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1

Why is it so cold in this Siberia of yours?” 
“Cos that’s the way God wants it!” replies the coach driver.* 

Yes, it’s May now, and by this time in European Russia, the woods 
are turning green and the nightingales are pouring out their songs, 
while in the south the acacia and lilac have been in blossom for ages 
already, yet here, along the road from Tyumen to Tomsk, the earth is 
brown, the forests are bare, there is dull ice on the lakes, and snow still 
lying on the shores and in the gullies.

But to make up for this, never in my life have I seen such a vast 
number of wildfowl. I catch sight of wild ducks walking on the 
ground, swimming in the pools and roadside ditches, constantly flut-
tering almost right up to my carriage, and flying lazily off into the 
birch woods. Amidst the silence, a familiar melodious sound rings 
out, you glance up and see high above your head a pair of cranes, and 
for some reason you’re overcome by melancholy. Two wild geese have 
flown across, a row of beautiful swans, white as snow, sweep over… 
woodcocks wail all around, seagulls squall…

We overtake two carts covered with hoods, and a crowd of country-
men and women. They are migrants.*

“What province are you from?”
“Kursk.”
Right at the back trudges a peasant who is unlike the others. He is 

clean-shaven, has a grey moustache and is carrying some kind of mys-
tifying valve behind him in a piece of coarse woollen cloth; under his 
armpits are a couple of violins, wrapped up in shawls. There’s no need 
to ask who he is or where he got these violins from. A ne’er-do-well, 
volatile, sickly, sensitive to the cold, not unattracted to a few drops 
of vodka, and timid, he has lived his entire life as a superfluous and 
unnecessary person, first in his father’s house, then with his brother. 

“

From Siberia*
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They have never got him set up on his own, never married him off. A 
worthless human being! At work he would freeze, he would get tipsy 
from two wineglasses full of hard drink, would come out with nothing 
but idle chatter, and knew only how to play the violin and romp about 
with the kids on the stove.* He would play in dives of pubs, at wed-
dings and out in the fields, and my God! how he could play! But then 
his brother sold up the cabin,* the cattle and all the household goods, 
and is now off with his family to remote Siberia… And the bachelor is 
going too – he has nowhere else to go. He’s taking the two violins with 
him as well. And when they arrive on the spot, he will begin to freeze 
from the Siberian cold, will wither away, and die gently, silently, so that 
nobody will notice, and his violins, which once made his native village 
feel gay and mournful, will go for tuppence to some clerk from their 
new area, or to an exile; the clerk’s children will rip out the strings, 
snap the bridge, fill the inside with water… Please go back, Uncle!

I saw the migrants again when I took the steamer along the Kama.* 
I recall one peasant man of about forty with a light-brown beard; he 
was sitting on a bench on the ship; at his feet were sacks containing 
his domestic bits and pieces, while on the sacks lay children in bast 
sandals,* huddling together against the sharp, chill wind which was 
blowing from the deserted bank of the Kama. His face expressed the 
thought: “I’m resigned to it all now.” There was mockery in his eyes, 
but this mockery was directed inwards, onto his soul, onto his past life, 
which had so cruelly cheated him.

“It won’t get any worse!” he would say, and smile with his upper lip 
alone.

In response to this, you would remain silent and put no questions to 
him about anything, but a minute later he would repeat:

“It won’t get any worse!”
“It will get worse!” a nasty ginger lout who was not a migrant would 

reply from another bench, with a pointed glance.
These people traipsing along the roadway around their carts are 

doing so in silence. Their faces are earnest, intense… I gaze at them 
and think: “To cut loose from a life which seems to be going unusually 
badly, and to sacrifice for this one’s own locality, one’s beloved domes-
tic nest, can only be done by an exceptional human being, a hero…”

Then, a little later, we overtake a party of convicts walking to Siberia. 
Shackles jingling, a group of thirty to forty prisoners is going along the 
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road, soldiers with rifles at their sides, and behind, two carts. One pris-
oner resembles an Armenian priest; another, tall, with an aquiline nose 
and a large forehead, I seem to have seen in a chemist’s shop somewhere 
serving behind the counter; and a third has a pallid, emaciated and 
grave face, like a monk on a long fast. There is not time to take all of 
them in. The prisoners and the soldiers are exhausted; the road is bad, 
they have no strength to carry on… There are still ten versts* to go to 
the village where they will spend the night. And when they do arrive 
there, they will hastily get some food down them, have a drink of brick 
tea,* and straight away doss down to sleep – and instantly bedbugs will 
swarm all over them – the most bitter and invincible foe of those who 
are utterly worn out and who desperately wish to sleep.

