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Siberian Journey
Trip Down Ob River
Bares Secrets and Scars
Of Russia’s Tragic Past
Forests Hide Broken Tribes,

A Battered Landscape,
Ghosts of Stalin's Terror

A Candle Litf: Mrs. Kapnina

By FREDERICK KEMPE

Staff Reporter

KOLPASHEVO, Russia—After decades
of fearful silence, people in this Siberian
town still speak cautiously about the time,
in May 1979, when the spring waters of the
Ob River unearthed one of Stalin's un-
'marked mass graves,

At first, they say, the bodies trickled
out slowly, by ones and twos, lmocked loose
by thawing ice that crashed the
river's sharp bend. Then they fell In lnrger
clumps from an earthen layer cake of
corpses, a bullet hole, sometimes two, in
every head. ¢

‘The KGB, eager to rid itself of nature’s
intrusion into the Soviet past, sent two

tugboats to the grave site. The first boat
héld the seconrl in place as it
engine, churning the water violently agalnst
the shore and setting loose a cascade of
earth and bodies.

“It was an avalanche,” says Anatoly
Patoykin, the town’s chief lifeguard, inhal-
ing the river air deeply into his barrel
chest. He stands on the embankment
above the former grave, where a woman
now sunbathes and three boys bury one
another in the sand. “The corpses were so
well preserved after all those years in the
frozen ground that those who had known
the dead would have recognized their
features. And they were so light-like
blotting paper.

4 g the Dead

“For two nights and two days, my job
was to sink as many of these bodies as
possible. I would row out to them and take a
welght of iron that was tied to a wire, and
then I'd wrap it around the body, twist the
wire tightly closed, and then throw the
body back into the water.” He pantomimes
the action, throwing an imaginary body
over the embankment. *‘Just like that.”

t in his memories, Mr. Patoykin
looks out over the Ob, a watery fhread that
flows north 5,600 kilometers from the Altai
mountain$ near Mongolia to the white
nights “*ove the Arctic Circle. Tne rich
Taw materials near its banks— of the
gountry’s oil and a quarter of 115 gas and

make it the land of Russia’s grandest
dreams. But it has also been the pathway
to Russia’s darkest nightmares. Barges
brought prisoners bound for the gulag in
the summer and ice sleds ran the same
course during the long winter:

A five-week expedition down the Ob
River system by boat, van and helicopter

Afloat on the Ob River

took this reporter across Western Siberia
and into areas few if any Americans had
visited in modern times. With Weslern
attention focused on the changing pol
and economic scene in Russia, thls Lﬂp
provided a freeze-frame picture of people
in historic upheaval: aboriginal Siberians
fighting for survival in tepee villages hidden
in the world’s largest swamp; mrlulged
i of a secret, pli
cny hoping to keep the outside world at
bay; a gentle old woman haunted by
‘memories of the torture chamber.
ly mass grave in Kolpashevo
proved an enduring image for the trip. For
the Ob River had unearthed not only the
bodies but, through them, the lies upon
which an entire nation had been built.
Truths had eaten away at the Soviet Union
the way the river had nibbled at the grave.
As the trip unfolded, however, it became
clear that little has emerged to replace the
old structure; instead, courageous individ-
uals are left to contend with communism's
legacy of inertia and resignation.

In Kolpashevo, a local journalist printed
the names of those buried in the grave and
the dates they were executed, undermining
the official story that the dead were traitors
shot during World War II. But few in town
care; most continue to dump their refuse on
the site and contribute little to his drive to
build a memorial.

Nearby, in a run-down home, lives Ina
Stepanova, whose father was chief of the
local secret police when in December 1837
the executions hit 150 a day. Ms. Ste]

concedes her father must have ordered the

What’s News—

Business and Finance

RITISH PETROLEUM’S chair-
man resigned abruptly after a

meeting with board members. Robert

Horton's departure was mainly the
result of ‘personality clashes” with
top management and doesn’t indicate
a radical change in the British oil
glant’s strategy, insiders said.
(story on page 3.)
* %

‘Wellcome Trust said it will seek to
market at least 330 million shares, or
38.5% in Welleome PLC, valued
at $5.64 billion at prevailing market
prices. Half the shares in the U.K.
drug maker will be allocated for U.. K.

markets and only 24% for U.S.
investors.

