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This is my dilemma... I am dust and ashes, frail and wayward, a set of predetermined behavioural responses... riddled with fears, beset with needs... the quintessence of dust and unto dust I shall return... but there is something else in me... dust I may be, but troubled dust, dust that dreams

RICHARD HOLLOWAY

Our moral nature is such that we cannot be idle and at ease

LEO TOLSTOY




For Christine









Part One

England–Siberia




September 2004
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Over Mordor

Siberia... impends through the darkness as the ultimate unearthly abroad. The place from which you will not return

COLIN THUBRON

We had been flying east all night and I awoke to notice that it was already daylight outside the plane. Looking out of the window onto the empty landscape below, the dark shades of brown and green reassured me that, although it was mid-September, it had not yet started snowing in Siberia. I could see no sign of human life and the view rolled away in an otherworldly blend of mountains, streams and forests to an endless horizon. I shook my head and it brought to mind Tolkien’s gloom-filled Mordor.

My neighbour woke up and smiled at me sleepily.

‘Good morning, Robert!’ he said, pronouncing my name in a slow, Russian accent.

Sergei was a Muscovite salesman of my age who was flying to the outer limits of civilisation in order to sell safety clothing to the local mining industries. We had met the night before when we boarded the plane in Moscow. His English was almost as poor as my Russian, but with the help of a dictionary I had managed to explain to him that I was flying to the far-eastern Siberian city of Magadan with only a one-way ticket because it was my intention to return home to England by bicycle.

‘But, Robert,’ he had reasoned with me, ‘there is no road from Magadan; you cannot ride a bicycle.’

I explained that I had reason to believe that there was a road, though not many people used it these days.

‘Alone?’ he asked, pointing at me.

‘No, I will be riding with a friend.’

‘One?’

‘Yes, just one friend,’ I nodded, hoping that my friend, Al, would arrive, as planned, in three days’ time.

Sergei still looked unconvinced and pointed outside:

‘Holodna, Zeema?’

Holodna was a word that I would grow accustomed to hearing over the next few months. It meant simply ‘cold’. Zeema meant ‘winter’. I had to agree with Sergei that, although the weather did not look too bad right now, the infamous weather of Siberia would not stay away for much longer. The road that we would have to follow, the only road that existed, would take us past the coldest inhabited place in the world.

I tried to bolster my case by explaining to Sergei with hand gestures towards my arms and legs that I had lots of very warm clothes, though I left out the fact that, because the trip was self-funded and without sponsorship, I was on a tight budget. Most of my clothes and equipment had been bought at slashed prices on eBay. In reality, I was not at all sure if they would be up to the job. This was especially the case for my enormous Royal Mail over-trousers which I had bought for £10. They were several sizes too big and probably more suitable for the mid-morning drizzle of London than the long, hard winter of Siberia.

Of even greater concern was the tent. It had been given to us by a kind lady who had taken an interest in the expedition after seeing our website, though we had never actually met her. We had not yet tried putting it up, but it was free, so it seemed like the ideal option at the time. Furthermore, we would have neither a satellite phone nor a global positioning system (GPS) and, in fact, no back-up whatsoever. I also did not admit to Sergei that the coldest temperature I had experienced prior to this was during a camping weekend in Scotland, nor that my main fitness training had been in the form of badminton matches against a colleague after work. Because I was not entirely sure why we were setting off at the start of winter (other than it was when we were ready to start), I just told Sergei that the winter would be an exciting and beautiful time of year to see Siberia.

‘How long?’ he gestured a bicycling motion.

‘One year,’ I said confidently. In fact, though I did not know it at the time, the ride would take several times longer than this and for the vast majority of it I would be on my own.

We dropped below the cloud level and, as the land rose to meet us, the broad, dark shapes converged as distinct mountains. They were shrouded in sparse, green forest. I felt a twinge of claustrophobia as we landed on the runway.

Inside the small, grey, terminal building the young lady at the immigration counter stamped me through, but did not return my smile. I collected my bicycle and bags and loaded them onto a 1970s-style bus outside. The gruff driver revved the engine, lit a cigarette and drove out onto the road. I was excited that I would soon be arriving in the city from where I would begin riding, but I was also daunted. Magadan did not have a good reputation with the Russians. Half a century beforehand they had nicknamed it ‘The Gateway to Hell’.
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How will I die?

If you were to die right now, how would you feel about your life?

