanked my lucky stars for not having feminine company there; Providence can be pretty providential. 

Only when a satyress with yellow, drooping breasts began stalking my tent toward dawn would I question its wisdom.  Undress – a satyress – with drooping breasts… It jarred too painfully on my ear as I thickly mumbled the words, eyes still closed.  And it was plain silly: whoever saw a dressed satyress?  Not Rubens, anyway, and he was the big authority on satyrs and satyresses.

As for male company – I don’t know. None of my old friends are available: dead or far away, as Saadi once said. And I don’t think I would be good enough at new friendships. Trouble is, friendship in Russia is too intimately interwoven with hard drinking; anyway, I have yet to come across an exception. As I have intimated, some especially hard drinking – certainly beyond what my decrepit organism might endure – went on there on the Akhtuba. A couple of times I paddled past campsites where feasts were in progress, receiving hearty invitations to join in. I hated to hurt those kindly folks’ feelings yet hurried away, with a fixed grin expressive of great gratitude and with many friendly gestures.  

On one occasion, though, I found it much harder to wriggle out.  That was at Stinking Paradise Camp.  The Kazachy is generally a drearier yerik than most, with high clayey banks and skimpy vegetation.  After paddling a few hours between those gray, rusty, sun-baked walls you began to wish fervently for something different – and then you suddenly came on a high cape, almost an island, with the river on one side of it and a twisting inlet on the other, and nice shady trees all over it. I had a presentiment that the spot would be known to many of the regulars, and damn right it proved. 

Munching my morning ration of fried pike, I heard a powerful motor rumbling closer and closer, and then a big van with the Deutsche Telekom legend on its side hove into view. I still don’t know what the Deutsche Telekom bit meant – the bunch of thugs in varying stages of intoxication that poured from it was unmistakably Russian. One was an especially colorful type, with layers of Band-Aid over the bridge of his nose and right eye; must have stepped into a straight right and an even better left hook, I noted automatically. Their leader inquired brusquely when I was planning to clear out, and I hastened to assure him that I was practically on my way. Can’t say they mellowed instantly – too hung-over for that, I guess; let’s say they became less belligerent, if still surly.  

They started to unload their van – and a clearer picture emerged of what you really needed for a bit of rest and recreation in authentic Russian style. There were crates upon crates overflowing with vodka bottles, even more numerous beer six-packs, crates of tomatoes and other veggies, a small mountain of melons and watermelons, containers with drinking water (I drank nothing but the stuff God provided in the yeriks), and a lot else, too abundant to recall. They unloaded a movable gas-range and a big, shining motorboat with a big, shining Yamaha engine. They had a tent for each, and a sort of mess-tent that was the first one they put up – a high canopy under which a long trestle-table soon stood tastefully decorated with row upon row of bottles. 

It was when they were all seated at the table and had somewhat slaked their thirst that they became really friendly and insistent that I join them in a “glass of tea,” as they put it. For a fleeting moment I feared they might make me share the delights of their table by main force, so, bowing and scraping and smiling in my most ingratiating manner, I nimbly backed toward my kayak and was soon waterborne. Call me an escapist, but that was one lucky escape, I still believe.

This about exhausts the occasions on which I was involved in any sort of extended conversation with human beings. For the rest, I had exactly two questions to ask if I passed close to other fishermen: “What’s the weather forecast?” and “Is it far to such and such a point?”  In response to the former, these good people invariably shrugged their shoulders or merely stared in amazement, as if that question had never before loomed on their mental horizon. By and by I myself became infused with the prevailing spirit and ceased to ask that one: the weather would be what it would be, so what was the use worrying about it ahead of time?  You know, the inshallah sort of spirit. 

As for the other question, I had pretty good maps and knew fairly well where I was heading and how long it would take. Still, it somehow seemed impolite to slide past these people in churlish silence, so I asked it – and got a standard, uniformly optimistic, if a bit imprecise response: Blizko! “Quite near!” As often as not, I knew that the point in question was about ten miles away, and could only be described as “quite near” if you traveled by helicopter or, at worst, in a speedboat.  Since those folks did indeed mostly ride about in gleaming motorboats, they could be excused for having forgotten what it was like to manually push through space. They meant well, they simply wished to encourage me, and my heart warmed to them – except on a few occasions.

One I have already alluded to: the day the Mitinka River flowed into the Greater Volga and my kayak was kicked about with particular ferocity by the waves and muddy whirlpools and the high wind that gathered excellent speed over that vast watery expanse. In response to my standard question as to the nearness or otherwise of the Kazachy yerik, a fellow in yet another shiny motorboat enlarged on the traditional Blizko! with a wave of his hand and this direction: “Beyond that cape!”  Tired, nervous, my face quite likely light green in color, I felt particularly warm toward that chap – but I rounded “that cape,” and then another, and another, and another, and still no sign of the yerik. There seemed to be an inexhaustible supply of those promontories ahead, and I was beginning to feel  a bit desperate, with the unbounded, turbulent Volga on my right, a high, sheer cliff on my left, and nowhere to land. 

Luckily, fate threw at this point a bit of comic relief into the monotony of survival. There was a settlement somewhere there, the only one along my route, and on top of a particularly high cliff an open-air class was in progress. The kids, delighted at the spectacle of a lunatic in a toy boat being tossed about by the Volga in ping-pong fashion, leaped from behind their desks and hung over the cliff’s edge, yelling Zdraste! “Howdy!” I felt in honor bound to salute them – with my left hand, I am sorry to say, and even then the paddle nearly got twisted from my right by a vicious wave. It was worth it, though: they gave me such a nice big cheer.

Fishing.  I see that I am getting carried away by memories of the more colorful episodes from that trip, forgetting that what men go to the Akhtuba for is, above all, fishing – or so they tell their gullible folks at home. The Internet and anglers’ magazines are full of stories of fantastic catches on the Akhtuba: hundred-kilo sheatfish that tow a boat for a day and a night and then chew through the rope with which they are tied and disappear from the lives of distraught fishermen forever; or thirty-kilo sazan (wild carp to you) breaking lines like spider’s web and hundred-dollar rods like matchsticks; ditto for chub, and a few other varieties of piscine hooligans.

Frankly, these stories scared me rather than provided inspiration. A hundred-kilo sheatfish would not tow my kayak anywhere for a day and a night, it would capsize it before I knew what hit me. Sheatfish, my foot: a ten-pound pike could do the trick with perfect ease, as I knew from solid experience. Try fighting a pike that size while walking a tightrope, and you will get some idea of what I mean. 

My first experiences on the Akhtuba did nothing to quell those fears. Turning into the Kharabalyk, I saw a couple of burly fellows in bathing trunks dismembering a sazan – clearly in the thirty-kilo class – on a sort of trestle set up near the bank.  “What a fine piglet you’ve got there!” I cried in sincere admiration paddling closer, but got nothing but dirty looks in response. Those poachers had obviously caught the giant with a net and did not want any eyewitnesses, admiring or otherwise, around. I had a vivid picture of that “piglet” jerking at my line and what it would do to my tightrope act, and decided to do my fishing only while firmly planted on dry land.

It didn’t work, though. I spent too little time on dry land, and all of it was taken up with a million chores. I cut down on my sleep, casting spoon-bait from the shore between five and seven in the morning, but you obviously had to know the right places for that sort of thing, and I couldn’t and didn’t, so all it got me was a few spinners lost to invisible monsters of the deep. Besides, with this early-to-rise routine I now tended to drop off in the middle of a river of Amazonian proportions – clearly an unhealthy habit. 

In the end, I found a way, cowardly but effective.  Dragging a spinner at the end of a line as I paddled along, I began to fish only in the shallow waters, where the smaller fish congregated. I mostly got two- or three-pounders – pike, perch, chub, and even sazan. The latter are not predators like the others, but for some reason autumn arouses predatory instincts in these otherwise peaceable fish, and they can hit the spinner with the best of the carnivores.  Before, I would have bet a hundred worms that sazan had no taste for anything but worms, but we live and learn.

I now had plenty of fish for my two meals a day, but also plenty of causes for altercation with the bastards who had their illegal tackle – nets and peremyoty (a sort of kiddle – a line with numerous baited hooks stretching across the whole river) – in the water.  They saw what I was up to, and since my spinner could get snagged in their tackle, they would start yelling and gesticulating at me most revoltingly as soon as I came close enough. Not wanting to lose my spoon-bait any more than they did, I would glumly but hastily lift it from the water, often yelling back – for sheer love of the more arcane aspects of Russian than for anything else.

That is probably the worst about fishing on the Akhtuba, this preponderance of poachers among the fishing public. Nasty types, some of them. I knew from my past trips on the Caspian that in some localities about 80 percent of the male population had been “inside,” doing the standard two-year term for poaching: catching sturgeon, beluga, sterlet, mostly for the caviar.  At one spot there was a pontoon bridge across the Kharabalyk, and the bunch of obvious ex-jailbirds on it made me feel really uneasy, just to look at them.  Because of the bridge, it must have been a particularly convenient spot for straining the river for all that moved in it, and I was glad to slip through a narrow opening between the pontoons and get away from that gathering.

Since the end of the Soviets, poaching has become a major industry, and we can confidently look forward to the near future in which caviar will have to be made out of oil – they have been experimenting along those lines, with awful results (there may be just enough oil left in Russia for making artificial caviar by that time).  From all accounts, the fishing inspectorate now forms part and parcel of the caviar Mafia, which makes such a future ever more certain. With the inspector’s monthly pay amounting to the price of half a pound of caviar, what else can you expect? 

Apart from the inspectors (wardens), there are the guides at the “tourist bases” (no-star hotels with fishing facilities) catering to VIPs, as the New Russians are now known – folks prepared to pay up to a $100 a person a day.  Their primary occupations here seemed to be roaring at furious speeds in parti-colored motorboats up and down the river, scaring the daylights out of me in passing, and consuming sturgeon kebabs, properly washed down, I am sure. There was a bunch of these VIP anglers, two young couples, in the neighboring compartment during my train ride from Moscow.  One, a burly chap with a vast beer belly, kept yelling something in a neighing voice – a readymade consumer of the “secret fish,” as sturgeon are known down there, eagerly provided by the staff of the “bases.”  

I may be too harsh on the locals, though, for all the industries in the area except poaching had clearly been shattered – power lines down, cattle farms in ruins, and similar fruits of Perestroika everywhere.  The sight made me sorry that Gaidar had been prime minister of Russia only a year or so; given time, he would have turned the whole country into a desert that survival experts like myself could roam to their heart’s content.

Generally speaking, my feelings for my compatriots on this trip were not of the sweetest – only some foreigners fared worse in my estimation. Early September, you will recall, was the time of the Beslan tragedy, with hundreds of people dying at that school No. 1 in the small township a hundred kilometers or so from where my mother lived.  I followed it all on my radio, and I knew that September 6 was declared a day of mourning for the dead throughout the country, yet I was roused from sleep in the morning by the sound of what is known as “music” in some circles (music for Primates, I would class it as) drifting across the river, loud – very loud – and clear.  The same baboon-type behavior was displayed several times more that day, and at one spot I saw some young people dancing on the bank, if you can call that drunken jerking of limbs and pelvises dancing.  I don’t think they were celebrating anything, they just did not know any better. Hard to say why or how, but I remembered that during the Civil War the White Guards had tried to beat some sense into the Russian peasantry by the liberal application of steel cleaning rods to their collective behinds. It seemed a pity there were no longer any White Guards around.

Cleaning rods would also have come in quite handy when dealing with the media, on that occasion. So much lying on one side, and so much gloating and a different type of lying on the other.  All the radio stations I could get on my Vitek – Radio Liberty, the BBC, Deutsche Welle, Radio France Internationale, VoA – seemed to go wild, offering “freedom fighters” – the child-killers’ dear friends and protectors – hours of air time in which to beshit Russia. Their “analysts’” gloating was even worse.  I can lash out at Russian iniquities better than most outsiders, but, like Pushkin, I hate to see those outsiders do it.  You know why?  Because they invariably resort to lies, mostly very stupid ones, when telling the naked truth would be far more devastating. But they just don’t know the truth. Which is more, they do not want to know the truth: they are so damn sure that the rubbish they do know and spout is the truth. Like the baboons above, they just don’t know any better.

Consider the story of that German commentator who, seeing on the screen an explosion at the school and a government helicopter overhead, instantly concluded that the chopper had dropped a bomb on the school – and announced it to his eager, multi-million audience.  Was it some kind of subconscious, vicious revenge for 1945? I don’t know. I would hate to think so. But it made me want to apologize to the baboons of the jungle for my inept simile. Baboon is too good a word for that Deutsche Welle creep.

Sorry about the digression, but this is not a treatise on the art of fishing, just sundry memories and impressions of a voyager, and you can’t expunge that kind of memory from any account of that period. Let’s change the subject anyway.  

Animals. On the whole, the animals I came across on this trip were better behaved than humans. I’ve already mentioned local cows and how stupid they seemed to me, but, on second thoughts, my method of locomotion and general conduct may have appeared stupid, or at least inexplicable, to them. They would move in on my camp and stand in a semi-circle around it, staring at me in dumb curiosity and obviously trying to puzzle out the mystery of me.  It made me feel sorry for them, for their mental exertion was clearly painful and beyond their scope, so I just chased them away with rude expressions and handy throwing sticks. It took some effort, though, and I would again feel sorry for the creatures: they may have been simply starved for communication with bipeds who abandoned them so cruelly for months on end. 