Story on pae 13)

* % ox

The U.S. economy grew at a rate of
2.7% in the first quarter, slightly
faster than previously estimated,
according to revised figures disclosed
by the Commerce Department.

The dollar continued to plummet
against the mark, amid weak U.S.
jobless data and rumors of Fed
intervention. In late New York trad-
ing on Thursday, the dollar was down
1% pfennig at 1.5375 marks.

U.S. stocks declined on disappoint-
ing corporate reports and an unex-
pected rise in jobless claims in the
latest week. The Dow Jones Indus-
trial Average fell 6.69 points to
3284.01.

(Storles on pages 8, 16 and 23.)
*

The global economy is pulling
haltingly out of jts slump this year,
but unexpected reversals in Japan
and high rates in Europe could slow
the recovery, the OECD said.

(story on page 3.)
6 ooTo

KKR agreed to invest $300 million
in food-services concern TW Hold-
ings, which will give the buyout firma
47% stake. TW also will restructure
about $1 billion of debt.

(Story on page 13.)
* ox

The IMF decision to lend to Russia
could clear the way for Warld Bank
credits and the rescheduling of Rus-
sia’s debts to Western countries.

Creditors of the ex-Soviet Union
agreed to a third 90-day rollover of
principal on the former nation’s debt,
estimated at $65 billion.

(storles on pages 13 and 23.)
* *

GEC-Alsthom won a $958 million
order to supply trains for Europe's
high-speed rail network. The decision
is a big defeat for Siemens, which also
sought the contract.

(story on page 12
* *

Opel's profit fell 19% in 1991
despite a 15% sales gain. The German
unit of GM of the U.S. didn’t explain
the drop, but mentioned higher costs
as well as restricted sales opportuni-
ties linked to a model change.

(Story on page 12
* % x

Europe’s anti-tobacco crusaders
got a boost from a U.S. ruling
on smokers’ claims against cigaretté
companies. But for now, a flood of
European lawsuits isn’t likely.

(Story on page 4.) *
P

AIDS research posted a significant
achievement as U.S. researchers re-
vealed work that produced the first
detailed 3-D image of an e e
critical to the HIV virus life cycle.

(story on page 4.)
*

Citibank was censured by the U.S.
Comptroller of the Currency for
sloppy procedures in its securities-
transfer operation.

(Story on page 13.)

P

London shares gained 1% in what
traders called a technical rebound
from Wednesday’s drop. The FT-SE
100 index rose 24.7 points to 2557.3.

(Story on page 14
*

Fondiaria may reconsider its alli-
ance with German insurer AMB, said
an executive of Ferruzzi.

World-Wide

A MOLDOVAN CEASE-FIRE was
reached during the Black Sea Summit.

The presidents of Russia, Ukraine,
Romania and Moldova agreed on steps to
end the conflict between Moldovan forces
and Slav separatists in the eastern Trans-
Dniester region of Moldova. A statement
issued after a two-hour meeting in Istanbul
during a break in the 11-nation Black Sea
Economic Summit called for an immediate
cease-fire on all fronts and said the two
sides should disengage their forces within
one day. Moldovan President Snegur said a
relatively firm truce already had been in
place for two days. (Story on page 2.)

The leaders of the 11 nations—in-
cluding siz ex-Soviet republics -~ signed.
an economic cooperation accord.

SR

EC LEADERS GATHERED for a sum-
mit kel ds fauy ar o AT

Portugal, which holds the EC’s rotating
presidency, said the Lisbon summit Friday
and Saturday would seek to clarify the
Maastricht treaty which Danish voters
rejected in a referendum. But Denmark's
Prime Minister Schlueter, demanding new
political and economic content, said his
country would not hold a new referendum on
the accord. Separately, Germany's 16 states
agreed on a constitutional amendment to
increase their power in EC affairs, paving
the way for Germany to ratify the Maas-
tricht treaty. Major, meanwhile, said Brit-
ain likely will support Delors's reappoint-
ment as EC Commission president.

Belgium is blocking an agreement to
choose_sites for new EC institutions
including the forerunner of the Euro-
Dean central bank, sources said.

*

Serb fighters said they would cease firing
on non-military targets in Sarajevo and
place their heavy weapons under U.N.
observation. But EC mediator Lord Car-
rington called the peace talks in Strasbourg
“‘disheartening” and Bosnia-Herzegovina
said it was less optimistic than before.