BRAD PITT,  Fight Club

Magadan is situated on a small neck of land which stretches feebly southwards into the Sea of Okhotsk from the colossal landmass of far-eastern Siberia. Making use of this natural harbour, the city was built as a port to enable access to the hinterlands. The bus wound down the valley towards it, amid an expanse of gently sloping, uninhabited hillsides. I could see that some of the pine trees had already dropped their needles in anticipation of winter. We emerged out of the valley, and I saw an old power station standing against the bare hills. With its two giant, smoking chimneys, it reminded me of a disgruntled old man. Entering the city, we drove past lines of rectangular, mass-produced, Soviet-style flats. Before we pulled into the bus station, I caught sight of a stagnant display of half-sized MiG fighter planes stuck on shafts. It felt as if I had suddenly fallen back through time into the dark world of Cold War rivalries.

I climbed off the bus and looked up to see a huge, half-built, Orthodox cathedral towering over me. Apart from the gold-plated domes, the remainder of the building was covered in scaffolding and was unfinished. I crammed the bike and all my gear into the back of a taxi which drove me to the newly built Roman Catholic church where I had been invited via email to stay. Father Mike, an American monk and the leader of the community, met me in the church kitchen where he was preparing lunch. He wore blue jeans and had a friendly beard and twinkling eyes. He soon overturned my notion that monks were gloomy or dull. He offered me a bowl of freshly boiled dumplings and immediately started to joke about the great likelihood I faced of being eaten by a bear during my first week on the road. I smiled back at him and, between mouthfuls of food, tried to make myself sound as though I knew what I was doing.

After lunch and having unpacked my bags by emptying them all over the floor of my room, I headed out to explore. The streets were ghostly and people walked past me with downcast faces, their blank looks buried in the uneven pavement. I walked past lines of jaded buildings. Piles of rubble lay heaped on street corners. An old woman hovered by a skip, retrieving old furniture the moment anything was put in. Through the entrance to one block I noticed adolescents sitting in the stairwell with bottles of vodka. It felt as if this city had been tossed, half-made, into a new world, as the ideology of communism collapsed and the gates of capitalism were opened up.

Life, Father Mike had told me, was hard for the people of Magadan. There had been much hope and expectation that things would improve after communism crumbled away in 1991 but, in reality, for many, life had grown worse. At least under party rule most people had a regular income, an annual holiday by the Black Sea and a cheap, if unsexy, car. Nowadays, with capitalism, there was no certainty and not much hope. More than ever, in their inner despair, the Russians of Magadan were turning to vodka. Father Mike even knew of some nine-year-olds who were regular drinkers. He also spoke of widespread problems with corruption and the local mafia stifling any attempt at entrepreneurship.

‘Last year there were two brothers who set up a café,’ he said. ‘They refused to pay protection money to the mafia. Not long after, their café was burned down and one of the brothers was murdered. With that kind of thing going on, nobody is going to start a new business’.

Later a Russian would explain to me that ‘in the West you are all trying to keep up with the Joneses. In Russia, we are trying to keep the Joneses down underneath us.’

I had been relieved to pass through immigration at the airport without any trouble, because I was entering the country with a bicycle and full winter gear, on the dubious pretext of being on a ‘business trip’. Al and I had been forced to apply for business visas because tourist visas were valid for only one month and we would need at least three months to cycle to Japan. To obtain our business visas we had therefore invented a company: ‘The English Wildman Wafflings’. We had written a letter, complete with a letterhead, which declared Al the president and me the vice-president. We had said that we needed to visit Russia to further Anglo–Russian business relations. We had been delighted when the embassy in London accepted our application and gave us a three-month visa.

But I had not yet beaten the system entirely. Even in the nineteenth century, Russia was well known for its plan-thwarting bureaucracy and under the Soviets things got even worse. Although communism was now gone, the old rules still lurked behind. The rule that affected me was the one that said that, now that I was in Russia, I had to ‘register’ in each town where I stayed. In order to register, I would have to visit the ‘Office of Visas and Registration’ to receive the appropriate extra stamp in my passport. However, as Al noted later, this was not as easy as it sounded: ‘The Office of Visas and Registration hides in an unmarked office, unadvertised on a random street... [it] opens late, seldom and closes ten minutes before it opens, except on weekdays and days beginning with ‘S’ when it does not open at all.’