Horses were easier to deal with in this respect: you only had to take a deep breath, and a herd of them grazing nearby would stampede. Very skittish. 

On my second night out, I wished that crickets were as skittish as that. The one that settled for the night in or very close to my tent clearly belonged in the Like-Hell-I’ll-Let-You-Sleep family – and he didn’t. He must have had some sort of amplifiers attached, for the sounds he made were in the Heavy Metal class in terms of volume.  James Thurber insists that, if a cricket is spoken to loudly and sharply by a voice very close to his quarters, he will abruptly cease chirping.  That may apply to the Gryllus domesticus, with which Thurber seems to have been mostly involved, but my Gryllus campestris did not care a hoot for my ranting, however loud or sharp.  I tried snapping my fingers at it and, rather surprisingly, it worked, but not for long. The damn campestris soon paid as little attention to my finger snapping as he did to my vocal hysterics. 

Then I recalled that the infernal insect was said to be endowed not just with the gift of song but also with the sense of foreboding. Being already chock-full of that sense myself, I blotted out the song by the simple expedient of sticking ear-plugs in my ears. Cows and horses and hogs could now safely approach my camp and trample me in my tent – I did not care.  Snakes could crawl all over me – I did not care.  I wanted my six hours of sleep.

Hogs, now. All land in that region being divided into islands by yeriks, the locals’ method of pig farming is simplicity itself: they kick the hogs out of their sties in spring, letting them feed and roam in the wild, and hunt for them with the approach of winter.  This seems to be all right with these intelligent, freedom-loving beasts, which mate with wild boars and produce exquisitely cute-looking, striped offspring. 

My camp was once visited by a great big sow with some nearly fully grown children. As they were obviously fresh from their mud-baths, it was impossible to make out whether they were domestic, wild, or in-between.  I shoo’d them away, then cursed myself for a damn fool – they would make such an eye-catching picture.  Panting, I chased them all over the island, taking snapshots now and then, but the pictures will not win any prizes at a biennale: you can tell there is a hog somewhere there in the bush, but only if you already know this and have a very discerning eye.

As to birds. The locals like to say that their yeriks are half water, half duck in season. Well, it was the season already, but all I saw was a few ducks high and far away in flight.  They must have been scared away from the wider yeriks into marshes and the more inaccessible waterways by the herds of fishermen’s cars – and it wasn’t just the cars.  

One morning I was woken up by a veritable cannonade: someone was discharging what sounded like a 12-bore at short intervals fairly close to my camp.  I was not a little puzzled: it was well past dawn, the time ducks take their morning exercise, and even if there had been plenty of ducks flying around, the cannonade could not be so intense. So I decided that some damn fool was shooting at empty bottles – a regular pastime with “hunters” who have emptied them.  Indeed, my description of the shooter proved unnecessarily mild.  When I set off for the day’s journey, I saw him, through my binoculars, standing on the high bank opposite and shooting at something (it couldn’t be fish, now could it?) in the water.  This will give you some idea of the width of those yeriks: I would first see a white geyser of water spouting high, and only after several seconds, the boom of the big gun.  Frankly, I wished the distance was even greater, for those Russian-made 12-gauge monsters’ bullets carry up to a kilometer.  I own one myself, so I should know.

No wonder I was eager to explore every little creek I passed if it led away from other fishermen’s company, and one proved especially memorable. It was very narrow, barely space enough to swing my paddle, and very twisty, with muddy banks but perfectly clear water.  The sunny space enclosed by the overhanging willows and other bushes was divinely quiet and cozy; you couldn’t see much either ahead or to the sides, so the world might jolly well get lost.  I only felt sorry I wasn’t a Frenchman – one could have lived for months on the frog population of that rivulet.  

I paddled happily up the creek, which clearly promised to lead me to Never-Never Land but only brought me to a fairly large lake. A fisherman, standing waist deep in the water, was working the distant shore with rod and spinner. I did the same sitting in my kayak, which the wind carried hither and thither all over the lake, but caught nothing but a big turtle that I had big trouble setting free. I had never seen such an active, positively irascible, turtle, flailing at me with its legs all the time I manhandled it. Judging from the turn of speed it showed when finally dropped overboard, it hadn’t suffered much damage, though a delayed nervous breakdown could not be ruled out.  Glad that the angler on that distant shore could not have seen my discomfiture, I beat an orderly retreat back to the big river, my fingers bleeding where the triple hook had pricked them as I battled with the armored beastie. Pity I didn’t keep it for turtle soup, I thought – but that was sheer rancor on my part.

Generally, humans’ feeding preferences are indeed a mystery.  On one particularly unlucky expedition to the Aral Sea (when there was an Aral Sea) I went without food of any description for eleven days, and still could not force myself to make turtle soup.  I am not sure I would have fried frogs’ legs, either, only there weren’t any frogs there. But – consider crayfish.  What makes crayfish so different from frogs or turtles? True, crayfish regard dead bodies, human ones included, especially long submerged in water, as a special delight and love to nibble at them until nothing but bare bones is left; for the rest, all these creatures are very much alike in habitat, if not habits.  Yet Russians prize only crayfish as a great delicacy, and pay through their pug noses for them, while detesting turtle and frog. Not much mystery about the reason for that, though: crayfish and beer go together for Russians much the same as pictures and pop-corn for Americans (nowadays for Russians too, I am sorry to say).  But beer and turtle soup – arrk!

As I got back to the Akhtuba toward the end of the journey, I saw one day something splashing far ahead, and thought at first that it was chub slapping small fry senseless (chub’s method of hunting is really cute: it leaps out of the water and does a terrific belly-flop, stunning a whole school of small fish at once, then munches them at leisure).  The splashes, however, were not made by chub but by a diver’s flippers, I discovered as I paddled closer. He was a big chap wearing wet-suit, mask, snorkel – and a sack hanging from his neck. He would jack-knife, dive, then surface, holding something in his hands, push that something in the sack, and do it all over again.  I realized he was crayfishing – an occupation I was much given to, myself, though not on this trip.  

We chatted awhile. He was from Astrakhan, but he would take his catch to sell somewhere else, to get a higher price.  After a few hours in the river, he was blue in the face and shaking uncontrollably, despite the wet-suit: water gets pretty cold in late September, even if it is as far south as you can get in Russia.  It was surely not an easy way of earning a living, and I did not bother to ask why he had been reduced to it; he did not complain, apparently seeing Gaidaronomics in the same light as the plague, a tornado, or some other act of God.

The weather.  Speaking of acts of God, I had my share of these, too. In September, the weather on the Akhtuba is nothing if not variable.  As I got off the train in Kharabali, I complained to the locals of scorching heat – 37 degrees Celsius in the shade, but they merely shrugged: it had been 45 degrees a few days before; wasn’t I lucky. 

Some days I would stop to take a dip in the yerik of the moment half a dozen times a day, to keep my cool, so to speak.  I also kept scooping up water and pouring it on my baseball cap, to ward off sunstroke.  In about a week’s time it all changed, though.  At night, I would pull on absolutely everything I had in the way of clothes, and still shake in my thin sleeping bag, cataloguing in scatological terms the ancestry of the salesgirl who had palmed it off on me.  

In the daytime, the wind would come.  The Akhtuba area is surrounded by the endless steppe on three sides and the endless Caspian on the forth, nothing to slow down the wind, so it arrived at the speed of an express train and with clout to match.  Curiously, it would cease about five in the afternoon as suddenly as in bad prose, but would resume in the morning with fresh vigor, after a good night’s rest.  My cooking-fire on these mornings displayed the ferocity of an acetylene burner.  

It was on such mornings that I would think sadly how badly wrong Mao was. Contrary to what he once postulated, the wind from the west very clearly prevailed over the wind from the east, and not just in political or cultural terms.  What was worse, it brought rain off the Black Sea or all the way from the Atlantic.  

On Kazachy, the rain held me up for a whole day, which I spent sleeping, tending to my various bruises and abrasions, and wondering if it wasn’t a three-day blow, as in the eponymous story by Hemingway. It turned out that it was, only I refused to be held up there for three days, for a simple reason: that was my Camp-on-Sheep’s-Dung.  It was in an isolated clump of trees in a rather barren landscape, and one could see that many generations of sheep had taken refuge there in hot or otherwise inclement weather. What they left behind did not even smell, my objection to it was purely esthetic and should have been squashed – only it wasn’t, and I did the most foolish thing in years: I decided to move on.

For starters, when I began packing my stuff in the kayak, the wind tore the little tub from my hands and threw it off the bank into the water. Sorry to say it, but this merely sharpened my bloody-mindedness.  I fished out the kayak, dried what I could, restarted packing, and soon pushed off.  

It was a tail wind, about the lousiest thing that can happen to any craft without sails, and I was sincerely sorry there was no one to record on video my balancing act that day.  I soon discovered that paddling in this storm wasn’t much good, the wind carried me where it wished, however fiercely I paddled. Plying the paddle merely got me soaking wet, so I mostly used it as an outrigger, helping it with two minor outriggers – my feet, which skimmed the water on either side of the kayak.  All this circus number wanted was a bunch of open-mouthed spectators, but there weren’t any.  

From time to time I found a promontory to shield me somewhat from the wind, and stopped there to ease my aching tendons and pounding heart.  Gradually the wind grew in ferocity to a point when it tore my double-bladed paddle from my hands even as I stood on dry land, so I decided to quit.  I disassembled the paddle, stuck it in the kayak and sort of towed it creeping along a steep bank to a spot where there were some willows overhanging the water and where I somehow managed to climb to the top of the cliff and carry all my stuff, too, bit by bit.  

Luckily I found a sort of hollow up there, where the wind was just wind, no longer a hurricane. I could put up my tent there and even dry my stuff that had got soaked through and through. The hollow had to be shared with a bunch of cows, and one of them managed to chew through a coil or two of my rope before I could get it back, and you know what? I didn’t even feel like swearing at the melancholy brute, so tired and shaky I was.  And a bit ashamed perhaps.  That storm should have capsized my kayak if there was any justice in the world, but obviously there isn’t, and that is quite sad.

Happy ending.  After that storm, everything was a bit downhill. I mean, there was that little episode of the Deutsche Telekom bunch, but it just wasn’t serious.  By and by I paddled down the Akhtuba to a place called Dosang, which has a railway station where the Internet promised I could take a train back to Moscow. Alas, things on the ground are generally quite different from the Net: no trains stopped at Dosang, as I was reliably informed by the Kazakh lady at the station hut who was supposed to be selling the tickets. She said she had not been selling any tickets for quite a while, for what is the use selling tickets for a train that does not stop? 

That seemed reasonable, only before that I had run into a Kazakh gentleman (oops!) who had said to me, “Five hundred rubles bakshish – and I’ll get you a ticket!” And maybe he would have, at that, and I would have been left with a ticket for a train that did not stop, but that would have been my problem, wouldn’t it?

What followed was a few hours that were the lousiest of the whole trip. I had to carry my stuff, in two rucksacks, some two kilometers from the river to the motorway, in sweltering heat and stench of various excreta – cows’, sheep’s, horses’, goats’, not counting the human element. For some reason the Kazakhs build their outhouses right near the fences lining the street or what passes for a street in their aul. I would pick up one of my rucksacks, trudge a couple of hundred meters through the dust and the other substances, dump it by the wayside at a spot that seemed less incrusted, then return to pick up the other rucksack, groan, heave the thing on my back, and repeat the whole procedure ad nauseam. I tried to stop one or two cars that rattled by, but they are all involved with the caviar Mafia, carrying the stuff from the river to some poachers’ or middlemen’s hideout, and do not stop for strangers.

Eventually I got to the motorway, was picked up by a passing interurban bus, and landed several hours later in Astrakhan, where I was promptly arrested on suspicion of being an Islamist terrorist masquerading as a 68-year-old angler and tourist (my pronounced, some say caricature-like, Slavic features figuring as clever disguise, I presume). The police captain studied my passport as closely as if it were an incunabulum – could I really be a Muscovite, with a three-week gray beard, all dusty, weather-beaten and ragged, and hundreds of kilometers from the place where I had got off the train, as my ticket showed? I could have got off by paying him a hundred or so for not having Astrakhan registration, I guess. This apparently seemed to him the logical course, for how could I prove I had stepped off a bus just five minutes before, and had had no time to register? Instead, I proposed to unpack my rucksack and show him my precious kayak and the way to inflate it and paddle in it all the way from Kharabali to Astrakhan. Eventually he let me go in disgust, seeing that I was prepared to die arguing rather than pay – so starved for human intercourse was I, and so penniless.

I spent a couple of hours skulking in the shadows around the dusty square by the railway station, for fear of more ardent, or itchy-fingered, policemen, then got on another interurban bus bound for Pyatigorsk, spent a highly uncomfortable, cold night on the devilish machine hurtling madly across the dark steppe, and in the morning was at my ancestral home, or what does duty as an ancestral home for rootless me, with my sister and mother – in time to celebrate the latter’s 90th birthday. Happy ending, ever so little deserved.






*      *      *

I have a dear friend in Germany.  He once complained to me that his trips in a ten-meter sailing boat on lakes like Bodensee or Sweden’s Vaenern were virtually devoid of adventure. What should I do to add spice to my journey, he asked in exasperation – poison my wife or something?