P

Israeli Defense Minister Arens said he is
quitting politics. His departure opens the
way for a battle of succession in the ruling
Likud party, defeated by Labor in Tues-
day’s election. Prime Minister Shamir has
indicated he too will retire soon.

* %

The U.S. House approved a $13.8 billion
foreign-aid bill that includes assistance to
the former Soviet Union. The bill now will go
to the Senate. The Bush administration had
complained that the money in the bill—
nearly $1.3 billion below the amount it
requested —was inadequate to support the
transition to democracy and free markets
around the world.

* x x

Prosecutors in the U.S. said that addi-
tional indictments in the 1985 arms-for-hos-
tages Iran-Contra affair are possible this
summer and that ‘‘we are attempting to
determine whether officials at the' highest
level of government” broke the law.

*

The ANC ordered its officials world-wide
to hold vigils and boycott South African
products June 29 to mourn victims of last
week’s township massacre. The U.S. Em-
bassy in Johannesburg said it will observe
the day of mourning and urged
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Young Russian Writer

Is Said to Produce

L A, Astansshigo Nack
S O

His Unparalleled Achievement

Is Compared to Tolstoy’s;
Next Up: Anna Coca-Cola?

By ADt IGNATIUS

Staff Reporter
MOSCOW-Vitaly Klimakhin dropped
out of high school last autumn to become a

For m
17-year-old sat hunched over his desk in a
dacha deep in the countryside, crafting his
masterpiece in careful long-hand. Finally,
he completed his work —arguably the most
boring piece of fiction ever attempted. It
consists of just one word —Ford - repeated
400,000 times.

That's close to the length of War and
Peace, Leo Tolstoy's epic, though the plot is
less complex. Mr. Klimakhin's novel partic-
ularly bogs down in the middle.

But, as a writer, Mr. Klimakhin longs for
respect. ‘‘My work,” he says, “is able to
provoke a whole range of emotions in
people. Some think it's just stupid. Others
take it a bit more seriously.”

The Russian edition of the Guinness Bmk
of Records, for one, was impressed. After
carefully examining the 704 Ford-filled

pages that the clean-cut Mr. Klimakhin
carefully paper-clipped together, the editors
created an award category for the young
man: the most times a single word has been
written in one place.

““Vitaly iS a great writer - from a physi-
cal point of view, that is,” says Elena
Borisova, the record book’s deputy editor.

For 107 days, culminating last
Christmas, Mr. Klimakhin persevered,
writing on average 10 hours a day. He began
slowly. On the first day, he managed to
write “Ford” only 2,000 times. But in the
final weeks of the project—by far his most
creative period—he was achieving daily
output of up to 9,500 words.

“It's kind of hard to explain,” he says,
“‘but it's very complicated writing the same
word over and over again.”

During all of this, Mr. Klimakhin went
through 50 ball-point pens. He lost most of
his friends — “They just like to getdrunk and
hang out in discos” ~and developed stom-
ach problems. Nanelheless 5 says with
pride, I never mi aword.”

of talks on ending apartheid.
* % *

An explosion in London shook the finan-
cial district, but police said no one was
injured. Police said the IRA telephoned a
warning after the blast.

PR

The German parliament began an emo-
tive debate on a new abortion law that seeks
to reconcile strict regulations in western
Germany with the more liberal rules still in
effect in former East Germany. The debate
was likely to divide the ruling coalition.

PR

Italy’s former communists refused to
Joln Amato’s coalition after 45 years out of
power, leaving the prime minister designate
with a thin majority. The leadership of the
Democratic Party of the Left voted to
remain in opposition, saying Amato’s
four-party coalition ignored a large protest
vote in April elections. -

PR

The Dutch lower house ratified the
Schengen agreement which alms to lift
border controls between eight of the 12 EC
countries, starting Jan. 1. The upper cham-
ber is expected to ratify the accord later this
year. Before the agreement can take effect
the five original Schengen signatories— Bel-
gium, France, Germany, Luxembourg and
the Netherlands— must ratify it. Since the
agreement was signed in 1965, Italy, Spain
and Portugal have joined the group.

* % x

The U.S. space shuttle Columbia blasted
off, carrying seven astronauts for the
longest shuttle mission yet. The mission will
last 13 days, which NASA hopes will lead to
lengthy stays in space.