When I found the office at long last, my first visit ended before it had begun as the unenthusiastic, uniformed woman told me they were closing and I must come back the next day. I did so, but this time, due to my weak Russian, she told me to come back with someone who could interpret. I returned with Father Dave, one of the monks. Together, we discovered that I would have to go to the bank to pay a very small fee (of about £1) and bring back the receipt. I did this, but was then sent on another errand to the bank, after which the office had closed, so I had to come back the next day. In the end it took eleven trips to the office to receive the stamp on my visa which registered me legally in the country but, they added, this stamp would only be valid for my first ten days, after which I would have to register again. I decided from that point on to exploit a loophole in the law which said you need only register in a town if you stayed for more than three nights. As I would always move on after a night or two, I did not bother registering again for the remainder of my cycling ‘business trip’ through the motherland.

Apart from the old, dying structures, there were also signs of infringements from more upbeat sides of the world, indicating that at least some people had wealth: an internet café in a residential back street; a cluster of digital camera stores; a sports shop with a life-size poster of David Beckham proclaiming ‘impossible is nothing’. My countryman’s declaration was an encouraging thought for me to hold onto. Al would not arrive for another three days and in the meantime there was no shortage of pessimism about our prospects of survival. Everyone I met seemed to have a different theory about the precise manner in which we would die.

Some people, like the taxi-driver who had delivered me to the church, warned me that cold weather would freeze us to death. Others, such as Father Mike, cautioned that blizzards would trap us in our tent until we starved (this was his second idea, made on the assumption that we somehow survived the bears). Another man informed me that it would actually be the wolves, not the bears, that would have us for dinner. But ‘No,’ said an elderly nun, ‘it is the people out there in the wilderness that you should really look out for... out there it’s the wild, wild East. Don’t trust anyone.’ The occasional self-proclaimed expert would even tell me quite bluntly that the road connecting Magadan to the rest of Russia simply did not exist any more. This I knew to be untrue as Ewan McGregor and Charley Boorman had motorcycled it the previous summer on their high-profile ‘Long Way Round’ Expedition, but I did not know whether the road would be passable in winter. It seemed extraordinary, in any case, that no one really knew whether the only road that linked them to the world actually existed or not. Their whole life could have been like The Truman Show, apparently without them really caring.

One of the most surreal doses of pessimism came the evening a journalist from the local radio station came to the church to interview me. However, in the interview, rather than bigging me up, as might have been expected on an English station, he seemed determined to persuade me not to go.

‘What clothes have you got?’

I explained, as I had done to many people by this stage: ‘Lots of warm ones.’

‘Your bike will not work in the cold.’ A statement, not a question.

‘I hope it will.’

‘Where will you sleep?’ In a disbelieving and mournful tone.

When I explained we had a tent and warm sleeping bags, he responded with a kind of exasperated huff and shrug of the shoulders, as if tired of wasting his breath in trying to talk me out of this suicidal idea. Father Janis, the American Jesuit who was translating for me, was by this point in hysterics. I could not help but join him in a splutter of laughter and even the bemused, pale-faced interviewer managed a ghost of a smile on his thin lips as he shook his head at me with uncomprehending eyes. The question seemed to be settled in most people’s minds – if we insisted on setting off into Siberia on our winter bicycle ride, we would certainly die. The only thing they could not make up their minds about was how.

That night as I wrote my diary my mood began to plummet. I wrote out the odds of what I thought would happen:


25% we make it easily

25% we make it with a huge struggle

25% we have to turn back

25% we get into real trouble.



I wrote ‘get into real trouble’ because I could not bring myself to write ‘die’.

With images of snarling fangs and frostbitten toes bouncing around my mind, I pondered some survival strategies as I wandered around the city the next day. To deal with the bears and wolves, I sheepishly entered a hunting shop and enquired about buying a gun. I was relieved when I was told that I would need a permit, as I had no idea how to use a gun. I looked for some warmer items of clothing. In the market I spent £30 on a huge fur hat, which boosted my morale considerably, especially as I felt confident that it would be bigger than Al’s Alaskan fur hat, which he had boasted about in an email. My most uplifting purchase of all, though, was made when I strolled into a hardware shop and announced in my best, most manly Russian accent to the young lady behind the counter, ‘I will take the biggest axe you’ve got, please.’
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The Road of Bones

There is pain that is perceived and there is pain that is endured and they are two different worlds, inhabited by creatures of two different races. We cannot choose which one we belong to

JOHN LE CARRÉ

In the evenings, with clothing, books and camping equipment scattered across my room in the church basement, I spread out my map. I looked once more at the route we were planning to take.