Thinking back on my trials and tribulations on the Akhtuba, I came up with this moral:  If you wish to add spice to your life, There is no need to poison your wife. Just buy yourself a two-meter kayak—and come to Russia.
***********

9. Strictly for the Birds
From childhood every Russian knows—or at least used to know, for how do I know what the young now know? — Alexei Savrasov’s painting “The Rooks Are Here” (Grachi prileteli,  1871). It is supposed to inspire love for one’s native land, however unassuming and unexotic its landscapes, and all sorts of radiant hopes for the coming of spring and revival of nature and goodwill in men. Or so our teachers and museum guides used to tell us. 

Frankly, the painting mostly depressed the feces out of me. All that loose, blackened, melting snow in the foreground, the shallow puddle to the right, the old, gnarled birch-trees with broken twigs, the old church and belfry in the distance, their walls quite likely peeling… But most of all the endless, flat, and inevitably muddy vista beyond and the dull sky above smeared with scowling clouds. You could smell the damp air, you could hear the raucous cawing of the rooks and the rustling of the wind – and all these things, especially the bunch of those damn migrant birds in the trees, caused a heart-squeezing onslaught of that untranslatable Russian malaise, toska. Something like inescapable, ever-present ennui, a sense of transitoriness and fortuitousness of all earthly things. Particularly of oneself, of course. 

That mood was quite acute in one’s adolescence and youth. One would have expected it to swell with the passage of time, when one’s inevitable transit from this world to the hypothetical next has ceased to be a theoretical, implausible possibility, becoming a close-looming prospect as unattractive as those dirty snowdrifts, and as real. 

Curiously, things have worked out somewhat differently. As the years flitted by, the seasons’ repetitive cycle has convinced one of the truth of King Solomon’s adage: Everything passes — and this (whatever that “this” may be) will pass, too. Patiently bide your time, nothing more strenuous, and the snows will all melt away, the rooks will have settled in their nests, black-and-brown will turn to green, and life will putter along. Even toska may pass, who knows.

True, in a megalopolis like Moscow one needs an extra ration of such Stoicism. End of March and the first weeks of April, and in bad years like the present the whole of April is the hardest time to weather out — witness the steep rise in suicide incidence. The once pristine snowdrifts turn dirty to the point of exquisite ugliness, and where they melt away the accumulated filth underneath comes to light, to the delight of Moscow’s yard-keepers. Luckily there are plenty of them these days, all said to be illegal migrants from the newly awfully independent if somewhat basket-case former Soviet republics. But that is just a snide remark, pay no attention.

Since childhood a believer in the factual truth of Savrasov’s ever so Realist painting, I keep waiting for those other, non-Tadjik migrants, the rooks, to appear— but I wait in vain, year after year. I don’t know, maybe our routes no longer intersect, or my eyesight is going, or something, but – no rooks. 

The other day we traveled, the first time this year, to our dacha some 70 kilometers north of Moscow. We saw plenty of Savrasovian vistas complete with dirty snowdrifts, ice-covered puddles, endless fields, woods, clouds, damp, wind, even dilapidated churches, but — no rooks. Something is out of joint. The time, Russia, me, who knows.  Maybe the rooks need worms to live on, and all the worms have crawled away some place where agriculture is not yet dead. It certainly is around Moscow. Land is too precious — the oligarchs and other nouveaux riches must have space to build their hideous castles in.

If I may be permitted a literary digression. I’ve had this thing about rooks since early adolescence, and Savrasov is only partly to blame. Charles Dickens is the other culprit.  I fell in love with The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club at an early age and reread it many times. One of my special delights was the chapter in which Mr. Wardle takes the Pickwickians for a spot of rook-shooting before breakfast and that great sportsman Mr. Winkle shoots poor Mr. Tupman in the arm. 

Now, that chapter, and sundry other passages in The Papers mention rook-pie. Fact is, in Russia rooks are not regarded as proper game, except by bestial, slingshot-wielding urchins. Nor do they figure in Russian cuisine — except in times of famine, I guess. An ardent hunter in my youth and later, I nevertheless never shot them, though there were always gangs of them following a tractor plowing a field, all busy pecking at worms and whatever else they delight in. 

One day, however, I decided that Anglophile is as Anglophile does, and shot an unsuspecting bird thus hopping after a tractor with a few of its colleagues. An unsportsmanlike act that, honest, made me squirm. That happened in Southern Russia’s steppe where quail and partridge were plentiful, and a woman used to cook them for me most deliciously. When I handed her the rook, though, she took it with barely concealed disgust, and later reported that it had had to be thrown away as quite uncookable. I still don’t know the reason; maybe it did not smell right to her. Just one of life’s many mysteries.

I remembered then that the Dickens characters actually shot nestlings, not adult birds, and even used child labor – a couple of ragged lads for whose safety Mr. Pickwick was so solicitous – to climb the trees and start the game. Nestlings lolling in the nests without much exercise and force-fed by their parents are indeed plump and tender unlike that stringy grown-up bird I shot, but for me shooting them in a rookery was totally out of the question if I did not wish to invite a cuff on the ear from a passing elderly Cossack — still the approved method of instilling proper behavior patterns in errant youngsters down there. 

You see, I had the impression that rooks shared with doves some sort of benevolent prejudice among Russia’s rural folks. More than once I got sworn at in choicest Russian as I passed through a village with a brace of wood-pigeons at my belt: “Shooting God’s own bird, you — —. ” I could have retorted that all birds, and not just birds, were God’s own creations but, keenly aware that the theological debate might quickly be settled by certain non-theoretical arguments, acted on the familiar premise that discretion is the only part of valor. You see, it’s not for nothing that Cossacks are called Cossacks.

Perhaps rooks are the same kind of semi-religiously protected species in Russia, I don’t know. There’s this reverent saying, Grach ptitsa vesenniaya “The rook is a bird of the Spring.” It would take another Pickwickian expedition, I guess, to get to the root of the matter. Sadly, by this time the issue has lost all urgency for me. I am no longer likely to shoot at any moving target except burglars. Less to the point, the Greens and animal rights activists must have eradicated the inhuman practice of rook-shooting in Britain, though that is by no means certain. Traditions die really hard over there. If those activists have won, then we are all moving toward a world of insidious goodwill and universal brotherhood of all God’s chillun — all except the grub-worm-and-anything-else-eating Chinese, naturally.

The other day Russian TV viewers were treated to convincing evidence of the spread of this universal goodwill. A couple of ruddy shelduck apparently took it into their heads to cross a particularly busy Moscow thoroughfare on foot — whether to make some point or out of inherent cretinism, I cannot say. You could practically hear an identical expletive bursting from drivers’ lips as they slammed on the brakes in what threatened to become a major pile-up disaster. The silly birds stolidly waddled on across the street exchanging a quiet quack-quack between themselves while even sillier grins spread over the faces of the drivers who could almost be heard to repeat that same expletive — this time in a completely different key. I practically shed a tear watching the scene. I mean, it was ever so funny…

Talking of ducks, these poor creatures must have been grievously misinformed about global warming or something. They have come flying to Moscow in great numbers only to discover that all lakes, ponds, rivers etc. are still covered with inches thick ice here. Now they toddle about on the slippery surfaces getting their webbed feet ice-cold, I am sure, in a sort of Army run-and-wait routine. 

One might feel the same concern for their lot as Holden Caulfield, that J.D. Salinger character whom we slobbered over back in the 60s, felt about the ducks in Central Park, New York, but Russian ducks’ habits discourage any such sentiments. As they wait till the ice melts and they can at last do headstands in the water, they subsist on handouts of bread and cookies from passersby, much like Ukraine does on Russian gas and IMF credits. 

Also like Ukrainians, they keep sorting out their mutual grievances. Judging from the hullabaloo they raise, the birds are now recalling past insults and injuries stretching back years, as they tell their neighbors exactly what they think of them. The other day my sister described to me just such a scene: two couples of ducks faced off on a patch of ice yelling at each other lustily, the insults coming plenteous and fast; the screaming match over, they separated, but each couple continued quarreling among themselves a long time before subsiding sulkily. Menschliches, allzu menschliches behavior.

All that, as I said, takes place at or near ponds and other iced surfaces. Actually I do most of my vernal bird-watching in a forested patch, about 300 meters by 150, along the Savelovskaya Railway, hemmed in on three sides by garages and suchlike. Not much in the way of wooded scenery, but it is just a five minutes’ walk from my home, the nearest spot I can take my daily constitutional in, as per doctor’s orders.

In fact, I heartily dislike the place, and have a rather unflattering name for it: Galyun Park, the g-word a relic from my sailing days. You know, Peter the Great was the first Russian Czar to build the country’s Navy early in the 18th century. Preparatory to that he spent a few years abroad, incognito, mostly in Amsterdam, where he learned the shipbuilder’s trade as an ordinary carpenter or rather carpenter’s apprentice. Russian marine terminology is therefore mostly of Dutch origin, including the word for the crew’s toilet, galyun (Dutch galjoen). 

Now, all the dogs from the neighboring garages and elsewhere relieve themselves in my “park,” and oh if it were only the dogs… Both bomzhi (down-and-outs to you) feeding off the nearby Timiryazevsky marketplace, and respectable-looking citizens, too, stop by here to consume countless bottles of vodka, gin, whiskey (viskar’), beer, what have you, and have a snack in this “womb of nature,” leaving behind mounds of litter and worse. Some even build fires, barbecuing and cooking other unspeakable items. I once saw a pair of dog’s hind feet tied to a tree where a poor canine had obviously been strung up and skinned. Apparently some folks reason that dog meat is meat, so what the hell. 

An ugly spot, that’s for sure. Still, the birds like it, and I like to watch the birds. Not that there is much bird life to watch there in winter. Apart from the occasional tomtit and ubiquitous fat pigeons, the only other species is crows passing overhead as they home in on neighboring trash cans. Biologists say that there are about 80 percent more crows in cities than there should be, if proper balance were to be maintained for warblers to have a chance of survival: crows play havoc with the eggs in these birdies’ nests. 

This is taken as sufficient reason by Moscow’s numerous macho individuals to indulge in what they refer to, perversely in bogus English, as krou-khanting or krouling. These are owners of powerful air-rifles itching to put to use their expensive toys, more or less clandestinely. They even have an Internet forum (see http://talks.guns.ru/forumtopics/82.html ) to discuss the finer points of the sport. If they merely wound a poor karl (that’s the kroulers’ nickname for the bird), it can be picked up and nursed to health by the more compassionate element of the community. In this way vse pri dele, as the humorous phrase goes: Everyone has something to do. No idle hands.

My feelings about crows are quite mixed. Crows are incredibly intelligent, no question about that. They know exactly where to fear crow-hunters and give humans a wide birth, and where insolently to let any biped approach within a couple of meters. One crow-hunter swore that he had tried to creep up on his prey in his car, but the damn creature remembered his license-plate number and spread the word among the entire crow community in that area. I personally saw a crow drop a slice of hard, dried bread in a puddle, fly away on some other crow business, then return in some ten minutes or so to peck at the by now soggy, quite edible if a bit muddy bread. 

Crows show a fine sense of humor as they tease a sleeping dog, always in pairs, one at the dog’s head, the other at the tail. Sometimes they are as mischievous as street urchins; I saw a crow skate on ice, one foot on a sliver of ice and the other pushing, just like a boy on a scooter. Workers who look after Moscow’s golden church domes and similar roofs in the Kremlin intensely dislike crows, whose favorite amusement seems to be sliding down the domes on their backsides, damaging the precious gilded surfaces. In the Kremlin, they have to keep falcons, to cope with these feathered hooligans. 

Weirder things happen, though. With all those bottles lying around in the trash cans and on the ground, with many drops of beer and vodka left in them, some crows develop an unhealthy craving for alcohol and will have the hair of the dog that bit them even from human hands (see http://talks.guns.ru/forummessage/82/349219.html ). Talk of anthropomorphism...

Yes, crows are cute, and whatever the biologists may say I have never shot them — except on one memorable occasion. That was decades ago, in the North Caucasus where I liked to do some woodcock shooting during the brief open season in spring. I clearly remember how serene, positively happy I felt walking home that beautiful sunny morning in the fine forest on the slope of Mount Beshtau, a couple of woodcock in the bag and not a care in the world. Suddenly I heard piercing, heart-rending screams, much like a child’s, coming from a clearing ahead. I rushed forward — only to see a most ugly scene, a big crow hammering with its iron-hard beak at a little hare’s forehead, the poor thing jerking and screaming its head off, almost literally. A charge of small shot, fired by sheer reflex, put an end to this tragedy, one of nature’s innumerable proofs of Darwin’s theory — and that marked the beginning of my ambivalent attitude toward crows. 

In practical terms, though, the ambivalence is no longer a problem: like I said, I never shoot at anything except beer cans these days anyway. The technical term is plinking, by the way, and even this mini-vandalism may be taken as an expression of my newfound temperance convictions, a recent and distinctly un-Russian psychological development. 