For weeks, he hid his project from the
prying eyes of outsiders. When friends or
family members came into his room, he
would slip his notebooks into his desk
pretend to be deep in thought.

my parents would under-
stand,” limakhin says, explaining his
initial secrecy ““They don’t take this kind of
stuff seriously.” Indeed, his parents, who
are both factory workers in central Russia’s
Bashirsky region, urged him to stick to his
studies. ““You know how parents can be,” he
says with a sigh. "I think they realize now
that what I accomplished was important;

Engllsh select the word Ford" “Well, I like
Ford cars, especially the Taurus,” he says,
adding: “‘Maybe Ford will give me some
money or something.”

In Dearborn, Michigan, a Ford Motor Co.
spokeswoman offers no cash but does find
the genesis of Mr. Klimakhin's work intrigu-
ing. She says: ‘A Ford is aFord is a Ford.”

Guinness didn’t provide cash either, but
it did give Mr. Klimakhin a certificate, “I
meet applicants every day,” says Ms.
Borisova, the editor. “Every second or third
one is crazy, but perhaps in a good way.”

After receiving the certificate, Mr. Kli-
makhin visits the Moscow office of an
American journalist, who asks
demonstrate his award-winning techmqne
He writes “Ford” once, then again, then
continues, speedily churning out enough
Fords to fill up several lines of notebook
paper. “Once I start, I just can't stop,” he
says, flashing an embarrassed grin.

. Klimakhin is secretive about future
pmjects When pressed, he'll say only khst
he has big plans for the word “Coca-Col

TODAY’S CONTENTS

kulmgs. but she pleads for
“There was a mood in the country,” she
says. “Fur 70 years, there were always
enemies among us. You must wonder how
it is possible that people live in the sorts of
circumstances we endure: If things were
bad, we still believed we lived better than
you. If a Russian is beaten up for 364 days a
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DOWN THE

OB RIVER

SIBERIAN JOURNEY:

A Fre-Week Trip Down the Ob Rwer Reveals
The Secrets and Scars of Russia’s Tragic Past

Co: ntinued From First Page
year anci for one day a year he's
Stroked, 1 hen he forgives everything else.
We const antly live in hope, waiting for
something { better.”

At the Source

The ex 'peditmn into Siberia begins in
Chuvashkia, a on the Tom
River, wh ich fe!ds the Ob 320 kilometers
from the N Tongolian border. In our group are
five journ alists from- three countries and
three ecolc )gists studying the environmental
toll of Soviet rule. Our leader, Vlac
Sukhatsky , a radio correspondent and entre-
preneur, | 1as chartered a 42-meter boat,
but the riv. er is shallow here, so the first leg
of our trip will be by van. In the bright light
of an earl y morning we gather to start
north, follo wing the current.

This is the land of the native Shorish
people, wh o have lived around Chuvashka
for more tl han 400 years. It was here that
Russian e kplorers conquered their own
Indians an d then dug some of the richest
coal mines in the world.

Our rec eption committee is a drunken
fisherman, Viktor Sergeyev, who weaves
uncertainly toward us in oversized green
rubber boo ts. “You must finally be here
with the giravel,” he says, noting that
the local ro ad is impassable without it. His
stale breatk | reeks of vodka, and the whites
of his foggy/ eyes are blood-red.

““We aski 2d for the gravel two years ago,
S0 you are late, but we are still happy to
have it,”” h e says, not imagining anyone
would come here for anything but official
purposes.

Like othe:r Shors, Mr. Sergeyev, whose
looks resem ble those of Native Americans,
speaks a T urkic language left by one of
many sets (of invaders. When I say that 1
am Americ an, he brightens and lets out a
long whistl e, figuring that the U.S. has
even more gravel than Moscow.