There was only one road that connected Magadan with the rest of the world, so at least there was no dilemma about that. However, this road did not lead south in the direction of Japan, but rather north through the Kolyma River Basin for a thousand miles, before turning west to the city of Yakutsk and then south to the Trans-Siberian railway. Finally, it stretched east to bring us back to the sea where we could hop, by ferry, to Japan. In effect, we would be cycling 3,500 miles around three sides of a square through a Siberian winter in order to end up no closer to home than we started. Furthermore, we would have fewer than 80 days to do it in. Perhaps the worried looks of the Russians who thought we were stupid, mad or suicidal were justified?

After Japan, our plans were vague. Our only fixed idea was that we would eventually cycle home via the most interesting and plausibly non-lethal route we could think of. For now, though, all my attention was on Siberia. Not only were the distances huge and the conditions perilous, but a further burden to my troubled mind was the tangible sense of past horror that dwelt around the mere mention of both our starting city and the road along which we would be riding. This was a part of the world where, in living memory, humanity’s worst nightmares had been real life for millions of men and women.

Even before the communist era, Siberia had a considerable history as the place where dissidents and criminals were sent. With Lenin’s Brave New Empire, the Siberian work camps, the Gulags, were enlarged. Under Stalin, the steady flow of prisoners increased to a torrent. In the 1930s, ‘Article 58’ of the constitution prescribed that any sort of ‘counter-revolutionary activities’ demanded severe punishment, though the behaviours falling under this definition were horrifically broad. Hard-labour sentences were given not only for open criticism of the government, but also for even making a joke about it. Records show that men were sent to the camps for being late for work and women were sentenced for picking up grains from an already harvested field. The whole country became covered with a dark shadow of mutual suspicion, fear and complicity. Neighbours and family members accused each other. As was Stalin’s habit, the administrators of the system were also periodically liquidated themselves.*

* It has been difficult for historians to estimate how many people were sent to the Gulags. According to Anne Applebaum, in her Pulitzer Prize-winning book Gulag, at its height there were probably seven million people in the camps, about 10 per cent of whom died each year. Estimates of overall deaths mostly range between 10 and 60 million.

The camps were spread across the whole of Siberia and the conditions were atrocious. But it was the Gulags in the hinterland of Magadan that were the most feared. Until the twentieth century, Magadan had been a small fishing-village outpost, but with the discovery of inland uranium, nickel and gold deposits, and now the availability of workers, it developed rapidly into a large port. Cargo ships fed the growing town with thousands of prisoners. In the worst places, life expectancy was less than a month and every kilogram of gold mined was said to cost a life. There was a saying that ‘if you are sent to Magadan, you will never come home’. Father Janis told me that the name Magadan now holds similar connotations for Russians to those Auschwitz has for Europeans and Americans. The prisoners had also built the road we would be riding along, dying in droves as they did so. The bodies of the dead were incorporated into the road itself, and for this reason it is still referred to today as ‘the Road of Bones’.

One day Father Dave walked with me to the top of a hill on the outskirts of the city to see a monument called the ‘Mask of Sorrow’. It was a multifaceted statue, recently erected, which looked down, grieving over the land as a memorial to the horrors. It was in the shape of a head, though was missing one eye, as if it could not bear to look any more. There were smaller statues fixed against it, including a kneeling, weeping child with her head in her hands. Thubron said of Magadan that ‘you lost your own eyes here and start to imagine through those of the dead’.

As thoughts of the millions of dead tore through my mind, the question of death loomed larger. If innocent people had died in such great numbers in these very valleys, why did I have any reason to think that we would be so special as to survive? As we rode through the frozen landscape over the coming months, an image would sometimes flash through my mind of a degraded, innocent prisoner wheeling a barrow of slag through the ice.

His eyes are glazed and all hope is gone. He is barely a man now. He is a shell of bones and flesh, more ghost than human. As I watch, he falls by the roadside and does not get up again. He is ignored by the other phantom prisoners who trudge past him.

And a new and significant thought came to me. It was the realisation, for the first time in my life, of my own mortality. I grasped that, one day, I too would die. If I had been born in that unfortunate era, in that contorted civilisation, if I had been a victim of Stalin’s ungodly purges, I would not have been so special as to have survived. I too would have fallen and not got up again. Dead, unnoticed and unremembered.
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