But to get back to bird-watching. Whatever calendars may say, for me spring is here only when flocks of birds start returning from the south, breaking the winter monotony. This year the red day of the calendar fell on 2 April, when I saw for the first time a couple of fieldfares on a stretch of high ground along the railway where the snow had melted away earliest revealing greenish-brownish remains of last year’s grass. An internet site says that “these straggling, chuckling flocks [of fieldfares] that roam the UK's countryside are a delightful and attractive part of the winter scene.” Lucky Brits. Here, I could hardly believe my eyes when I saw a couple of these newcomers running in front of me pecking at something in the turf — what could there be there, in that still hard, frozen ground? 

I really worried about them, especially at night, when the fairly mild day (meaning, there was practically no frost) was over and a blizzard started howling in the night. I tossed and turned half the night, I really did. As if the global economic downturn weren’t enough, there were those poor defenseless fieldfares out there in the freezing night to agonize over… In the end I decided, just like that “impatient-type” cab driver in J.D. Salinger, that Mother Nature would take care of them.

Well, it did. In the morning there were even more of them, again mostly looking for something edible on the ground. I spotted one of them trying to pull a worm from under rotten leaves, only the worm would not give in and the poor thrush must have been so weak after flying thousands of miles that it plumped on its backside but never let go.

Uncharacteristically, this early in spring they behaved modestly and quietly, none of the deafening trrrrr call on take-off to be heard later. Silent and well-behaved they were, only I was not to be taken in; I knew what it would be like in a month or so, when they had established a proper colony in Galyun Park. 

Fieldfares are about the most beastly, quarrelsome and noisy beggars of all bird populations, and they use their droppings with mathematical precision to scare away all intruders, well-disposed bird watchers included. Whenever ornithologists set out to count the population of a fieldfare colony or do some other scientific chores, they wear their oldest, dirtiest clothes that will have to be thrown away when the job is done. 

One summer I drove my wife to a near hysterical fit of laughter when I came home from my morning walk with my white baseball cap soiled — three days in a row! Unthinking, or too deep in thought regarding the geopolitical situation or something, I stopped under the same tree on each of those mornings, and each time there was a distinct plop! as I felt something hit the exact top of my cap. My wife, who knows more about birds than I will ever know (except the shootable, edible sort, of course) informed me that white is fieldfares’ pet aversion. I changed my cap to something drab, and the abomination ceased – or maybe I became more cautious, stealing through the scrub in a credible imitation of a World War II partisan. Yeah, Lucullus did right when he gave fieldfares pride of place at his positively lucullan feasts.

Fieldfares are the most visible, I’d even say intrusive, Galyun Park dwellers (except those other, dog-eating bipeds, of course). Other birds are common, too: tomtits, wagtails, flycatchers, chaffinches, sparrows even, though these last prefer the neighborhood of trash cans where they amuse themselves by stealing crumbs from under silly pigeons’ noses. There are also tiny creatures, smaller than sparrows, that I usually refer to as UFOs though I like to think they are wrens. Can’t say for sure, as they are still silent — or maybe I am too deaf to hear them. 
Never mind, though. We will soon be moving to the country, to our dacha where I keep my binoculars ready and where I can watch birds to my heart’s content, more of them and in a more congenial environment. Trouble is, though, that at the time of this annual migration I invariably start musing about resettlement to yet another, terminal dacha Up There, if there is an Up There. And that’s a topic on which I feel really ambivalent. 

On the one hand, there may be an infinite variety of birds to watch Up There, with the spring season also stretching into infinity.  But suppose them Upper People should play a nasty trick on me like they once played on Saint Julien l’Hospitalier. If we are to believe M. Gustave Flaubert, the poor chap found himself in an awkward situation where all the animals he had slain in his earthly life turned up and formed a close circle around him, gazing at him reproachfully. Awful, isn’t it. Suppose all the ducks and geese and quail and snipe and partridges and grouse and woodcock and, biggest and rarest of all, capercaillye and whatever else I once shot came and surrounded me on all sides, staring at me accusingly—why did you kill and eat us, you carnivorous slob…

No, it’s a good thing I am what they call a secularist, after all. Feeling guilty about one’s sins while still inhabiting this unsatisfactory world of ours is bad enough, without these Flaubertian fantasies. I may have killed some of God’s creatures, but I was honestly fond of them all or nearly all. Anyone wishing to resolve this conundrum is welcome to it. I pass.

***********

10. Self-defense in Moscow 
The funny thing was not the episode itself – not much fun about that – but what preceded it. After we’d put our weekly to bed, I usually relaxed office discipline a bit – say, to the extent of a couple of bottles of good wine in close company. Having gone through the weekly stress of meeting the printers’ deadline, we just sat around a while chewing the fat. On that particular night a chap from the Kommersant daily stopped by, and at some point he up and asked me: “Look, man, you speak this BBC English of yours, you sure can write, what the hell are you doing in this country? If I were you, I’d have long emigrated to some warm, civilized land.” 

That mood was – still is – fairly widespread among Moscow’s intelligentsia, especially the younger sort known endearingly as office plankton. Frankly, in my weaker moments similar ideas came into my head, too, so I responded with some heat. Something to the effect that abandoning one’s country when it was going through a bad patch in its history was not unlike defecating on one’s forefathers’ graves. Emigration was not unknown in my family, but that was after the 1917 Bolshevik revolution, and I knew pretty well how those emigres felt about leaving Mother Russia. They spent years in sorrow that they could not eventually be buried under a beryozka, Russia’s emblematic birch-tree.

For a punch line I quoted my old friend and erstwhile second-in-command at the paper, Sergei Sossinsky. Born in France, he had lived a goodish chunk of his life in the States, had a nice place in Maine, and still he had come over here settling finally in the boondocks, in a tiny village near Kostroma. When I had asked him, “Why?”, he had replied simply: “I feel warm there.” That’s what I told that guy from Kommersant: “I feel warm here.”

Well, that night Moscow certainly showed me just how warm things could get for idealists like myself.

I lived then quite a long way from Moscow’s center, about half an hour by the Metro and then a few bus stops to my apartment block. It was well past one in the morning, no buses in sight, so I decided to walk home on that fine August night. 

The way I reconstructed events later, the thugs must have marked me right at the Metro station.  Easy quarry, they must have thought: a solitary grey-haired intellectual-looking type, certainly not a heavyweight, with a Macintosh bag on his shoulder. As I walked past the vast dark grounds of Kuskovo estate, I spotted three of them walking some fifty yards ahead of me and another three about the same distance behind. One of them was a young woman, the others, strapping young men. 

It was probably because of that woman that I had no premonition of evil at all. The other reason must have been that I had done some serious boxing in my younger years followed by more strenuous exercise in the paratroops, I still worked out nearly every day, so I had this silly idea that I could cope with any unpleasantness nocturnal Moscow might throw at me. That night I learned better, that’s for sure. 

The action started right in front of my home, in one of those leafy glades between apartment blocks often seen in the more distant parts of Moscow, with plenty of trees and bushes and darkness underneath. The action… Well, it’s hard to describe, but there was plenty of it. One of them must have run ahead of the pack, as all of a sudden I saw before me the dark outline of a gentleman built on the lines of an outsize strongbox. He opened the proceedings with a powerful swipe at my jaw. Apparently I had got alerted by this sudden apparition, or else old fighting instincts die hard, for I reacted automatically, without thinking, punch for punch. I rolled with the blow, took a step back and a step forward and smacked a solid one to his jaw. A classic shift/punch, in fact. As he was lunging at me and I at him, the blow packed double force, and he withdrew into private life for a while. Of course, I could easily have missed the point of his chin in that dark – a thought that made me sweat each time I recalled it all later. I was definitely luckier than I deserved. 

Then the affair turned into an unseemly brawl, none of the staged orderliness of Hollywood productions. The other four (no woman, she must have been posted as the lookout) rushed me from both sides, emerging from the bushes, only to get a bit of a surprise. Fact is, I just went berserk, my feet and fists going like a windmill before I was swamped by the sheer weight of the assailants. A real mess it was. I can only remember more or less clearly the more salient points, like smashing a bottle of perfectly good Bordeaux on a head, lashing out with a clasp knife (which was instantly knocked out of my hand), and taking a couple of falls, dragging each time one of the opposition on top of me as insulation against kicks, and using my knee where it counts. In the end a sneaky bastard in white pants whom I mentally ticked off as a jackal – he had kept on the outer rim of the melee – snatched the bag with the Mac notebook that had slipped off my left shoulder, and in a flash they scurried away into the dark bushes. Flew from view. Only then did I remember to yell for help, but it wasn’t much use anymore. 

Nothing was any use. Not the police, anyway. I had a tough job convincing the officer on duty that anything untoward had happened to me (for some reason I had come out of the fracas without a scratch, just a swollen ankle where one of the thugs, apparently trained in the martial arts, had twice knocked my feet from under me, his body parallel with the ground). At about five in the morning a couple of policemen in a Ford took me to the battle scene and poked rather absent-mindedly under the bushes. One of them found a foot-long knife there and tossed it carelessly on the floor of their car. I mildly observed there might be fingerprints on it, but he merely waved a hand: “Aw come on, you’re alive, aren’t you?” I could not very well deny it; so I just shut up. 

You see, at that moment I too found my own knife in the grass, a cute little Japanese thing my sister once brought me from Germany. I furtively picked it up, hurriedly closed it and put it in my pocket. Police might look askance at my using a knife in a fight; the courts usually see it as “exceeding the limits of necessary self-defense,” which instantly turns the victim into a criminal. I’d heard of several cases like that. This attitude is called “vestiges of Soviet practices in the application of law.” Something is currently being done to overcome these “vestiges,” but it will obviously take some time, and then some more time.

Subsequent proceedings at the police station are too boring to describe. I spent two whole days with a young lady, an intern or something, who diligently performed what I termed to myself an exercise in calligraphy. She painstakingly wrote down in endless detail, and in laborious longhand, what exactly had happened, who had done what and how (as if one could have more than confused memories of confused events!); how much the thugs had got away with, consulting someone on the phone regarding the current price of a used Mac notebook; calling banks to cancel my credit cards; wanting to know the particulars of my passport that I had carelessly stuck in the Mac’s bag, and so on and so forth. I nearly blew my top when she came to the value of a wallet that I had had for years, a present from my very first wife. Teeth clenched, I muttered “Ten kopeks,” stood up and marched home.

However, I later returned to pester the police to do something besides arithmetic, to look for the thugs who could very well have been local residents and well known to them. But those gentlemen (one of them sported for some reason a magnificent black eye) apparently had weightier matters to occupy them. Eventually a couple of plainclothes men took me, in the dead of night, to the spot under the trees where the scuffle had taken place. They asked me several times whether I remembered the place correctly, then resolutely told me that it was so dark there that, even if they traced down the perpetrators, I would never be able to identify them. The implication was crystal clear: if the thugs could not be identified, it was no use looking for them, and I had better withdraw my complaint – not to spoil their beautiful statistics on which their bonuses and things depended, for such is the way the system works. I wanted to tell them that the hard disk of that Mac held three quarters of the book I was then writing, and couldn’t they please find the Mac at least, if not those unidentifiable thugs. However, I was by then so disgusted that I curtly told them to tear up my complaint and go to hell. Actually I did not say this last aloud but felt it all the more.

Now I come to a difficult part that had perhaps be better left unsaid, only other people may feel like I did in that situation, and they will understand. A lyrical digression is in order here. My childhood fell on the war years, when you were either a hero like your Dad fighting at the front or you were a despicable nothing. Then there is that Khevsuri tribesmen’s admixture in the cocktail of my blood that at times (only under severe provocation, I hasten to add) tears to shreds my customary well-mannered, professorial appearance. Anyway, I was boiling with rage and hurt macho pride and spoiling for revenge, so much so that I was quite willing and ready to “exceed the limits of necessary self-defense” – and how.

There are benches by the entranceways of most apartment blocks, the spot where babushkas habitually foregather to comment critically on life rolling past them, and there I overheard a couple of them whispering about some bad guys in the basement of a nearby apartment block. I pricked up my ears. It was common knowledge that such basements were often the living quarters of bomzhi, a Bureaucratese acronym for “persons of no fixed abode.” Down-and-outs, mostly alcoholics and drug addicts. With some exceptions they are not inclined toward violent crime, though not averse to stealing. What little I had seen of my assailants, they had not looked to me like bomzhi at all, and still I was raring to take some action. Of course it was just my boiling blood speaking, wanting to punish someone – anyone. I guess something more sensible could be expected of a sixty-year-old intellectual, but I am telling it like it was.

I wrapped a length of pipe in a newspaper and paid a visit to the aforesaid basement. It proved quite a spacious affair where I stumbled from room to room finding nothing except filth and heating equipment. The only occupants of the place were stray cats and their fleas. These – I mean the fleas – I brought back home, they apparently settled in the rug or somewhere and I could not get rid of them for a month or so. Very crafty beasts, fleas.

This comic denouement of my basement adventure sort of brought me to my senses. I thought less of avenging myself and more of self-defense should I again get involved in a mess like that. The imbroglio under the shady trees had certainly cured me of my superman complex. Everybody I talked to told me I’d been incredibly foolish and just as incredibly lucky to have got out of the scrap with my life. Standard practice – and police advice – apparently was to hand over your valuables to the thugs and beg them to please let you go in peace. In that case they might indeed release you, with a kick or two for good measure, unless you happened to be a woman, in which case rape was indicated.

