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“No carpet will soiten bis road, no
smile will he get from the savage
wilderness and scientific discov-
eries will not drop into his hands
of their own accord. Even the first
crumbs of discovery must be paid
for in arduous labour and in count-
less trials, both physical and
moral.”

N. M. PRzZHEVALSKI



I

The expedition leaves for the Far East. Meeting with four-
footed friends. The birth of Kuchum.

o the monotonous hammering of wheels on

rails the train races farther and farther

castwards, past Siberian villages, past the
' white blanket of snow-covered tillage and

grazing land, past groves of birch-trees. Aft-
er deep gullies the hummocky steppe appears suddenly
with its pattern of hare and goat tracks, then the mighty
taiga, the forest primeval, adorned with garlands of
snow, reaches down to the railway line; the engine of
our train, scattering puffs of smoke right and left, races
on with its merry whistle answered by a noisy echo,
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The thin crescent of the moon peeps in through the
frost-patterned windows of the coach. My companions,
exhausted by the preparations that have filled the past
few days, are all fast asleep. I cannot sleep, however, my
thoughts are far, far away. My imagination draws pic-
tures of snow-clad mountain peaks towering high over
deep gorges, raging rivers forcing their way along the
bottoms of gloomy canyons, dense forests, endless
marches, encounters with wild beasts, nights beside the
camp-fire. ...

I got out the canvas-bound notebook that was intended
to serve me as a diary. Not a line of writing, not a sin-
gle drawing marred its fresh pages. And I myself could
not even guess what events might fill up the diary. I
opened the book and wrote in the middle of the first
page:

“My dream has come true, I am on my way
to the shores of the Sea of Okhotsk.
2nd February, 1949.”

The huge territory, bordering on the Sea of Okhotsk
and intersected by the Joogdyr and Joogjoor Ranges and
the eastern end of the Stanovoi Range, has long since
attracted the attention of explorers, although it is only
on rare occasions that geologists have found their way
there. The past has left no grave-mounds or other relics
of ancient or modern civilizations in that part of the
world. The stream of humanity has bypassed this remote
corner of the Far East that never became the scene of
man’s activity. All this only made us the more anxious
to penetrate into a district whose central part was
topographically blank. There was such a paucity of de-
tail on existing maps that they did not give a true picture
of the region and had an unfinished look.

And so we reached the Far East. Our headquarters
was located in the old but otherwise obscure town of
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Zeya. The expedition had been equipped to map the ex-
tensive region bordering on the Sea of Okhotsk, and in-
cluded surveyors, topographers, astronomers, aerial pho-
tographers and geographers.

Working parties would have to erect the beacons of
the triangulation system, take aerial photos of the whole
region, determine the heights of mountain ranges, pla-
teaux and plains, find the sources of rivers, follow exist-
ing paths, investigate the flora, determine the nature of
the soil and collect other information indispensable to
the country’s national economy.

We knew that the task ahead of us would demand the
utmost exertion from all of us. Nobody could guess what
successes and disappointments lay ahead. We were
splendidly equipped, we had powerful modern aircraft
and the latest precision instruments but none of these
things could save us from a direct tussle with nature in
the raw. The majority of us were new to the region. We
did not know the caprices of its climate, we did not know
where there were passes through the mountain ranges
or fords across the rivers, we had no idea of the bounds
of the taiga or where we would meet with swamps. We
knew from experience that work in the field would bring
many changes to our assumptions and calculations and
would confront us with many surprises. There were
problems that would have to be settled right on the spot
to suit the situation and in solving which we could rely
only on ourselves. Savage nature always tries to impress
man with a sense of his own helplessness, but in reality
nature herself is powerless against human intellect,
courage and persistence.

At the expedition headquarters work went on day and
night, food and equipment were being packed and spe-
cial clothing fitted. The clatter of hammers, the rattle of
pots and pans and the endless hum of human voices
merge into one irregular uproar. The busy atmosphere
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of the place might well infect the laziest and arouse the
envy of a seasoned traveller.

Vasily Nikolayevich Mishchenko, my constant compan-
ion in fiiteen years of wandering through the taiga, and
our four-footed friends, Boika and Kuchum, had not yet
arrived. They would arrive at Tygda Station on the Amur
Railway the next day, 10th February.