In the evening the ground begins to freeze over, and the mud turns 
to hummocks. My hooded sledge bucks, crashes, and screeches diverse 
notes from bass to soprano. But it’s cold. There is not a dwelling, not 
a single traveller coming in the other direction… Nothing stirs in the 
dim air, nothing makes a sound; the only thing that can be heard is 
my sledge bumping over the frozen earth, and when you try to light 
up a cigarette, along the roadway two or three ducks flap up, aroused 
by the flame.

We come to a river. We shall have to cross over by ferry. On the bank 
there is not a soul.

“They’ve gone rowing off to the other side, a pox on their souls!” 
says the sledge driver. “Come on, Yer Honour, let’s roar.”

To cry out with pain, to weep, to call for help or to call out in gen-
eral are all known as “roaring” here, and so in Siberia not only beasts 
roar, but sparrows and mice as well.

“When a cat gets it, it roars,” they will say about a mouse.
We begin to roar. The river is broad, and in the darkness the other 

bank cannot be seen. From the dampness of the river your feet freeze, 
then your legs, and then your entire body…We carry on roaring for 
half an hour, and still no ferry. We swiftly grow thoroughly fed up 
with the water and the stars strewing the sky, and with this sombre, 
grave-like silence. Out of boredom I strike up a conversation with my 
elderly driver, and learn that he has been married sixteen years, that 
he has had eighteen children, of whom only three have died, and that 
his father and mother are still alive; that his father and mother are 
kirzhaks, that is to say, religious dissenters, that they do not smoke and 
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have never seen a single town in their lives except for Ishim,* but that 
he, the old driver, as a young man, allowed himself to mess around a 
bit, and smoked. I discover from him that in this dark and grim river, 
sterlets, nelmas,* burbots and pike are to be found, but that there is 
nowhere to fish from and nothing to fish with.

But at last a rhythmical splashing becomes audible, and on the river 
something dark and clumsy appears. It’s the ferry. It has the appear-
ance of a small barge; there are five oarsmen, and the two oars of each 
of them, with their broad blades, look like crayfish’s pincers.

On pulling into the bank, the first thing the oarsmen do is to set 
about abusing each other. They swear with malevolence, for no reason 
at all, and obviously in a half-asleep state. Listening to their choice 
vituperation, you might think that not only my driver, the horses and 
they themselves, but even the water, the ferry and the oars, have moth-
ers.* The gentlest and most inoffensive piece of abuse with the oars-
men is “A pox on you!” or “Pox pustules in yer gob!” Which particular 
pox is desired I fail to understand, although I do make enquiries. I 
am dressed in a sheepskin jacket and high boots, and have a cap on; 
in the darkness it is not clear that I am a “Your Honour”, and one of 
the oarsmen hollers at me raucously: “Oy you, yer pox-ulcer, whad-
dya doin’ standin’ about, gawpin’ with yer mouth wide open? Get that 
side-’orse un’arnessed!”

We drive onto the ferry… The boatmen, swearing away, take to the 
oars. These are not local country-people, but exiles, sent here under 
sentence by society for a depraved life. In the village they have been 
assigned to, they simply cannot exist; it’s tedious, they don’t know 
how to till the soil, or have lost the knack of it, and anyway land not 
in one’s home region is not pleasant to work on, and so they have 
come here to work on the ferry. Their faces are haggard, exhausted 
and battered.

And what expressions on their faces! It’s obvious that these people, 
while sailing here on the prisoners’ barges, were manacled together 
in chains, and while they were making their way in a chain gang on 
foot over the main highways, spending the night in cabins where their 
bodies were intolerably nipped by bugs, they became numbed to the 
marrow of their bones, and now, hanging around day and night in cold 
water, and seeing nothing except barren banks, they have lost for ever 
what warmth they did once have, and only one thing now remains in 
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life for them – vodka, sluts, more sluts, more vodka. In this world, they 
are no longer human beings but wild beasts, while in the view of the 
old man, my driver, in the next world it will be even worse for them 
– for their sins they will go to hell.