I was 61 that year, and I had learned a few things about myself by that age. I knew for certain I would never be able to adhere to the meek procedure prescribed by police wisdom. I might want to, but simply would not. I would be fighting with all I had before I had time to think of what course to take. Reprehensible and nothing to be proud of, but it had to be taken as a given.

This being so, I needed something better to rely on in a fight than luck and bare fists. Like some kind of weapon to carry at all times. A pistol would be ideal. One shot in the ground or the air, and the thugs would have scattered as they eventually had done, I was practically certain. Now, had I emigrated to the US, as that fellow from the Kommersant advised, it would have been easy to get a permit and a pistol, or so my many American friends told me. 

Alas, this wasn’t America. Earlier, I talked of the vestiges of the Soviet law-and-order system in today’s Russia. In my view, one of the worst of these is the fear of Russia’s ruling class (Czarist, communist, or capitalist) of weapons in the hands of the rank-and-file masses – of which I was one very angry member.  

I had to think of something effective and legal or semi-legal, something that could not be classed at a glance as a lethal weapon. I liked my length of pipe wrapped in paper but had to throw it away. It was too easy to bash someone to death in the heat of a fight with it – a clear case of “exceeding the necessary limits.” Result, a longish prison term, if not life. 

A knife, now. I’ve touched on this subject above. It was most lucky for me that that martial arts artist had knocked my Japanese toy out of my hand at the first lunge. Had I cut any of them, not at the jugular even, I’d have earned myself a long vacation at public expense, but definitely. 

Among others, I recalled the case of a young woman who had apparently been raped at sixteen and since then carried a kitchen knife in her bag; years later she used it on a taxi driver who proposed to rape her; she stuck the knife in his thigh, cut an artery, the guy bled to death, and the girl got a milder than usual sentence but only because of a public outcry, with discussions on TV, etc.

Stepping right into the present, there was this case in the Tula Region the other week. Four hoods armed with knives, a pistol, and a baseball bat (curiously, no baseball is played in Russia, but baseball bats are ubiquitous) broke into the home of a local store-keeper and demanded money. They got all there was in the house, some twenty thousand rubles, but wanted more, so they started knocking about the store-owner, his wife, children and grandchildren hurting all pretty thoroughly. When one of the bastards put his pistol to a seven-month-old kid’s head, the man broke away from his torturers, rushed into the kitchen, grabbed the biggest knife and killed the thug who rushed after him, then killed two more and wounded a fourth who eventually got away. 

The police reaction to the episode was typical. A real beauty, actually: the shop-keeper nursing his injuries in a hospital was charged with triple murder, a crime that would send him up for life as sure as eggs is eggs. Luckily this case, too, was taken up on the Internet and TV, and the police hurriedly changed the charge to assault, robbery, illegal possession of lethal weapons, etc. against those four. They are even making efforts to find the fourth thug, or at least saying so.

Incidentally, this case started a heated public debate on the accursed issue of “exceeding the limits of necessary self-defense.” What I am writing here is a sort of contribution to the debate which, in my considered opinion, will end pretty much as usual – either in nothing or in a further tightening of the screws with us poor defenseless sods on the receiving end. Amen.

But let me get back to my contemplation of some weapon of self-defense that would be both effective and more or less legal.  So knives were out. Gas canisters, now. Maces and such. These are legal, and have been used to good effect, but not in confined spaces, not in windy weather, etc. In fact, they are ideal in ideal situations only. A gas can would have been very little use in my situation, against five very active assailants; might even make them mad enough to do me in, after all, instead of getting away with my notebook and stuff.

Gas pistols. These share some drawbacks with gas canisters but at least they look like pistols, they make a noise like pistols, which might scare away the less murderous thugs. However, to get a license for one of these you need a sheaf of spravkas (papers to prove you are not a minor, not a psycho, not an alcoholic or drug addict, not a criminal, not blind, not deaf, that you have a metal safe to keep the weapon in, a separate place to keep the ammo in, etc. etc.) the thickness of the New Testament– and who wants to deal with the police if one can avoid it? 

I was at a loss, but soon began to wonder. With a thousand years’ experience of outwitting its darling bureaucracy, is it possible that the great Russian people have failed to invent some way of circumventing the legal and quasi-legal barriers in this little matter? It just didn’t figure. And wasn’t I right.

Browsing through the Internet, I hit on the site of a certain club (whose name I will keep to myself, as this is not an ad) that contained that cherished phrase, “weapons without license.” I contacted the club at once and was soon the proud owner of an exact replica of the Makarov pistol, and I mean exact in everything – weight, shape, material – except it’s an air gun, powered by a 12-gram CO2 gas can and shooting 4.5mm steel copper-coated pellets, both the canisters and pellets obtainable at various shops and countless underpass kiosks, and fairly cheap if you value your life.

Makarovs are as recognizable as Kalashnikovs, or more so: In Russia, the police, the army, the oligarchs’ bodyguards, not to mention the Mafiosi, all carry them. If you produce one – or its replica, especially in the dark – it may be enough to scare away a pack of hoodlums who are not intent on murder at all cost (if it’s a contract killing, you will simply be dead before you know it, so it need not concern us). If brandishing the gun doesn’t scare away the hoods – well, they will have only themselves to blame, for you have 13 pellets in your clip, and each can smash a bottle at 10 paces (the pellet’s muzzle velocity is said to be up to 120 m/sec).  What it can do to a human body at close range must come under the heading of grievous injury, I guess. If shooting the air gun does not work, either, you can use it as a real heavy (some 800 grams) knuckleduster, easier to handle than my length of pipe but legal – arguably so, but at least your lawyer would have a point to argue…

With that MP654K in my belt, I felt if not exactly safe, then, well, safer. Still, I was aware that, as a weapon of self-defense, it was only marginally better than nothing, a far cry from a Colt or a Beretta or even the good old 9mm Makarov that still remained an unattainable dream – if you wanted to own it legally, I mean.

Little wonder then that when our rulers, conscious that the police, though reformed and re-reformed, remained as venal and useless an instrument of protecting the citizenry as ever, permitted the sale of gas pistols capable of shooting non-lethal rubber bullets, I rushed to a weapons shop and was among the first to buy myself two such “traumatic” pistols.

One is Makarych, a non-lethal version of Makarov, the name sounding like a familiar version of the patronymic. Supposed to be funny, I guess. Like the real thing, it’s also 9mm but somewhat lighter, with a different color grip. I tried it out in the woods and was at first quite satisfied – at 8 paces it smashed a bottle to dust. However, on another occasion the bottle remained untouched, I thought I’d missed but actually the rubber bullet got stuck in the barrel (there are two kind of bulges there to make shooting anything but rubber pellets impossible). So when I fired a second time the recoil numbed my arm to the elbow, and it was lucky the barrel did not blow up in my hand. In all, a nice-looking but pretty lousy weapon. Of course, you can file off those bulges inside the barrel and shoot both rubber and real bullets – with the usual prospect of being resettled in some very cold climate for a long spell.

The other pistol I now own is a four-barrel Osa (Wasp), and it’s a more serious proposition. First, its caliber is 18mm, double that of Makarov or Makarych. Second, it shoots rubber bullets that are not exactly rubber bullets but steel in rubber coating. I tried it out in the woods, too. It made a noise like a cannon and the bullet tore in half a thick root of an uprooted tree. Satisfactory, as Nero Wolfe might say.

For three or four years I felt I was pretty well armed and ready for a repeat of the nocturnal brush that started me thinking seriously of these matters. I even hoped that the next move on the part of our beloved ruling “elite” (can’t help using those quotes) would be the sale, under strict police supervision, of real handguns, just like in some republics of the former Soviet Union, say, Moldavia and the Baltics, which have seen a sharp drop in street violence since that move. 

Well, a fat lot I knew about our ruling class, our “elite,” a misnomer to beat all misnomers. Before we knew where we were, a campaign was started to severely restrict the sale of “traumatics” if not ban them altogether (this last was advocated by many “experts”). Propaganda materials were shown on TV, over and over again, meant to prove that these non-lethal guns could in fact be very lethal, and all too easily used in scenes of road rage, in night club brawls, by quarrelsome drunks, and the like. 

Just as most officially inspired campaigns, it was too silly for words. No statistics were given as to the number of murders committed with non-lethal handguns as against those done with kitchen knives, axes, shotguns, illegally owned real guns, etc. You could bet any money that the former were just a tiny fraction of the latter, yet no one proposed to ban kitchen knives or axes. 

There was apparently a severe lack of visual material to prop up the campaign, so a popular film actor figured in several shows talking of an eye he lost in an in-depth discussion of manners with some young gentlemen near a restaurant after a jolly night out – and all the time anyone who bothered to find out knew that the eye had been knocked out with a pellet from a freely available air gun just like my MP654, nothing to do with a Makarych, Osa, or any other “traumatic” maligned in the show. 

Perhaps the most ludicrous and, frankly, repulsive aspect of those debates was the preponderance in them of strident-voiced females who clearly knew damn all about any weapons, feared them only fractionally less than they did mice, but had cast-iron opinions about the necessity to immediately ban them. (I mean guns, not mice.)

Then there were speakers who knew words like “gun culture,” used in a most positive sense. There was an old, well-established culture of possession of firearms in, say, the United States, but none in Russia, they said. Give Russians handguns, and they will all murder each other, was the Leitmotif of these anti-gun harangues. The contention was that the best way to develop a proper culture of possessing guns was to take away the guns, and the culture would eventually flourish. This particular imbecility had a historical precedent that I never tire of quoting – the story of that Kaluga governor in Czarist Russia who forbade the movement of motorcars through city streets “until horses get used to them…”      

Another galling aspect of the campaign was that Mr. Medvedev, at the time our liberal, progressive, and ever so eloquent president, figured prominently in it (or even initiated it, as one might suspect). Question: If he had this low opinion about the Russians’ ability to comport themselves in a civilized manner, what was he doing being President of All Russians? 

This, you understand, is a rhetorical question requiring no answer. What I now have to say is no rhetoric but hard-earned knowledge and a firm conviction born of a lifelong observation of and participation in Russia’s life. And I mean life as it is lived by its real people, not caricatures cut out of paper by self-serving politicians and media clowns.

To begin with, I am firmly convinced that on the subject of self-defense in Russia Mr. Medvedev, whether president or premier, should just SHUT UP! So should Mr. Putin; though not as talkative on this topic as Medvedev, he too should keep his opinion on the matter to himself. So should every high official who has bodyguards to protect him and as like as not possesses a real, not “traumatic” handgun – either illegally or quite legally, for such officials have this charming custom of awarding each other these perfectly lethal toys on the  slightest pretext, like birthdays. So should all oligarchs – maxi-, midi- or mini – who typically have at their disposal not just personal bodyguards but whole security services as an integral part of their companies. So should the police and other services whose members carry regulation firearms while on duty and, habitually, illegally owned ones at other times. Remember Major Yevsyukov? A couple of years ago the guy quarreled with his wife, had a drink or two, ran amok and started shooting down everyone in sight. With an illegally owned gun, as it later transpired. Not every policeman runs amok, but most of them have these fine toys to play with, you can bet your last ruble on that.

All these individuals and organizations (the list, by the way, is not complete) should stop driveling about irresponsible, anarchist, drink-loving Russians who cannot be trusted with firearms. You see, the real reason behind this drivel is FEAR. It’s one thing, lording it over a people whose most potent weapon is a hunger strike, and quite another, dealing with armed masses. Just recall December 2011 and those tens of thousands of citizens enraged by the death of an unarmed young man at the hands of a gun-toting thug from the Caucasus whom an obviously bribed public prosecutor let go scot free. They gathered in Manezh Square right by the Kremlin walls and scared the you know what out of the police brass and other officials. An obviously frightened Mr. Medvedev then viciously attacked those involved in the “pogrom” on Manezhka. Now, those citizens, infuriated by glaring injustice, were not armed. Suppose they had been? Mr. Medvedev would then have a much better reason to feel and act scared. 

So please don’t give us this eyewash about “gun culture” and the lack thereof among Russians. They have a pretty shrewd idea about what’s behind this talk. 

Now, anyone even skimpily read in Russian history or literary classics will know that less than a hundred years ago Russia had such a free and easy gun culture that it was not even aware it had any. Anyone who could afford to buy a firearm was welcome to it, for how else could things be? As a teenager I asked my grandfather (born 1870) whether what I read about guns, duels and things in the classics (some of them actually his contemporaries) was really, really true. Granddad just gazed at me rather wistfully. You see, we came from different planets. On his planet, an officer and gentleman, or just a gentleman, was supposed to have, de rigueur, a beautiful case with a brace of beautiful dueling pistols, preferably by Lepage; otherwise he was a very poor sort of gentleman indeed. On that planet a schoolboy my age could save enough money (five rubles it was at the time, or thereabouts) to buy himself a pistol or revolver to run away with to Fenimore Cooper’s America, like those boys in Chekhov, or commit suicide with in case of unrequited love, as in Bunin..

Then came the first Russian revolution of 1905-1907, with the proletariat shooting it out with the police, gendarmerie and the army using the Nagants, Mausers and Brownings provided in quantity by professional revolutionaries of the intelligentsia class. The revolution was suppressed, reaction set in, and that marked the start of the ruling class’s fear of weapons in the hands of the common people and the policy of restricting the availability of guns.