When we reached the platform the train was already
pulling into the station. With a rattle and clatter the
engine passed the idle, waiting crowd and stopped just
beyond the baggage shed. The dogs were standing on
the plaform of the brake van. “Will they recognize me?”
I wondered, for I had not seen Boika and Kuchum for
the past eight months.

I waited on the platform. While the bales and boxes
were being unloaded the dogs had been tied to the fence.
They were both as black as coal and looked exactly alike
with the same bushy white brows, light breasts and
sprinkled grey stockings on their legs; their curved tails
lay alike on the thick coats of their backs. Kuchum was
a bit bigger than Boika. His long, lithe body was sup-
ported by strong legs, there was a cheeky look about his
face and cunning in the way he screwed up his eyes.
In a tussle with other dogs he had only o show his
fangs for them to get their backs up and then start sniff-
ing round Kuchum, displaying both respect and curi-
osity. Devotion {o people formed part of the nature of
that shaggy beast.

Boika was more reserved, always had a worried look
and was submissive, She was never noticed in camp,
but when she was on the trail of a wild animal she was
unrecognizable! She did her job impetuously and with
precision—nobody knows where she got the agility. At
such moments all the other dogs obeyed her; no sooner
had the danger passed, however, than she would change
again and become quiet, gentle and unnoticeable.
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A noisy bunch of small boys appeared from nowhere
and crowded round the dogs. They pointed to Boika and
Kuchum, squatted down fearfully in front of them, gazed
into their eyes and were gesticulating and arguing furi-
ously about something.

Another lad, a bit older than the others, a boy of
about eleven with his skates under his arm, climbed
over the fence o join them. When the younger boys saw
him they stopped talking and the new-comer, with the
dignity of a judge, examined Kuchum and Boika,
fumbled in the pockets of his sheepskin coat, got out
something edible and threw it to the dogs. I did not hear
what he said to the others but I saw them waving their
hands and making as much noise as a flock of startled
sparrows, all of them trying to prove something to him
at once.

I stood some distance away wondering how I could
make the dogs remember me. A very faint, scarcely per-
ceptible breeze swept along the platform. The dogs were
immediately on the alert, they turned their heads in my
direction and stood still in anticipation. The breeze car-
ried with it the smells of oil, smoke, deal boards, paint,
dried grass and of the hundreds of people who were
around the {rain. What had excited the dogs?

There could be no doubt that they had discovered my
presence. But what a sense of smell was needed to pick
out one particular scent from amongst so many and
after such a long time!

I could not resist walking towards them. Boika and
Kuchum grew more excited. They stretched out towards
and sniffed at every passer-by and wagged their tails.
At last {hey saw me and began barking and howling.

I put my arms round them, said something to them
and they licked my hands, jumped and barked. Only peo-
ple whose dogs have got them out of difficulties can fully
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understand what this meeting with my four-footed
friends meant to me.

After that I went to see Vasily Nikolayevich whom I
had not seen for a long time. This had been our first
parting after many long years of taiga exploration to-
gether. We embraced and shook hands for a long time.

The boys had lelt the dogs and were pressing against
the fence looking at me in amazement.

“Qo0-00! Are they your dogs?” the cheekiest and prob-
ably the youngest of them suddenly called to me, push-
ing his fur cap on the back of his head and adjusting
the school satchel that hung at his side.

* As everybody knows there is no getting rid of a crowd
of boys once they have started an argument.

“Alyosha says those dogs are sheep-dogs and we say
they're not: sheep-dogs have long ears and these are
sleigh-dogs. They are, aren’t they?”

“You and your sleigh-dogs!” put in the boy with the
skates. “Look, they've got white eyebrows, of course
they're sheep-dogs! Not police dogs, mind you, but real
sheep-dogs that look after sheep. I've seen pictures of
them.”

“Those sheep-dogs have mugs like yours, Alyosha!
Only there’s nothing wet under their noses,” said an-
other and the boys all laughed.

“Don’t argue,” I said, trying to reconcile the boys,
“they’re ordinary Siberian huskies.”

“There you are, I said they’re hunting-dogs,” the small-
est of them put in. “Dad had a dog like that, Valetka
it was called, and it used to go after ducks. What do your
dogs hunt, eh?”

“They don’t catch ducks, in fact they dont touch birds
at all, they go after bears and moose; sometimes we put
them in harness, too.”

“Where are you taking them?” asked Alyosha.

“On an expedition.”
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