2

On the night of 5th may I am being driven our of the sizeable 
village of Abatskoye, 375 versts from Tyumen, by an elderly man 

about sixty years old; shortly before harnessing the horses, he had had a 
good steaming in the village bathhouse and applied cupping glasses to 
himself. What were the cupping glasses for? He tells me he had an ache 
in the small of his back. He is unusually perky for his age, and is spry and 
voluble, but he walks with difficulty; apparently he has dorsal tabes.* 

I am sitting in a tarantas* pulled by a pair of horses. The old man 
swings his whip and shouts, although he no longer bellows as he did 
previously, but simply groans and moans like an Egyptian dove.*

Along the margins of the roads and far off on the horizon, serpent-
shaped fires are blazing; this is last year’s grass, which they set fire to 
intentionally here. It is damp and does not easily yield to the flames, 
and so the fiery serpents crawl along slowly, now splitting off into 
patches, now dying away, and then flaring up afresh. The fires throw 
out showers of sparks, and over each of them hangs a white cloud of 
smoke.

It’s a beautiful sight when a fire suddenly seizes some tall grass; 
a column of flame a sazhen* high rises above the ground, casting 
towards the heavens a large puff of smoke, and instantly collapsing, 
as if wishing the earth would open and swallow it up. It is still more 
beautiful when the little snakes of flame worm their way through a 
birch wood; the entire forest is lit up from end to end, the white boles 
distinctly visible, while the shadows of the birch trees are iridescent 
with speckles. Illuminations such as these are just a little scary.

Straight towards us, at full tilt, thundering over the hummocks, is 
heading a mail troika.* The old man hastily swings to the right, and 
instantly there flashes past us the enormous and weighty mail troika, 
in which the driver for the return journey is sitting. But suddenly a new 
din resounds: straight towards us another mail troika is heading, also 



sakhalin island

�

at top speed. We hurriedly swing right, but, to my huge perplexity and 
terror, the troika swings, for some reason, not to the right, but to the 
left, and flies straight at us. And what if we collide? Hardly have I had 
time to put that question to myself, when a crashing sound rings out, 
and our pair of horses and the mail troika are mixed together in one 
dark pile. The tarantas is rearing up on end and I am plunging to the 
ground, with my cases and bundles on top of me… While I am lying, 
thoroughly shaken up, on the ground, I hear a third troika making 
towards us… “Well,” I think, “this one’ll finish me off for sure.” But, 
thank God, I have not broken anything, am not seriously hurt, and can 
stand up. I leap up, rush aside, and bellow at the top of my voice:

“Stop, stop!”
From the bottom of the empty post-cart a figure arises and grasps 

the reins, and the third troika comes to a halt almost on top of my 
belongings.

A couple of minutes pass in silence. There is a kind of dull bewilder-
ment, as if none of us can understand what has happened. The shafts 
are smashed, the harness snapped, the shaft-bow from which the bells 
hung is lying on the earth, and the horses are breathing heavily; the old 
man, sighing and groaning, gets up off the ground; the first two troikas 
have come back, and a fourth troika is approaching now, and a fifth…

Then commences the most ferocious abuse.
“Pox take you!” screams the coachman who had collided with us. 

“Pox pustules in yer gob! Where were you keeping yer eyes, you old 
dog?” “And just whose fault was it?” shouts the old man whiningly. 
“You’re the one to blame, yet you’re the one who’s coming out with all 
this bad language!” As far as can be understood through the swearing, 
the cause of the collision was as follows: five troikas had been heading 
back to Abatskoye, bringing the mails; by law, returning troikas must go 
at a walking pace, but the leading coachman, growing bored and want-
ing to get into the warmth quicker, had driven his horses at full lick, 
while in the following four the drivers had fallen asleep, and there was 
nobody to guide the horses; the remaining four had raced off at full pelt 
after the first one. If I had been sleeping in my tarantas, or if the third 
troika had been tearing along on the very heels of the second, then, of 
course, things would not have worked out so fortunately for me.

