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The yakut Valodja and the darkest
day of the year

23 Dec, 04 - 22:03

GPS-pos: N6728' | E15342' | Alt: 11 M

It is the 23rd of December, a day after that the darkest day
of the year appeared, and it is relatively mild out there, a
mere -40°F, and Srednekolymsk is at peace. Hidden in, it
feels like, a never-ending darkness. Those southerly winds
which briefly struck the area a couple of days ago, brought
this heat wave. Than again, it is still cold out there!

At the moment, we find it hard to know what is day and what
is night. Since all the windows in the apartment we're
occupying are covered by ice and snow, both on the outside
and inside, we live in a permanent dimness. And the only e
daylight the area is experiencing at the moment, is a Srednekolymsk at sunset, or sunrise

combination of a long sunrise and a long sunset. However,
this does mean, that the little light we do have is magic
blend of red, yellow and intense blueness. And | suppose it
would be easy to imagine that this is the perfect time for the
troll's and elf's to move around, busy before Christmas, in
the dense taiga which is surrounding Srednekolymsk. If
they're not scared away by this enormous cloud of coal
smoke which covers most of the skies above us. But than
again, heating is on everybody's mind and we all have the
same aim, to avoid freezing too much. There's hardly any
people moving around on the rickety streets. Mainly kids on
the way home from school. All of them covered from top to
toe by fur. Talking about school kids, the other day when we
explored the settlement when the temperature was -61°F,
we met a lot of them walking with their backs to us, just to
avoid getting frostbites in their faces. An odd sight | can say,
and, the truth is, if these sturdy people have to walk like
that, it is cold!

We feel a bit heavy in mind at the moment. Maybe because
it is Christmas and we're far away from our beloved one's.
Maybe, due to the fact, that we haven't recovered fully from
the last months freezing trip. Neither physically or mentally.  Valodja

Maybe because this continuous darkness makes us people

somewhat less cheery. Almost everyone we've come across since our arrival, have made us note that, soon, we're
heading for better days, with more daylight. A fact which seems to cheer everybody up. Still, it doesn't take a lot of effort to
clear away this temporary sadness. It is just a question about having the right attitude! A way of positive thinking that my
neighbor taught me the other day, when | as a matter of fact pointed out, that there were plenty of cockroaches in our flat.
"Do you know what the problem with you is?" the yakut said somberly, "you've got the wrong attitude towards
cockroaches. It's far better to consider them as friends, as a pleasant company in this darkness, and than they're no
problem at alll"

Or, one can always think about the yakut hunter Valodja we met halfway between Zyryanka and Srednekolymsk. This is
the story about him. And his wife Elena.

"You're extremists, right?" Valodja asked us when he'd made his way down the steep slope, taken his fur glove off and
shaken our hands: "I've heard about you people. Fanatics which like to suffer. Good to see what people like that look like.
Come with me inside where it is nice and warm."

Valodjas wife were waiting on us at the top of the slope, sitting down on a bench in front of their neat little settlement,
covered from top to toe by fur clothes, and when | reached out to shake her hand, said my name, she looked down but
took it and looked up again, smiled and said:

"Elena."

She quickly stood up and hurried away into the traditional yakut cot called balagan. When we entered the cot, the stove
was going at full speed, but the neat and tidy room was still somewhat cold. We than realized that they've probably
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discovered us from a long distance, hurried into the cot, swiftly chucked firewood in stove, filled the pots with water,
started to cook and than, when we were just a couple of hundred meters away, they've walked out to greet and invite us.
Entering this cot was one of the highlights on this trip. After two weeks of freezing nights in the tent, the feeling of entering
this warm, nice cot and sit down on thick warm moose bull furs, which covered the walls and benches, quickly hang up all
our icy and sweaty gear to dry, well, | imagine this must be how it feels like entering into heaven! Then the earthly saint,
Elena, immediately served a hot fish soup. It was schirr, the white salmon, whose broth is probably the tastiest to be
found. On top of this, she served us fresh bread and a bow! full of fried fish cutlets made on shuka. (Northern pike) We
behaved like swine's at the table. That's how big our hunger was!

"Which way are you heading?" Elena asked at the same time as Valodja entered the cot with firewood and fuel for the oil
lamps.

"To Ambarchik Bay" ,we said in chorus, "and we plan to be there sometimes in May."

"So far and for such a long time!" Elena exclaimed and added; "And you already look so freezing cold and tired!"

Valodja smiled and laughed softly. Elena as well. There was no doubt that they enjoyed each others company.