Before ¢ ommunism pushed aside Shorish
beliefs and Stalin imprisoned the natives'
leaders, the : Shors worshiped nature so that
the trees would bear fruit and the river fish.
Every yea, when the ice melted and fish
were found still alive, they gave thanks for
the miracle ;. For some time now, the Shors
have worri 2d that their people may one day
die out. In 1990, the Shors and members of
the 36 othe r Siberian nadvE'Rlena)les num-
bered only about 500, oritheir:

Wmﬂm > ]ﬁhn. a 40-year-old farmer

in nne of a dozen log homes in the
m?e"f?e lates the Shors’ sltuauon to um
of Amerizan Indians as portrayed by
James Fer 1imore Cooper. ** ‘The Last of I.he
Mohicans' influenced me greatly,” he
says. “Like the Mohicans, we too are
on the bor der of extinction. It is almost too

by independence struggles
dsewhere the Shors and six tribal cousins
areldem; the return of Shorish
land. They say they will settle for a 5%
share of the revenue from the region's
mines, m:any of which are on their former
tol

un""Fo?’g! at it," says Gennady Poleshuk,
director ©f the Ratspatskaya coal mine in
Mezhdure :chensk, 64 kilometers down river
from Chu vashka. He and the 5,300 workers
at the mi ne don't intend to give away their
profits to| a powerless people.

Mr. Poleshuk’s mine is the largest in
Russia aind the jewel of the Kuzbass prov-
ince, an industrial region the size of Indi-
ana. What the director wants instead of
Shorish | >artners is an American investor.
So he of fers a look at the b

A coo | wind carries the bitter, wet taste

Ratspats kaya
slogs Xhl toug‘h black puddles toward work.
“We hac | a disaster in 1981,” says the safety
chief, A natoly Mikhalin, A gas explosion
killed 20 men. “They put their coats
over the: gas-sensing gear so they wouldn't
have to stop work and miss their bonuses
for excizeding the plan.”

Aftel a tour of the shaft, we come upon
a sectiom blocked by a collapsed roof. The
only ex it is a hole barely large enopgh to
crawl t hrough. On the other side, a miner
putting up a new support beam shrugs that
the cay/e-in is simply part of life under-
ground . “When miners are pensioned at
age50,' " he says, "Lhey live just a few more
days b efore they die.’

We ride out of the shaft on a conveyor
belt wiith a load of coal, and Mr. Poleshuk
dnvites his guest for tea in his office. Here,
he sta rts his pitch. He quotes figures and
offers a 30% stake in the company if a
Weste:m partner agrees to buy some
new e quipment for the mine. The partner,
he ins  ists, will surely reap a 300% return on
invest ment in the first year. He thumps the
table ' with the flat of h]x hand. “Where else
can y ou match that?"

LA charcoal drawing of Lenin hangs
lncnny gruously over his head, watching Mr
les huk's dance with capitalism. Igor
ana kin, the mine’s deputy engineer,
glanc es over his shoulder at the drawing.
“Let hang,” he says. ‘“When we
Delierve in God, we will hang up
Lenir |'s place. But this is a time for hesltat—
ing iin one's beliefs.”

Splendid Isolation

W'e board our boat about 640 kilometers
down): the Tom, roughly 80 kilometers before
it flows into the Ob River. Here stands
‘Tom:;k 7, the old Soviet Union's key facility
for th1e production of weapons-grade pluto-
nium . But from the river bank, Tomsk 7
looks more like a concentration camp than
acity . Two electronically monitored fences
sepai ate it from the sandy beach, and
arme:d interior ministry soldiers march on

v »

a no man's land between them.

The only foreign visitors to enter its
gates before us were Frenchmen negotiat-
ing a deal to emrich fuel for use in
French nuclear energy plants. With the
nuclear weapons business in a downturn,
‘Tomsk 7 is looking for new customers — and
a new image. Hence the city's
!ors have approved our visit fo the cuy ni
100,

Tomsk T's nuclear facilities, which in-
clude five graphite reactors, a uranium
enrichment plant and a plutonium extrac-
tion facility, are known euphemistically as
the Siberian Chemical Facmry “We Bre
entering a closed area,” says
troshchev, the deputy director of the planc
as he directs our bus down Victory Street,
onto Communist Prospekt and then along
Lenin Street past three cinemas, two music
schools, an artists’ institute, two technical
universities and numerous specialized li-
braries. The city is modern, its shops
surprisingly well-stocked.

The reactors and enrichment plants
remain off limits, but not so the people of
Tomsk 7. Two young mothers are in line
waiting for coffee and chocolates. They

each move the climate has grown harsher
and als and fish less plentiful.

The oil geologists began _exploring
near here in February 1991. But an old
hunter took eight of them hostage and
escorted them overland back to Surgut. No
more exploration should take place on

anty lands, he told their company,
without the approval of the native peoples’
elected councils.