Under paranoiac Stalin this policy reached its zenith, nadir or acme or any such word. A rusty bayonet lying buried in the attic since the war with Japan was too easily construed as preparation for the overthrow of the state system, and the Arctic Circle ahoy for its unfortunate owner. Under Khrushchev, Stalin’s personality cult was denounced, and the Khrushchevian Thaw marked the easing of punishments for possession of weapons. The prohibitive laws were still in place, but in practice possession of, say, a  “liberated” Walther or Parabellum clandestinely brought home after the War would now cost you just a couple of years, the sentence sometimes suspended – if you were a really good guy in the eyes of the Party. Under Blessed Brezhnev, things ran in the same groove: guns for the nomenklatura, bare hands and teeth for the rest. By that time the situation was generally seen as normal, there was no talk of the need for a gun culture or anything of the sort, most likely because violent crime levels were negligible compared with what we have had since the collapse of the Soviet Union.

So what do we have now? Violent crime has increased immeasurably in the last twenty years. The police are either ineffectual or worse than the criminals they are supposed to fight, with rumors of routine torture at police stations abounding, not to mention endemic corruption. Yet the ruling class is intent on restoring the Brezhnevite status quo. The nomenklatura has changed in terms of personalia, but its mentality remained the same, bedrock elitist: the right to self-defense and, generally, protection against crime, like all the other assets and benefits, strictly for the privileged and their servants, and to hell with the less fortunate masses.

I need not go into the obvious political implications of this mentality. If the rulers do not trust the masses, say, in this little matter of the guns, why should the masses trust the bosses? No public trust, no legitimacy for the regime. The folks up top may talk all they care about their wish to bridge the gap between the rich and the poor, only who will believe them? The gap merely widens as the well-protected elite aims to take away from the underprivileged even the little that has been vouchsafed them in the way of self-defense. All I can say, they do so at their own peril.

Now, it may appear from the above that I am all for “free circulation of weapons” that Mr. Medvedev objects to so fiercely, for the way things were in my grandfather’s time. Nothing of the kind. God forbid. Not after the criminal revolution of the 1990s which, to all intents and purposes, is still raging on.

I quite agree that there is no proper “gun culture” in this land. I merely believe that such a culture will never emerge under the present imbecilic policy of banning ownership of ordinary, lethal handguns and further restricting access to “traumatics.” 

I am all for a system of measures to develop the desirable gun culture. Measures like organizing associations of gun-owners that could run training courses for prospective members, run shooting ranges, etc. Measures like setting up the institution of vouching for such a future member by, say, two card-carrying members of the association. Persons vouching for a candidate might be held legally responsible in case the vouchee commits a criminal act involving guns or any infringement of the rules and regulations. This would clearly make the gun-owner think twice before using a gun. That would be a huge improvement on the current situation where only the shooter is held responsible – if he is caught and fails to bribe the proper authorities in time. Such associations would work hand in hand with the police in matters of keeping track of the guns, the owners’ record, etc.

Honest, I had plenty of other bright ideas about promoting a civilized attitude toward guns, a system of moves culminating in an ideal gun culture. Unfortunately, I switched on TV, and that killed the flow of inspiration dead, for there was Mr. Medvedev repeating to a bunch of journalists, with his customary smug smirk, that he was as ever against “free circulation of weapons” because the country was “not yet ready for that.” The same old tripe: Russians are a pack of alkies who cannot be trusted with anything more serious than kitchen knives –  and even that only when they are temporarily sober.

You see, that’s the whole problem with our liberals, whether in power or out of it, and generally of the “elite”: they despise the country they live in, they tell it to its face that it’s just not the right sort to satisfy them – and then they wonder why it takes all that administrative resource, massive fraud and all of Vladimir Putin’s shopworn charisma to get them elected anywhere, while the outsiders among them get their low single-digit percentages at the polls.

Ah well, to hell with them all. My personal problem is stark and simple – physical survival against heavy odds. A Russian is 34 times more likely to be murdered than a German, did you know this gratifying statistic (gratifying for the Germans, I mean)? When not staying at my dacha, I take my daily walks in a bomzhi-infested growth of trees along the Savelovskaya railway a few minutes from my home, and in the last ten years I came on at least three corpses there, the last one this past winter. I’d really hate to make a fourth, so I always carry my Makarych in my hip pocket. If Mr. Medvedev eventually takes it away from me, I know a friendly policeman who once offered to sell me a stray Makarov for a modest $300. If, much against my will, I will have to use it, I am sure to end up in prison. Still, ever since childhood I have deeply respected Russian folk wisdom, and it says unequivocally: Better in jail than in the grave. 

Alas, that’s the most practical idea on gun culture that Russia can offer right now. 

***********

11. Sh-sh-sh… Spring Is Here
Early in February, when the skiing season was here at its height, a friend living in southern Germany wrote to me of Frühlingswetter  “spring weather” that had come to Lake Bodensee – you know, the place where a Russian liner crashed into another plane through the fatal error of a Swiss air traffic controller who has since been knifed down by the grief-crazed parent of a child victim of that error.

But these tragedies could not be further from our present theme, which is precisely Frühlingswetter.  Reading that word in February, what was one to do but pale with envy, clench one’s teeth and wait grimly for the inevitable – one hoped – arrival of the next season. Anyway, that letter was a useful reminder of our true position on the globe and of all that that fact entails. In Europe, flowers bloom in March; in Russia, we still ski in April. So if we are Europeans, we are a pretty special branch.

As I am writing this fully three months later, spring is practically here, though it’s still touch and go, with night temperatures dropping below zero, not much warmth in the daytime, and this sort of thing forecast to go on until the beginning of May, with May weather itself “beyond the horizon of specific weather predictability.” Don’t these weathermen have a knack of the nicely turned out phrase.

Forget the weathermen, though. If you are in Moscow, a bit of sunshine and no rain is all the signal you need to head for the nearest patch of woods for a spot of communion with nature, to celebrate the arrival of spring. Having written elsewhere about the attractions of Moscow’s Botanical Gardens, I decided to believe my own propaganda and arrived there Sunday by the Metro in a state of pleasurable excitement.

The first impression was a bit of a damper:  The whole area in front of the main entrance was filled, fender to fender, with Toyota Land Cruisers and the like. For all the world the scene looked like Tverbul (Tverskoy Boulevard to  you) in the 19th century, where carriage owners used to parade their horses and their women while the women paraded their furs, their diamonds, their lapdogs or husbands or whatever, and the fops were busy lorgnetting (lornirovali, that is, impudently stared through lorgnettes at) the whole thing.  The air around Tverbul now being unbreathable without a gas mask, the whole scene has moved to the Botanical Gardens – minus the lorgnettes, but the spirit is much the same. What is mostly paraded are the cars, the kids’ rollerblades and accoutrements, and the toddlers’ electronically controlled tiny vehicles. The lapdogs are perennial, though.

Luckily the Botanical Gardens are spacious enough even for Moscow, the throng being mostly concentrated around the main entrance and the widest asphalted path, or rather road, running across the whole area toward the VVTs, or VDNKh (the vast area with pavilions that used to demonstrate the achievements of Soviet industries, and now presents a pretty chaotic picture of Russia’s more than chaotic capitalism, answers to both names).

Being old customers around here, we headed straight for the Zapovednaya Milya (the Sanctuary Mile, I suppose) – a square mile in the center of the Gardens surrounded by a tall metal fence, originally planned to preserve a Central Russian landscape in pristine shape, untrodden by human feet. I don’t know about human feet, but the place is certainly well trodden by the feet of bomzhi and drunks who have left their droppings, mostly bottles, all over the place. If you are lucky, though, you can spend a couple of hours there without seeing a soul. On the other hand, if you are not, you can get strangled, as a few solitary young ladies found out last year the hard way; but it was a bumper year, a statistical freak that can be ignored.

Inured to the sight of the bottles, we concentrated on the flowers – and were richly rewarded. There was a whole patch of violets – the first time we caught a glimpse of them this year. If you go down on your knees and bend real low (be a nice fellah, don’t pick them), you can even sniff at them, but you would have to come impossibly early to smell them when the scent is strongest.

There was plenty of colt’s foot, but we had seen it perform bravely against the nocturnal frost for some three weeks already. Russian has a funny name for colt’s foot – mat-i-machekha “mother-and-stepmother,” because of the leaves:  warm and soft as mother’s caress on the downside, they are dark and cold on the upside. No respite from human spite even in botany, it appears.

Then another yellow delight, not yet seen this year: buttercups in profusion, at various stages of opening up. The one obnoxious thing about buttercups is their Russian name, lyutiki, which starts a melody, if you can call it that, of a pop song that goes round and round in your head until you want to stamp on the flower or climb the nearest tree. 

No such musical torment clings to another variety of lyutik – ranniy, or vesenniy lyutik, which to an English-speaker’s eye is not a lyutik at all but the lesser celandine. Not much difference from the buttercups so far as I can see, though: The lesser celandine’s petals are pointed while those of buttercups are rounded, and don’t shoot the botanist, he is only trying.

Now for the greatest news: Strochki are out! I saw five of them, looking like small pictures of human brains well hidden among last year’s leaves, and they were even the non-poisonous kind, Gyromitra gigas, bigger and a lighter brown than their poisonous brethren Gyromitra esculenta, also known in Russian as torchok. English does not distinguish between the two kinds, calling them both false morels, which Roger Phillips’s Mushrooms describes as “deadly poisonous.”

Ha. A fat lot those Brits know about mushrooms. The great Russian mushroom-gathering season is open. Count the dead toward the end of summer (it’s usually about four hundred, give or take a hundred or two). Like someone put it rather heartlessly, you can eat all kinds of mushrooms – but some only once.

***********



12. Notes from Submoscovia

This morning, for reasons best left for some Freudian to divine, I remembered a spate of journalistic reports (posted, among others, on Johnson’s Russia List) from Moscow and elsewhere in Russia some time in April about the poor, starving Russians taking weekend trips from cities to their tiny plots of land surrounding their wretched, decrepit hovels known as dachas to plant potatoes that might help them survive the coming winter.

On a sun-drenched day in late May, under a sky of exquisite blue tastefully ornamented with bits of white cumulus, my modest dacha looks more like the Submoscovia (R. Podmoskovye) division of Paradise than the Hell-on-earth Russia painstakingly painted by the above-mentioned “jackals of the pen,” as a classic Russian novel refers to them. Not worth a giggle even, in one’s present state of bliss, that kind of drivel.

Sure, my wife and I planted some potatoes, six modest beds, in mid-April, and they are coming along nicely, but to say that we somehow connect them with living through the winter… Like I said, not worth a chuckle. Sure, we’ll enjoy the pretty, round, ecologically purer than pure tubers from early July (God willing, late June) till November, our usual time of migrating back to the city. In winter, though, we’ll rely on the supermarket with its Polish-grown, chemicals-laden stuff or, better still, husky, enterprising gentlemen from as far away as Tula or Lipetsk lugging heavy sacks right up to your door.

That is not to say that dacha life is at all times undiluted bliss totally free of worry. Right now my wife Rita and I are in fact beside ourselves with worry: Will he or won’t he? Find a spouse, that is? The thing is, a while ago I fastened the long pole of a nest box to the bars of a first-floor (US and Russian second-floor) window, and we dearly hoped that some starlings would take up residence in it (that’s what nest boxes are known as, in Russian: skvorechniki “little houses for starlings,” the latter’s song being second only to the nightingale’s, in folk wisdom). There were starlings about, but the snooty creatures pointedly ignored my offer of a really attractive residence, and it stood empty and forlorn.

But! A few days ago a tiny flycatcher took a fancy to it and has been singing his passionate song almost continuously ever since, from his perch on the nest box’s ledge, from the branches of birch-trees around, from the dacha roof, from any old perch. No answering call from any female flycatchers, though. This morning I remarked to my wife that the poor fellow’s mating call was beginning to sound somewhat desperate. Could the females have taken a dislike to our skvorechnik?  We looked up the info on flycatchers in The Birds of Britain and Europe, with North Africa and the Middle East (author(s) unknown), and it says distinctly: “Nests in hole or on ledge.” Our skvorechnik has both a hole and a ledge, so what’s with those females? A topic of endless debate with us. Much too choosy for their own good, those female flycatchers, is my considered opinion.

Generally speaking, living creatures are a reliable source of worry, pleasant or unpleasant as the case may be. You take the bunch of little fish that we were recently given. Said to be crucian, little koi carp (karpik), and two species for which there does not seem to be any English names, tolstolobik “Fat Forehead” and bely amur “White Amur” or it could be “Amour” (their unpronounceable Latin names, best omitted, would take up a couple of lines). The first few days we were worried sick that they would starve in our little pond (ab. twelve yards by six), as they were not taking any of the feed provided by the shop. In fact, they would dart away whenever a handful of that feed was thrown to them. 

Poor hungry things, we thought – until we observed a rather telling scene. There was some water beetle peacefully floating on the pond’s surface with a worm in its clutches; then our little school came swimming by, made an abrupt rush, tore the worm from the beetle and I shouldn’t wonder the beetle itself to shreds, for the poor thing was no more to be seen. That day we dubbed our school of fish OPG (Russian acronym for “organized criminal group”) and have mostly ceased to worry about them going without food or drink.