"Yakut or even?" | asked and Valodja answered: "I'm a yakut, but Elena is even."

The even is traditionally reindeer owners and, regarding traditions, spiritual life and culture, they're the one group of these
northern native people, which has most in common with the Scandinavian Sami people. (You have Sami in Russia too, in
the region called Karelia, bordering Finland) But hunting and fishing is also a major part of their lives nowadays.

"Are there any reindeers around in this area now?" Johan wondered.

"Nope" ,said Valodja at the same time as Elena stood up and silently left the room, "they're up the mountains during the
winter. The same applies to the wolves. They follow the reindeer closely."

Valodja, as the case is regarding most people along the Kolyma, had a wide knowledge about the world at the present.
He told us about the problems which have arisen in the Ukraine and, as most other people along the Kolyma, he was truly
sad that Russia had been split up into fragments since the arrival of perestroika. He listened to the radio at least an hour
every day. And he asked us a lot of penetrating questions about our expedition. And showed a great interest in our
modern polar equipment. But in comparison to all the other people we were to meet, and will meet in the future, he did
clearly understand our choice of equipment. Most others cannot understand, some of them even think we're stupid
beyond belief , why we don't use light valenkis (felt boots) on our feet and the rest of the body covered by thick fur clothes.
Not thin bright colored Gore-Tex clothes, a thin head cover and heavy ski boots. But than again, Valodja skied himself. At
least 10 km:s every day to check snares, traps and trap holes. He was lean and fit. When Johan started to work on a skin
which had fallen of his ski, Valodja went out and came back with his own ski. A thick, short wooden ski which was covered
by a thick fur from the moose bull. A true skin for the ski!

"Our major problem" ,I explained, "is that we're neither Siberians or yakut. Look at you, you're made for this cold! Your
eyes, your little flat nose and your dark skin is free from body hair. We're hairy and our toes, fingers, cheeks and noses
are too weak for this cold."

"I can see" ,he laughed, "Johan most be suffering badly with a beak like that!"

Since Johan is only 20 years of age, he still haven't learned how to laugh at oneself and one's bodily errors with irony. He
felt offended, which Valodja also noticed, so we quickly changed the subject and talked about hunting rats instead. But
every time Johan looked away, he made fun off his nose (By the way, the size of Johans nose is normal by western
European standards!). That's the kind of person Valodja is. Easy to get along with, humorous and fun and laughter was
close by all the time. A warm human being and a true hunter. And a man of nature.

"How in earth do you get your hands on flower and other such basic necessities out here?" | asked, "since you live this far
away from any kind of civilization?"

"Well, planning is of great importance" ,he said, "there's a boat passing on and off during the summer months and they
always stop so we can buy what we need. It is not a lot. Petrol, lamp fuel, matches, cigarettes, tobacco, flower, spices,
sugar and other standard necessities. If it doesn't last until the first boat appears the upcoming year, | just ski to the first
place where there's a snowmobile. And ask these people to buy what we need, next they travel to Srednekolymsk.
Elena's brother lives close by."

"Do you prefer living here to Srednekolymsk?"

"I am not big crowd person. | like it out here. The smell in Srednekolymsk is awful" ,Valodja explained, "and, anyway,
what's there's to do in Srednekolymsk? I'd don't like to sit and roll my thumbs."

Suddenly Valodja stands up and walks out. He returns an hour later with a pot full of hare casserole mixed with spuds
and, in addition to this, more fresh bread! | take a few photos of him and ask him if | can take a photo of his wife as well.
She is, after all, the first woman we've come across in the bush, since we left Sweden! Valodja walks off, but returns
slightly bothered and says:

"She doesn't have the time right now, she's skinning a few hares | caught today. But, there would be no problem
tomorrow."

I don't have the courage to ask if | can go into their small cabin and take a shoot of her working the hares. So | drop the
subject. That night, we sleep better than ever before since we left Zyryanka. In the light of a oil lamp. Valodja wants us to
keep it on to keep all evil spirits at a good distance. It is pure pleasure, to stand up every second hour to shove some
wood in the stove. Most of the time, Johan does it, since he has to urinate three or four times every night. He's got the
smallest bladder I've ever come across in this business!

"Elena wants me to tell you, that there's no point in taking photos off her, since she's nothing special" ,Valodja tells me
with some hesitation when entering the balagan at 5.30 a.m. whilst we're cooking our daily porridge. Big mistake, since
Valodja has brought more casserole and fish cutlets.

"It's really cold out there today" ,he says, when we're starting to gather all our equipment and getting ready to set off, "it's
almost -62°F. | ain't going out there today, that's for sure."