In the new age of democracy, local
ecologists from the Surgut area joined
forces with the natives for the first time.
The regional council voted that exploration
would be halted until the oil men could

an agreement with the natives.
News of the old man's courage spread
quickly; the Khants considered it one of
the few historical bright points since their
culture began its decline after Yermak the
Congqueror led the first Russian Cossacks
to Lhe WESt Siberian plain in 1582.
sorry the men are not here,” says
Mrs Davola shen foit Khanty guide, a
local historian, finally coaxes her out of
her tepee. “They are better
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shaman’s home, Sibei

it, and then burned part of his face away,”
he says proudly. The others agree that the
Tesult is a convincing copy.

The engines of the boat are idling
when I return to the harbor. The Russian

wild, vast spaces of northwest Siberia.
The most important supplies go in
the storage vault in the bottom of the
boat: 160 bottles of vodka, the currency in
the regions ahead where rubles are worth-

"He points to the
fuel tank and says
he will put &
bullet into it,

wear stylish pastel copied
from patterns in Western magazines. They
are worried, they say, that the end of the
Cold War will prompt an opening in the
‘wall that protects their consumer supplies.
“If we opened our borders, there would be
nothing left” in the shops, says Svetlana
Matveyeva. Her husband, a policeman,
says the security fence helps control
crime. She's pleased it prevents unwanted
visits from relatives, who need special
permits to enter.

At a beach a short drive from the shop,
soldiers armed with AK47s guard a check-
point beside a gate that allows residents to
pass through the two high fences: that ring
the city. The perimeter is e]ecr.ronlca.lly
‘monitored, but the fences’ sensors are more
often set off by the wind or a stray
beach ball.

At a snack bar inside the checkpoint, a
dozen young boys, upon hearing English,
gather Tound.

“I want to go to New York,” shouts
one.
“There's a Big Ben there,” squeals
another.

“No, that's London,” says a third.
“New York has bandits. Doesn’t it have
bandits?"

The questions roll one over another.
How big are the skyscrapers? How many
cars does every family have?

“Pokyo is in America,” says one of the

dren.

“No, Pokyo is in Japan,” another cor-
rects. “America is where the Ninja Turtles
live.

Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles pen-
etrated the barriers of Tomsk 7 before the
first American did. One of the boys de-
scribes how he converted a toy rubber
soldier into the sort of Ninja Turtle
character he had seen on television. “I
took some black tape, covered him up with

9y

blowing up the
whole boat if we
don't give him our

Clockwise from top rlght; Snar woman carrying
water, Knanty boy and tepee, outside the

n sisters at play, and the

ruins of Vorkuta's gulag

nearly half of the region. But as
the timber was harvested, and
road construction backed up
water, the swamps began to
spread. By 1990, Western Sibe-
ria's oil fields were generating
nearly 80% of the Soviet Union's.
hard-currency earnings. But the oil men had
also left deep scars.

The helicopter crosses from the green
swampland to the scorched earth of a
recently burned forest. Discarded vodka
bottles, which act as magmlying glasses
for the sun’s rays, often blamed for
fires here. The land.scape looks devastated.
Tree trunks are scattered about like
blackened toothpicks.

Aleksandr Kalashnik, a local business-
‘man who is our escort, orders the chopper
to land in a clearing. “I want an American
company to come and take this wood
before it goes bad and is filled with insects,"”
he says. He walks over to a stack of freshly
cut tree trunks. They remained standing
after the fire, but their roots were destroyed
50 they are being harvested. He sinks a
hatchet into one to prove that the product is
only char-broiled; the meat inside is yellow
and healthy. “I've got 36 million cubic
‘meters of very good timber,”" he says. “Be
the first to come to Siberia and we’ll treat
you right.”

Our dreamy flight over nature has
become a fire sale.