Moles, now. There’s about a million of the damn things burrowing underground all over the place and disfiguring with their earthy excrescences all grassy surfaces and as often as not the beds, too. They are a familiar curse in this area, and a neighbor boasted that he had already caught eight of them with some trap he devised. I would eagerly catch some, too, and gladly wring their necks, if they have any, only I know my own neck would instantly and mercilessly be wrung as well, so I desist. In her love of all living things, Rita would easily out-Buddha any Buddhist. She starts grumbling menacingly if I so much as break off a twig while walking in the woods, not to mention inadvertently stepping on a tadpole or the like. Any fighting against the moles I do is therefore performed surreptitiously, say, by pouring water down their holes. This, however, does not seem to bother them in the least; I reckon they even enjoy a shower bath now and then.

All in all, for a nature lover there’s plenty to watch here, warblers and such. A raven (shades of Edgar Alan Poe) regularly flies overhead from the woods north of the dacha to the woods south. In fact, he is so regular in his habits that Rita says it looks like he is going to the office at nine. 

At one time some bird of prey, a kind of harrier most likely (don’t shoot me if I err at identification) took particular interest in the frogs in our smaller waterhole and used to perch on our power pole, morosely watching his prospective breakfast cavort in the water. We leave him alone, though he may be a danger to our resident wagtail, a lovable, sociable creature nesting every year under the gable. 

Magpies are abundant, but they are much shier than any you will see around a city, only stealing especially juicy morsels from the compost heap when our backs are turned. No crows whatsoever; these rats with wings, as they are generally known, must have all concentrated around big city trash cans. Disgustingly smart creatures.

On several occasions we were visited by a black ferret, and once we indulged in a game of hide-and-seek, him hiding under some boards in the yard. Ferrets are not very fast, so I could have caught him, just to show off my woodcraft, only in my younger days I had once done so and got pissed on all over and bitten in the thumb for my pains. Better leave ferrets strictly alone, I decided once and for all. After a while, the ferret’s visits ceased. One day a hunter from a nearby village, complete with gun and dog, stopped by to chew the fat, and my wife decided that he had shot the poor thing. I sometimes think she secretly despises me for not shooting the hunter.

As we go mushroom-gathering in the woods around, we often come across the feces of elk and boar. Seeing these still gives me a pleasurable jolt, though my hunting days are long over. A year back we hit on what clearly looked like bear feces to me. That was quite amazing, as the find was not a hundred yards from the nearest dacha. Definitely less. Very unusual hereabouts, just 70 km from Moscow. No room for doubt, though, as there were telltale scratches on a tree trunk close by. You see, when the bear wakes up after a winter-long snooze, getting rid of the stuff accumulated in his bowels is rather a painful process, so he rises on his hind legs, scratches fiercely at a tree trunk and roars most piteously. This particular bear must have wandered so close to the dachas very early in spring, when there were no summer people around at all. In March, perhaps, when the roads were still impassable for snowdrifts as high as eight-foot fences in places.

Now for the human fauna. This falls into about three categories: the locals, the dachniki, and the gastarbeiters. The locals, denizens of the village of Safonovo that provides the name for the whole area, we only see on our twice-weekly bicycle trips to the single grocery store around where we buy our food and they get their vodka and little else, so far as I can see. This used to be a thriving collective farm, a kolkhoz, which collapsed, along with the rest of Russia’s economy, with the advent of Gorbachev’s perestroika and Yeltsin’s bandit capitalism. The plow fields became overgrown with birch-trees, alders, and aspens, were then divided into plots of one tenth of a hectare and sold to the dachniki, us dacha folk. So here we are, proud owners of a couple of such plots lumped together.

The dachniki in turn roughly fall into two categories: the regulars, mostly old age pensioners like ourselves, staying here from spring to late autumn, with irregular trips to Moscow or wherever they live; and the week-end people. The latter may be further subdivided into dedicated, fanatical gardeners (merging in this respect with us regulars) and the shashlyk people, those who come here to grill kebabs, drink whatever it is they drink, and deafen us with troglodyte music from their cars, the sort known at the Conservatoire as music for the male organ. Pardon the pun.

Naturally, the regulars/ardent gardeners are the people we have most truck with. Luckily our neighbors are mostly that sort, with one exception, but then what would you, the guy is an FSB (former KGB) colonel, with a dacha that cost him about ten times what ours cost us, and that’s a moderate estimate. Some of these other folks are incredibly neighborly. Our first year here the plot of land looked more like a bit of marshy woods. I resolutely cut down all the trees and scrub leaving only some 40 birches, Russia’s most loved tree. Otherwise the plot was bare; but then a couple from a neighboring dacha came over for a chat and afterwards brought us plenty of stuff to plant, wheelbarrow after wheelbarrow: bushes, saplings, flower seedlings, bulbs, you name it, indignantly rejecting all offers of payment. 

Well, I gave them a couple of my books, in Russian, which firmly established my position in the neighborhood as The Writer. I use the capitals advisedly, for in the minds of Russians (at least of the older generations) writers, whatever their personal accomplishments or lack thereof, are a very special breed of people, carriers of the torch of culture in the tradition of Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Chekhov, and such. Accordingly, they, or us, automatically command respect tinged with irony regarding our lack of practical sense. Present-day writers, with their insatiable interest in what’s below the waist, to the exclusion of all else, work hard to destroy that tradition, but they have their work cut out for them, for the ordinary folk (so-called) hardly read any of their stuff, sticking to the tried and tested. Not that that bothers the modern, or rather postmodernist, writers unduly: they primarily write for each other, for the critics, and the countless juries and councils handing out grants and prizes for literature.

But I seem to be deviating from my subject, whatever it is. I still have to deal with the third category of human beings abounding here, the gastarbeiters. These come from all points of the compass, but mostly from Central Asia (predominantly Tadjiks, with a sprinkling of Uzbeks), from Ukraine, Belorussia, and Moldavia, not to mention men from other parts of Russia proper. Having in my time extensively traveled throughout the USSR, I like talking to them, remembering the good old days. 

Like, when I heard that a couple of men we hired to do something about our roof came from Moldavia, I instantly came up with: “Oh yes. That’s where a big glass of wine used to cost forty kopeks.” To which one of them rejoined at once, “Surely you could find some for twenty.” 

You see, in those far-off days many people from the more austere regions of Russia sought the warmer climes around the Black Sea in summer, the younger ones often traveling, as my bunch did, all the way across the Main Caucasus Ridge to Georgia, mostly the part that is independent Abkhazia now, then north and north-west along the sea coast of the Caucasus, on to the Crimea, southern Ukraine, especially Odessa, ending up in Moldavia. We covered the whole distance on zero budget on foot, by passing truck, on brake platforms of trains, etc. When we got as far as Moldavia, it would be time to pick grapes, and we positively gorged ourselves on the stuff. I swear to God I have never tasted anything sweeter in all my life…

Now these people come here to hunt for jobs, mostly building, repairing, shifting earth, whatever, as ever more dachas are springing up all around (which makes talk about an economic crisis raging throughout the world seem somewhat abstruse). They stay here all summer and parts of spring and autumn, earning money to feed their families back home. 

Central Asians have it worse than others, with their enormous families, but hiring them to do anything is a trial, and racism or anything like that has nothing to do with it. You see, they demand completely outrages payment for any piddling job, and confidently expect you to beat them down to some reasonable figure. This kind of Oriental bargaining is not what we are accustomed to or enjoy doing, and more often than not we pay the asking price. Once, when I was down with heart trouble, Rita paid more than a thousand dollars for some heaps of earth to be shifted, the most unskilled work imaginable. In these parts $1000 is a truly stupendous sum, and I doubt she will ever live down our neighbors’ furtive ridicule.

So whenever something has to be done about the dacha that I am no longer up to, with all those bypasses in my heart, we engage Victor (plain Vitya to me) from Odessa who has been coming here for sixteen or seventeen summers in search of work and even built a spacious hut to live in right next to our dacha. We are thus neighbors, and good ones at that. Odessa is now in a foreign country, Ukraine ​– a fact that is highly inconvenient to Vitya, with all those itchy-fingered customs people and border guards to keep happy, and mildly hilarious to me. Odessa, a city with a Greek name, won for the Russian crown from Ottoman Turks  by a Spaniard, designed by a couple of Frenchmen (one of them a duke), populated by a dozen ethnic groups with a hefty Jewish presence, once the fourth largest city in the Russian Empire after St. Pete, Moscow, and Warsaw, a city that produced a whole constellation of absolutely brilliant Russian writers and poets in the first half of the past century, a city where the word “cosmopolitan” could have been invented – now​ a parochial town in godforsaken Ukraine! Victor says the place is still totally Russian-speaking, Russian-reading, Russian TV watching, despite the “Orangists’” and generally the “elite’s” frantic efforts at Ukrainianization.


Oh, damn politics. You kick them out of the door, they creep back in through the window. Dacha life is my theme, isn’t it. Acquaintances sometimes wonder if it isn’t a bit boring, staying out here for long stretches of time, with hardly a fresh face and no memorable events at all. I can but stare uncomprehendingly at folks spouting such bilge. A dacha is a mystic environment in at least one sense: whatever your gaze falls on, something needs to be done about it, right away or better yesterday. A tree, a bush, a flower bed or any kind of bed, the lawn, the pond, the house itself, the living creatures in and around it, absolutely everything needs your care. You can slog away at it from early morning until clouds of mosquitoes drive you inside at night, and still the work is never finished, it can only cease. Like life itself, I guess. As I’ve mentioned, there are of course the weekending barbecue people who either let their plots of land become miniature wildernesses or hire others to do what needs to be done, but they are a special race completely distinct from ours. I sometimes wonder if we belong to the same species of Homo sapiens. Apparently they’ve never heard of Voltaire’s Il faut cultiver notre jardin, or if they have, thought him a silly old Frog.

Let me describe, by way of example, a typical dacha day. My day, in fact. The first thing to do on waking is take a cold shower, of course, otherwise my heart does not kick in the way it should. So I pull on my bathing trunks, take a bucket and go to the pond or the ditch leading to the pond, say hello to the local frogs, tadpoles, newts and the rest, dip the bucket in the ditch, throw back some of the life that has got in it, go to our tiny birch-tree coppice (birch-trees like plenty of water), and proceed with my morning ablutions. Privately, I am somewhat inclined toward nudism, but the very idea fills Rita with horror: What will the neighbors say?! Averse to appearing more of a freak than I really am, I succumb.

By the way, there is a mystic element in the shower ritual, too. I go on with it well into November, when I can no longer break the ice with my fist and have to use a pretty heavy hammer, yet I never catch cold here. In Moscow, if I take a lukewarm shower, let alone a cold one, I can bet any sum of money that I will come down with a bad cold. And I do, you know. Fall ill, I mean; no one will take me up on my wager.

Between shower and breakfast is the time I love most for, oh goody, I can mow some grass. The thing is, I am about the last guy around who still uses an old-fashioned scythe and not one of those abominable machines, known by their English-sounding name, trimmers, used by neighbors, whose howls (the machines’, not the neighbors’) drive me mad whenever I sit down at my computer to add a page or so to my current novel.

Using a scythe to cut grass of a fine morning is a truly poetic activity for me, and I can quote any number of literary sources to prove that I am not alone in this. You take Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina: the scenes where Levin joins his peasants in mowing a meadow, they are simply imbued with poetry of the highest order, and I enjoy re-reading them, over and over again, unlike the chapters where the heroine herself figures, the silly suicidal bitch (I would take Kitty Shcherbatskaya any day, and so would Leo, as he himself admitted). Like Levin, I was taught the gentle art of wielding the scythe by an old man, in my case my own grandfather. 

As I hear the swishing sound of steel against grass blades, my mind often goes back all the way to childhood, those scenes in the wide endless steppe, sleeping on the ground under Granddad’s huge warm tulup (a particularly heavy, ankle-length sheepskin coat), waking up at dawn to see a weasel looking curiously at me, then disappearing like a magician’s trick. I can practically feel the early morning chill hitting me as I rise for a minute or so, then snuggle back under the warm sheepskin, instantly drifting off into ever so sweet sleep…

I guess I could go on floating in a nostalgic reverie for hours, only my scything is inevitably interrupted by my wife’s urgent calls to breakfast, and as I tarry, unwilling to cease hearing the swish, her language turns almost unladylike, so we’d better move on. There’s an ancient Russian jingle regulating scything activities: Kosi, kosa, poka rosa. Rosa doloy, kosa domoy.  “Mow, scythe, while [there’s] dew; dew’s off, scythe, go home.” My scythe mostly goes home long before the dew is off, but I comfort myself with Scarlett’s motto, “Tomorrow is another day.” Having this thing about age, I hasten to add Tolstoy’s favorite abbreviation, ye.b.zh., for Yesli budem zhivy “If we are alive.”

After breakfast I have to lie down for forty minutes or so: doctor’s orders. Academician Ivan Petrovich Pavlov, of the Pavlov dog fame, used to spend these postprandial interludes in a cozy armchair, a plaid rug across his lap, “contemplating his modest collection of Old Masters,” according to my source. The few paintings and watercolors that we have can hardly merit that term, collection, modest or otherwise; besides, they are scattered all over the place, so I do not have much art to contemplate. I read instead. Just pick up any old book lying about, go to the balcony and plump down on a cot.  