I would lie, if | would say anything else, than it felt like entering a nightmare when we stepped out of the warm cot. And
realizing, we have another two weeks of freezing nights in the tent ahead of us. Just becoming conscious that it was -62°F
chocked us badly. Until we realized, it's probable been those temperatures for the last couple of days, but we hadn't
known. Why then worry now? Elena joined us, when it was time to leave.

"The easiest way over this broken up ice" ,Valodja explained, "is going in this direction."

We set off the wrong way immediately and ended up in some heavy ice. This is when Valodja turns up and runs ahead of
us for at least a couple of miles to show us in the right direction!
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Det &r den 23 december, dagen efter arets morkaste dag, och det &r rena rama varmvadret ute, strax under 40°C, och
Srednekolymsk ar stilla. Gémd i ett, som det kénns, evigt dunkel. De sydliga vindar, iskalla som de var, som drog forbi
haromdagen tog med sig ett varmvader. Det ar anda kallt dar ute.

Just nu &r vi inne i en period nér det svart att veta vad som &r dag och natt. Var Iagenhet &r standigt dunkel till féljd av att
alla fonster ar helt och hallet igen isade. Bade innanfér och utanfér. Det lilla dagsljus vi har just nu ar en kombination av
en lang soluppgang och lang solnedgang. Ljuset ar valdigt vackert, néstan trolskt, och hela himlen ar tackt av den svarta
kolrdken fran samhallets kolstationer. Alla har samma mal, att halla sig inne och s& varma som madjligt. Det &r ytterst fa
manniskor som &r ute. Mest skolbarn som ar pa vag hem fran skolan. Alla invirade i tjocka palsméssor, halsdukar som
tacker allt utom 6gonen, renpalsskor med monster (hdgsta mode lokalt just nu) och en ordentligt stor, lang och tung
ytterpals. Haromdagen nar det var under 50 minus och det samtidigt blaste, sa kom skolbarna vi métte, backande med
ryggarna mot oss, for att inte férfrysa ansiktet. En méarkvardig syn! Da ar det kallt ute skall ni veta!

Vi &r lite tunga i sinnet just nu. Kanske for att det ar jul och man &r langt borta fran de allra kéraste. Kanske for att vi annu
inte hdmtat oss, och riktigt forstatt, vare sig fysiskt eller mentalt, vad vi gick genom under den méanadslanga skidturen.
Kanske for att morkret gor oss méanniskor lite dystrare till mods. N&stan alla vi pratat med langs gatorna och i affarer, har
noterat att idag vander det, nu &r vi pa vdg mot ljusare tider. Alla ser genast lite gladare ut. Anda &r det 1att att bryta denna
sinnesstédmning, det ar ju bara att byta attityd! Som en granne sade hdromdagen nér jag papekade att det var sansldst
mycket kackerlackor éverallt.

"Vet du vad som ar problemet med dig" ,sade han, "du har fel attityd till kackerlackorna. Det battre att se dem som vanner,
som séllskap i morkret, d& &r de inget problem!"

Eller sd kan man ju fundera pa jakuten och jagaren Valodja. Detta ar berattelsen om Valodja. Och hans fru Elena.

"Extremister, eller hur?" ,frdgade Valodja nér han kom ned fran branten, tog av sig pélsvanten och hélsade pa oss med ett
fast handgrepp: "Jag har hort talas om att det finns sddana som ni. Galningar som tycker om att lida. Det var roligt att se
hur ni ser ut. F6lj med in i vérmen."

Valodjas fru satt pa en bank, rejalt papalsad med blicken i marken, nér vi klattrade uppfér rasbranten och hamnade
framfor deras trevliga lilla boséttning. Jag strackte fram handen, presenterade mig och héalsade. Hon log kort och sade:
"Elena."

S4 reste hon sig och raskt gick in i balaganen, den traditionella jakutiska katan. Kaminen gick for fullt nér vi kom in, men
det var fortfarande kallt i det rena och fina rummet, sa vi férstod att de sett oss pa langt avstand, snabbt borjat elda, géra
iordning mat och s& stéllt sig och vantat for att kunna ta mot oss. Efter tva iskall veckor i taltet, s& var k&nslan att komma
in, satta sig pa de varma tjocka algskinn (jakuterna tycker att algskinn fran tjurar vadrmer och ar bekvamare an renskinn)
som tackte bade bankar och vaggar, hanga upp alla genomfuktiga och isiga klader, ja, den ar sa nara himmelsk det gar
att komma. Elena bjéd pa varm fisksoppa, schirr, den vita laxen, vars buljong torde vara den godaste som finns. Till det
serverade hon hembakat bréd och en stor skal med stekta gaddfarskotletter. Vi upptradde som vildar vid matbordet, sa
stor var var hunger.