Building an Empire
The next morning, after a 112-kilometer
tri]

‘warm water.'"

less and dollars haven't yet found a market.
One bottle can buy seven kilos of fish,
15 can get us an engine for a cane.
The price for aday in a helicopter is 10 to m

ottles. ‘“The to the north is drunk,
says Mr. Suk!mxky smiling: cmuked.ly

God's Unfinished Work

After a few days, our boat drops
anchor in Aleksandrovskoye, 1,120 kilome-
ters into our voyage. After some bartering,
we rent a helicopter that takes us over the
largest connected swamplands in the world,
stretching over an area three times the
size of Afghanistan. Scientists know the
area as the West Siberian geological plat-
form. The locals, however, call it Bozhia
Nedodel'ka, or “God's Unfinished Work,” a
place where God forgot to separate the land
from the

From abave the great swamplands
look like a Japanese garden of epic dimen-
sions: bloated brooks and wide
streams, stretches of twisted dwarf birches,
and mossy turf and bogs in different shades.
of reen, yellow and

til the ol men m: thelr first gusher in

Lhe reglon in 1960, the balance was about
even between the swamps and the conifer-
ous forest called taiga, which made up

the boat docks in Nizhne-
vartovsk, a gray city of low-rise buildings
in the center of West Siberian oil country.
Nearby is Samotlor Lake, under which lies
the largest single oil discovery in Russia,
and one of the largest in the world.

‘Among the oil pioneers here were Nikolai
Ivanov and his friend Evgeny Balshagin.
They accepted modest salaries and long
hours in the belief they were building
socialism. Their crews often ignored leaks
in pipes or repaired them haphazardly
to keep production up and please the
central planners. ‘‘Tons, tons, tons,” says
Mr. Balshagin. “We never counted money
or nature. We only counted kilometers of
pipeline and tons of oil.”

Early on, the state decided to send oil,
‘water and gas together in pipes to shipment
points. Everywhere else in the world,
these elements e shipped separately,
Mr. Balsha The result in the
Soviet Union was a hlghly sulfurous mixture
that eroded pipes prematurely and spilled
oil across the land. In 1990 alone, pipes burst
some 2,000 times.

The Siberian oil men at first sus-
pected Western sabotage when the German-
made pipes gave way. Then it became
clear that the fault was their own.

Today, Mr. Balshagin worries about
what the ofl workers have bequeathed
nature. Huge lakes of excess oil spot the
landscape, seeping into the ground and
killing trees and fish. “‘Our ecology is
destroyed,” he says. “And 10 years won't

)

Paul Baballowsky

be enough to repair it. Even if we shut
down every oil field, we'd never get nature
back. We've spent a lot of labor in this
region, and I.suppose we don't have
S0 much to show for it. We have lost our
youth here.”

The two oil men are sesking salvation
through Western investment and know-how.
They have started a joint venture with the
French to build pipes that resist corrosion.
They've hired an Italian company to help
clean up the spills.

To escape the unhappy present, the two
men talk of the early years, when only the
boldest Russians came to the cold region.
‘They built log roads to drilling sites and ate
berries from the forests and fish from the
clear streams. Mr. Balshagin remembers
how the cold would often force them to
close the school. “To know when to shut
dovm, feachers hammered nails across the
room, one in each floorboard. When
elghth nail into the room had frost on it,
they would close the school for the day.”

Mr. Ivanov laughs about the time Mr.
Balshagin was painting a large sign extol-
ling Marxism-Leninism. Mr. Balshagin
abandoned his work for lunch and returned
to find what he thought was one of his
workers, in a fur coat, asleep atop one of
the freshly painted giant letters. When Mr.
Balshagin drew closer to awaken the
worker, he saw the fur coat was the real
thing and the bear began to stir. Mr.

alshagin sprinted back to the cempat a!up a
pipeline, the only path over the

When he returned a ltle Iater with M.
Ivanoy anda rifle, only the bear's footprints
remained, in Communist red across the
sign. “So we put it up that way,” laughs
Mr. Ivanov, slapping his friend on the
back.

Tepees in the Swamp

Down river lies the modern oil city of
Surgut, where we rent a helicopter and fly
160 kilometers to a native settlement
seemingly lost in time. As our orange
chopper slowly descends, reindeer scatter
and the smoke from a nearhy fire, built to
keep the mosquitoes and deer flies at bay,
switls over the campground.

A dark-skinned woman in colorful native
dress scoops up a little boy and girl and
runs for the only cover available, one of
two tepees huddled together on a small
plece of moist, peaty turf between two
lakes. The chopper hovers just above
the spongy ground and drops us off,
away to refuel while we investigate the life
of the Khanty native people, the aborigines
of Russm s rlchest oil region.

t Khanty women, Alexan-
dra Davola lives far north of where
she was born. She has moved repeatedly
to stay a step ahead of the oil men. With

talkers than I am."” She stutters
nervobsly in Khanty, a Finno-
Ugric language distantly re-
lated to Hungarian, Estonian
and Finnish. Her two eldest
daughters, she says, have taken
the two dugout canoes to visit
the neighbors a half day's
travel away.