The drivers were abusing each other at the tops of their voices, so 
that they must have been heard ten versts away. They swore intolerably. 
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How much wit, malice and mental impurity is expended in concocting 
these vile words and phrases, which have as their purpose the defiling 
and profaning of everything that a man holds holy, dear and worthy 
of love! Only Siberian coachmen and ferrymen know how to curse this 
way, and it is said they have learnt this from the prisoners being led 
into exile. The loudest and most vicious abuser of all the coachmen 
was the one who was to blame.

“Stop this swearing, you blithering idiot!” the old man defends him-
self. “And what if I don’t?” asks the guilty coachman, a youngster of 
nineteen or so, approaching the old man with a threatening look, and 
standing eyeball to eyeball with him. “What if I don’t?”

“You’re not such a clever lad as you think you are!”
“And what if I don’t? You just answer me: what’ll ’appen then? I’ll 

get hold of a bit of that there smashed-up shaft, and smash you up 
with it, you pox pustule!” 

Judging from the tone of the voices, there is going to be a mêlée. 
In the night, just before daybreak, in the middle of this wild cursing 
bunch of savages, in sight of conflagrations near and far devouring the 
grass, but not warming the chilly night air one iota, beside these restive 
and agitated horses, which have huddled together in a bunch neighing, 
I feel the kind of isolation and loneliness it is difficult to describe.

The old man, grumbling and lifting his feet up high – from his ill-
ness – paces around the tarantas and horses, and unfastens, where he 
possibly can, cords and thongs, so as to bind the snapped shaft, then, 
lighting match after match, crawls along the roadway on his belly, 
searching for the trace. Even my baggage straps are utilized. Dawn is 
already breaking in the east, the wild geese have been awake and honk-
ing for ages already, the coach drivers have gone at last, and we are 
still standing in the road carrying out repairs. We are on the point of 
starting off again, but from the fastened shaft – crack! – and we have 
to stop again… and it’s cold! 

Somehow we struggle at a walking pace to a village. We halt by a 
two-storey log cabin.

“Ilya Ivanych, are there any horses here?”
“Yes, there are!” somebody responds hoarsely from behind a win-

dow.
In the cabin I encounter a tall fellow in a red shirt, barefoot, sleepy 

and for some reason smiling drowsily.
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“We’ve beaten the bugs, matey!” he says, scratching and smiling still 
more broadly. “We purposely didn’t heat the bedchamber up. When it’s 
cold they don’t walk.” Here, bugs and cockroaches do not crawl, they 
“walk”; travellers do not travel, but “run”. They ask “Where yer run-
nin’ to, Yer Honour?” This means “Where are you travelling to?”

While they are greasing the sledge and jingling its bells, and while 
Ilya Ivanych – who will be my driver – is dressing, I seek out a comfort-
able spot, lay my head on a sack of something or other – grain, prob-
ably – and am instantly overcome by a deep sleep; right away I start 
dreaming of my own bed, my room, and I dream that I am sitting in 
my own house, at the table, and recounting to my family and friends 
how my coach-and-pair collided with a mail troika; but two or three 
minutes pass and I hear Ilya Ivanych tugging at my sleeve, and saying: 

“Up, mate, ’orses are ready.”
What banter there is over my laziness, over my aversion to the cold, 

which snakes up and down my spine, and the length and breadth of 
my body! We’re off again… Light already, and the sky glows golden 
just before sunrise. The road, the grass in the fields and the forlorn 
young birch trees are covered with hoar frost, as if they have been 
sprinkled with sugar. Somewhere woodcocks are calling…

8th May

3

A long the siberian highway from Tyumen to Tomsk, there are no 
small settlements and no farmsteads, but only large villages sepa-

rated from each other by twenty, twenty-five and even forty versts. One 
doesn’t encounter country estates on the way, since there are no landed 
gentlemen here; neither will you see factories, mills or coaching inns… 
The sole reminders of humankind along the way are the telegraph wires 
moaning in the wind, and the wayside posts at intervals of a verst.

In each village there is a church, and sometimes two; there are also, 
apparently, schools in all the villages. The cabins are of wood, often 
two storeys high, with roofs of board.* By each cabin on the fence or 
on a birch tree stands a starling house, and they are so low that they 
can be reached by hand. Starlings are loved by everybody here, and 
even the cats do not touch them.
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