Naturally the dacha is as full of books as any other place where one happens to live. I sometimes have this fanciful notion that books multiply when one is not looking, then they pop up on you. You take this latest discovery: 65 Great Tales of the Supernatural, ed. by Mary Danby, a handsome thick volume whose antecedents are impossible to ascertain. I keep asking everyone around how it had got onto our bookshelves, and get nothing but wild surmises in reply. Except for a few old acquaintances, the authors’ names are as much of a mystery as the book’s provenance and content, so I often wonder why the devil I am reading this muck. One of dacha life’s minor mysteries.

Like the bookshelves at the dachas of nearly all people of my generation or thereabouts, ours are also crammed with magazines from the second half of the 1980s, the glasnost and perestroika years. You see, at that time all reading matter that had been underground for decades came to the surface; glasnost was not exactly freedom of speech but the next best thing, and articles were published that seemed incredibly anti-Communist establishment. Most everybody was then sure that the Gorbachev Thaw, like the Khrushchev one before him, would soon end in a return of the deep freeze. That was why people took care to hide those unbelievably bold publications at their dachas, looking forward to re-reading the well-hidden journals with nostalgic enjoyment when the lid was back on.

Nowadays those heaps of magazines, if they have not been burned in the dacha stoves, lie unread and, I guess, will stay that way. It would be too painful to read the stuff, to recall one’s mad enthusiasm about the things then written and incessantly discussed, to realize that one was swimming, elated, with the current that eventually smashed the country one had been born into, with so much loss of life and overall misery that should have been foreseen, and so frivolously and stupidly was not, by the intellectual elite then calling for the country’s instant transformation and a freedom-and-democracy Utopia NOW! Indeed, it is perhaps the best thing one can do with those magazines, the ideological tools of Gorbachev’s perestroika –​ use them as kindling, muttering the poet’s prophetic lines: 

I ya szheg vsyo, chemy poklonyalsya, Poklonilsya vsemu, chto szhigal.

“I burned all I had worshipped, // and I bowed to all I was burning.” Seems like the Russian intelligentsia’s eternal song.

Sure, not everyone feels like that. Gorbachev is as proud as ever of his past achievements and of his title, The Best of Germans. As one watched him doing a TV commercial for pizzas, one could not help feeling that that was the highest he would have risen in a non-Communist environment. Apparently revolutions and counterrevolutions, to run properly, call for men of a certain stature and intellectual caliber, like Napoleon or that son of a bitch V.I. Lenin. If a Gorbachev foolishly takes on the job, we have what we have. The USSR was no Paradise, but it was definitely lost, never to be regained.

Politics again, damn them. I wonder how I’ve gotten on the subject. I dimly remember planning to describe my daily routine and getting as far as lying down for a bit after breakfast. What I do afterwards depends, like everything else here, on the seasons and the weather. If it rains, I sit down and pound the keyboard, or go on lying about with a book. If it doesn’t, there is, as I have hinted, about a million things crying to be done. I could not write an account of them if I spent months on the job. Better just touch on some outstanding features of dacha life.

What stands out most of all is, of course, the weather, living with it and fighting it, though you can’t, of course. Fight it, I mean. As mentioned, our dacha is just an hour’s drive from Moscow, but it is due north and going up all the way to the top of Dmitrov Heights, mostly known as the place where Putin learned downhill skiing (Sorry to digress again, but I see from his TV exposure that his style has not progressed far beyond what is known among old hands as the “water-closet stance.”)  Dmitrov Heights is the highest you can get around Moscow, so the climate is somewhat harsher than anywhere else in Submoscovia. 

This year there was so much snow in winter that our house stood knee-deep in water, actually melted snow, well into May. Last year we had an uncommonly cold July and had to light a fire in our four-ton, two-storey high stove. The cold was bad for tomatoes, which never got even to the pink stage and had to be pickled green. That was pretty bad, only the year before it had been worse, with snow in June and no tomatoes at all, pink, green, or striped. Nearly each winter some fruit-trees and things freeze to death (the ground freezes through to the depth of 1m 80cm here), but we stubbornly plant something else in their place.

And so it goes. This year we can but pray for something better, dyed-in-the-wool atheists though we are, not even cowardly agnostics. An alternative to prayer is faith in Vilfand, Moscow’s weather-forecaster, only we have none, even if this spring he promised a warmer than usual summer. In terms of promises, Vilfand is ranked high among the top politicians by the cynical, ingrate populace, though he obviously means well, poor chap.

Curiously, one’s memory readily retains these climatic disasters while the paradisiacal days in May I spoke of at the beginning somehow fade, dissolve, or drop into the subconscious and are only retrieved by an effort of will, contrary to that poetic glop, “A thing of beauty is a joy forever.” To state an innocuous platitude, nothing is forever, things of beauty least of all, as ugly disasters unquestionably stay longer in one’s memory. Which is manifestly unfair. The fewer these nuggets, the fine days, the more precious they ought to be, according to an immutable law of Political Economy. 

Political Economy aside, it makes good practical sense to enjoy beauty as long as one can (a silly expression; it should be “as short as one can.”) Very good for one’s digestion and a generally sound, positive outlook on life, a pledge of longevity. There may be other, more compelling arguments in favor of dacha life, but this one is good enough for me.

I am sure not many women indulge in this kind of philosophizing, or you may call it waffling, but they instinctively act on Keats’ precept. Whenever a choice arises between spending time and effort on a thing of beauty like flowers or flowering bushes, and, say, planting yet another fruit tree promising something more edible, the thing of beauty invariably comes out on top. 

And another point. Being genetically prone to envy, they introduce a distinct sporting element into gardening, always trying to outdo the neighbors in rearing particularly luxurious kinds of vegetation, to strike still more envy in those neighbors’ hearts. Thus Rita has been trying for years to grow grapevines in this inhospitable climate, and you know what? She will succeed, with a little help from me. I’m already having visions of myself brewing my own wine, so sure am I of her success.

That fighting, sporting spirit certainly rubs off on the less fair sex. This morning I caught myself staring gloomily at a neighbor’s dog-rose hedge, a solid mass of fragrant snow-white flowers, and resolving to do something about it. Like planting a better strain of dog-rose that would grow taller, bushier and more magnificent in bloom than any around…

Indeed, human psychology passes human understanding. One cannot get away from its quirks, not even buried at a dacha up in Northern Submoscovia.

That’s what dacha life does to you. You feel content with shallow musings on human nature fit for The Idle Thoughts of an Idle Fellow. Still, they are light-years closer to reality than all that cheap journalistic propaganda about us poor Russians slaving away at our dachas just to survive.

*** 
Later note: I thought I had said pretty much all that could be said about life on a Submoscovian dacha, and was through with the subject for quite some time to come. This proved a mistake.  A few days passed, and I had to take up my cudgels again, to put right some of the rancid nonsense that a bloody fool of a woman, an American married to a Russian guy and apparently living here (I’ll call her Ms.Y, not to give her extra publicity) published on a couple of websites. Below is my rejoinder that I sent to David Johnson of Johnson’s Russia List.

Date: Sat, 26 Jun 2010

From: Sergei Roy <SergeiRoy@yandex.ru>

Subject: Rejoinder to "Down with Dachas!" (JRL #121)

Recently I posted a piece on dacha life in present-day Russia, "Notes from Submoscovia" (JRL 2010 # 110, under the Long Item rubric). It was mostly a report from someone actually living on a dacha month after month, surrounded by other dacha dwellers, dachniki, with just a couple of snide remarks about some (Western) "jackals of the pen" describing this mode of existence as nothing but slaving on a tiny plot of land growing potatoes to help those poor slaves survive through the coming winter.

A few days later Ms. Y posted in Russia Beyond the Headlines (JRL 2010 # 121) her own piece on the same subject. I was amazed to find in it the same hackneyed nonsense about Russian dachas that I had briefly commented on in words like "cheap journalistic propaganda."

Two things are immediately obvious about her effort. (a) She has no first-hand experience of dacha life; her text could well have been subtitled "What My Handsome Russian Husband Told Me about Russian Dachas." (b) The said husband's information is also based on hearsay which, additionally, is about a couple of decades out of date. 

I should add here a third feature of her skit: it is decidedly hostile, sometimes vicious in tone, which seems all the more unaccountable as she clearly knows very little about her subject, and what little she knows is unbearably skewed. 

You take her headline: "Down with Dachas!" She might as well have called for the abolition of Russian ballet, or borshch, or mushroom-gathering, or fishing through the ice, or any of the other age-old Russian institutions. If her wish came true, we might have to delete huge swaths of Russian literature, Maxim Gorky's "Dachniki," Chekhov's "Cherry Orchard," "Seagull," and practically all his other plays, as well as destroying two of his most cherished dachas, in Melikhovo and Yalta. And that's to name just a couple of better known Russian writers. We might then have to tear down all of the writers' dachas in Peredelkino, starting perhaps with Boris Pasternak's (where he famously, and ostentatiously, used to grow potatoes) and ending with the recently deceased Andrei Voznesensky's abode. No way, ma'am. 

Ms. Y appears to be a staff humorist with Russia Beyond the Headlines, so her writing is supposed to be humorous. Sorry, but it simply is not funny; most charitably, it might be pegged only as ridiculous. I mean, she is dead serious when she describes a typical dacha as a "postage-stamp plot of land" where "every available inch of the stamp is given over to the cultivation of root vegetables that form the basic subsistence for the dacha owners." That's rancid propaganda; not even Bob Hope could make it sound humorous.

For her information, but mostly for the readers', let me give a sort of cross-section of Russian society from the dacha angle. According to a recent VTsIOM survey, 11 percent of Russians are rich and super-rich, 19 percent regard themselves as poor, while the rest (and mind, there are 70 percent of us) describe their life style by that ubiquitous Russian term, Normal'no! Meaning something like F...k it, Jack, I am all right. 

The 11 percent have dachas that we, the 70 percent, refer to as castles or mansions sitting on hectares of formerly state-owned land, now seen by the majority as stolen from the people by the oligarchs and their political lackeys. Most of these mansions may be eyesores, but they are there, and it takes a special kind of visual equipment not to notice them.

I am not going to talk of the poorest 19 percent for the simple reason that they are mostly outside my immediate range of vision, and, unlike Ms. Y, I hate to write of things I know little about. Admittedly, they may have dachas of the sort she describes, but they make up just 19 percent of the population, and we are 70! Which throws rather a different light on what a "typical" Russian dacha is.  

On second thoughts, I refuse to give away even those 19 percent to Ms.Y. Rather incautiously she depicts dachas as "mosquito-infested country shacks" with no electricity. Leaving mosquitoes strictly alone, for these can be found not just in Moscow's parks but also in some well-appointed urban apartments, consider the issue of electricity. Like Vladimir Putin likes to deadpan on such occasions, "Names, addresses, passwords, please." You'd have to scour the countryside far and wide these days to find someone bereft of this convenience, only to discover them in Ms. Y's text and nowhere else.

Nous les autres, the 70 percent, have electricity, plumbing and, for the more advanced, satellite dishes and internet connections (I am writing this at my dacha and am going to send it off by email). As an additional boon, we have water from wells, ordinary or Artesian, which is ten times purer and a hundred times tastier than what you get from the tap or plastic (!) container in the city. Some folks are known to carry their well water back to the city, regrettably, in those plastic contraptions.

And as for the air... Oh, what's the use.  You had better come out and try it for yourselves. Failing that, read my piece mentioned earlier. Better still, learn Russian and read writings on dacha life by, say, Vyacheslav Pyetsukh who, in my sincere opinion, is at the very top of present-day Russian belles-lettres. Try his Voprosy reinkarnatsii "Issues in Reincarnation," for starters. This is guaranteed to obliterate any nasty aftertaste left in your mouth by Ms. Y’s graphomaniac exercise.

Its ending is particularly obnoxious. Having sent off their wives and kids to the dacha, "a well-oiled vehicle to keep female servitude alive and well in the 21st century," Russian males indulge in "a season of unchecked urban hedonism."  In other words, all Russian males are drunkards and skirt-chasers, all Russian women are serfs, if not downright slaves. This seems to be the underlying principle of Ms. Y’s humor: if you can think of something nasty to say about Russians, say it, and to hell with the truth or even verisimilitude. To think only that Russia Beyond the Headlines is a side project of Rossiyskaya gazeta, the official newspaper of the Russian government, intended to improve Russia's image abroad and operating at the Russian public's expense...

Let me say this, again for the edification of our readers rather than of Ms. Y: A true Russian male, a real moujik (he may actually be Russian, Armenian, Azeri, Jewish, Tatar, whatever), is he who can provide for his family the luxury of clean air and water, healthy, homegrown food, lots of sun, outdoor games, the pleasure of bathing in a river, lake or pond for at least a few months a year. And that's where he is headed, to his near and dear, on Friday night or Saturday morning, else how do you explain those ten miles long jams, the damn probki, on outward bound lanes at those times? That's the real face of "unchecked urban hedonism," Ms. Y.

There have been just two brief comments on Y's piece in Russia Beyond the Headlines, one a couple of lines by myself, the other by Mr. Kenneth E. MacWilliams. I simply cannot refrain from the pleasure of quoting the latter: "Even after living in Russia for seventeen years Ms. [Y] apparently still doesn't "get it" regarding dachas in the hearts of Russian men and women. She probably wouldn't understand our "camps" all over Maine here in the United States either."

Really, I couldn't have put it better or more succinctly.