She is one of only a few
hundred of the Khan
Mansi peoples still living the
life of their forebears. Their
numbers have been shrinking,
as alcoholism, disease and des-
peration take their toll.

“The Russians came like
grasshoppers,” says Mrs. Da-
vola. “And like grasshoppers,
they didn't do as much good as
harm.” Their oil polluted the
land and they shot game from
their snowmobiles and helicop-
ters, often leaving the car-
casses behind because they
were too much trouble to pick
up. Reindeer, which the Khants
ralse for meat and skins, were

ft to rot. Mrs. Davola winces
asshe mhnlcs the sound of the snowmobiles.

“BRRRRR."

‘Gorard Jacobs

The arrival of outsiders has affected
even the most secret corners of native life.
At one stop on the trip, a man who says tie
is a Khanty shaman, or holy man, offers to
show me his altar. “But we can't go empty
handed,” says Boris Rusmilenko, suggest-
ing a bottle of vodka would' be a good
offering.

Does God drink?

“God doesnt drink,” he says.
drink f L

A smm boat ride brings us to
embankment, which the shaman clunbs
unsteadily. Before us is his Holy Place: a
birch tree wl!h two empty vodka bottles

s bt Braniches. M. Rus

digs up cmns buried as uﬂernlr;lse n:‘;‘;
the tree's base and i collects others hanging
in cloth from its trunk. On the side of the
tree are hatchet gashes. “A clean ;put
means you will go on living and a bagsene
means you will die soon,” he says, showing
his own perfect mark and a flawed one los
by a fisherman who shortly thereatter
drowned in the Ob's cold spring waters,

The shaman sprinkles some vodka on
the ground around the tree as a sort of
tithe, then brings the rest to a nearby
clearing. He instructs me to take a swig
with him and then rotate around once “in
the direction the sun turns.”” On the boat
ride back, he takes a couple more swigs,
without any ritual.

Dodge City

We sail for two days down river to the
small village of Vanzevat where, just after
dawn, Khanty natives attack our ship in
their fishing boats. Leading the assault is a.
fisherman in a soiled orange T-shirt, who
has a gauze patch hanging precariously
over his left eye. A leather bandolier is
slung over his shoulder, and he brandishes
an old rifle. He demands that we turn over
our vodka-—and any other alcoholic fluids,
including men’s cologme.

One of our organizers, Izvestia corre-
spondent Viktor Kostukovsky, pulls out his

and trains it on the fishing hwt
“You are drunk, so you might miss,"
says. “‘But I can start you on fire with ‘Ns
gun and my aim is much better.”

Two of the onewyed man's friends
wrestle the rifle from his hands and
persuade him to retreat. “We'll be back
after sundown,” says the pirate before he
leaves. At this northerly point of the Ob
River, that gives us until about 3 a.m. He
points to the fuel tank and says he willput a
bullet into it, blowing up the whole boat if
we don't give him our “warm water."”

The deputy chief of the local state

farm, who the de facto sher-
iff, comes aboard to reassure us.
‘were just testing you,” says Alexei wbln.
““They are just curious about your ship.
Once you stand up to them, they back
down-most of the time."

By 2 am, the pirates haven't attacked
again, but the Russian administrators of the
town certainly have: They've boarded our
boat and are guzling away with our
Russian organizers. By morning, they have
consumed much of the vodka. We are
running low on the currency, but we are also
Just 320 kilometers from our journey's end.
Ahead lies the Ob Bay, which feeds the Kara
Sea of the Arctic Ocean.

Thinking of Jack London

Two days later, we dock in Salekhard,
the last major town on the Ob. Here
1 leave the boat behind and board a train
that will carry me the final distance of the
expedition to Vorkuta, the site of some Of
Stalin's cruelest prison camps, situated in
frigid desolation across the Urals 160
kilometers north of the Arctic Circle.

High above the tracks in the engineer’s
cabin, Nikolai Choyvyba sees danger signs
and hjts the brakes, slowing to a crawl He
swears at the uneven tracks, built four
decades earlier by prisoners. “They should
dig them up and start all over,” says Mr.
Choyvyba, sticking his blackened fingers
into a jar of pickled mushrrmnu and
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