"Vart &r ni pa vag?" frdgade Elena samtidigt som Valodja kom in med mer ved och bréansle till tva oljelampor.

"Till Ambarchik" ,svarade vi, "vi réknar med att vara dar i maj."

"Sa langt och sa lange!" utbrast Elena, "och redan ser ni sa kalla och trétta ut!"

Valodja log och skrattade lite l4tt. Elena likasa. Det mérktes att de trivdes med varandra.

"Ar ni jakuter eller evener?" ,fragade jag och Valodja svarade: "Jag &r jakut, men Elena &r even."

Evenerna &r traditionellt rendgare och den av alla de nordliga stammarna hér i nordést som &r mest lik de skandinaviska
samerna nar det géller den kulturella traditionen och den spirituella varlden. Men jakt och fiske ar viktigt &ven i deras
tillvaro.

"Finns det nagra renar i omradet nu?" undrade Johan.

"N&", svarade Valodja samtidigt som Elena reste sig, log och gick ut, "de &r uppe i bergen under vintern. Och omradets
alla vargar ocksa. De foljer renen noga."

| likhet med de flesta Iangs Kolyma visste Valodja mycket om omvarlden. Han beréttade for oss om oroligheterna i
Ukraina och beklagade som de flesta andra langs Kolyma, att Ryssland fragmenterats sedan perestroika. Radion
lyssnade han p& nagon timme varje dag. Och han fragade mycket om var resa. Och som alla andra intresserade han sig
for var moderna polarutrustning. Men till skillnad fran de flesta andra vi métt, och skulle méta, férstod han vart val av
klader. Annars brukade alla hapna, ja, ibland skratta ut oss, fér hur tunt kladda vi var, hur vek var utrustning var och att vi
inte forstod att vadmalsskor och péls 6ver hela kroppen var enda chansen att dverleva. Kanske férstod Valodja for att han
till skillnad mot de flesta andra, sjalv akte langa strackor skidor. Varje dag akte han minst en mil for att kolla alla fallor,
snaror och fangstgropar. Han var smart och valtranad. Nar Johan bérjade limma om en lossnad stighud, gick han och
hamtade sin skogsskida. En mycket bred tradskida, kanske 3 decimeter och en meter lang och under den hade han ett
tjurélgskinn som tackte hela skidan. En sann stighud!

"Vart problem" ,férklarade jag, "&r att vi inte ar vare sig sibirier eller jakuter. Titta pa dig, du &r som gjord fér kyla. Sneda
6gon, liten och platt ndsa och mérk héarfri hud. Vara fingrar, tar och nasa ar fér svaga.”

"Ja" ,skrattade han, "lvan (som Johan kallas har) med en sadan stor snok maste ha stora bekymmer."

Eftersom Johan bara ar 20 ar an, nja, 21 den 28:e december(!) och &nnu inte 1art sig att ha sjélvdistans till sitt egna
utseende och dess brister, sa tog han illa upp. Valodja mérkte det och vi bytte &mne och talade rattjakt i stallet, men varje
gang Johan tittade bort, s& skdmtade han om Johans, som han tyckte, stora ndsa. (OBS! Johans nasa &r helt normal!)
Valodja var sadan. Enkel att umgas med, 1att for att skratta och skdmta. En mycket varm ménniska. En sann jagare. Och
naturméanniska.

"Hur far ni tag pa vetemjél och annat da?" undrade jag, "eftersom ni bor langt bort ifran allting. Halvvags mellan Zyryanka
och Srednekolymsk?"

"Ja, det galler att planera" ,férklarade han, "pa sommaren kommer ju en lastbat da och da, och den brukar stanna till sa
att vi kan kdpa det vi behéver. Det &r inte sd mycket. Bensin, lampbréansle, tdndstickor, cigaretter, mjél, kryddor, socker
och annan basmat. Racker inte det, sa skidar jag till férsta basta stélle dar det finns folk som har skoter. Och ber de skaffa
det vi behdver nasta gang de aker till Srednekolymsk. Elenas bror bor dar."

"Bor ni hellre har an dar?"

"Jag &r ingen stadsmanniska. Jag trivs har ute. Det luktar for hemskt i Srednekolymsk" ,férklarade Valodja, "vad skall man
gbra dar? Sitta och rulla tummarna?"

Plétsligt férsvinner Valodja ivag och kommer tillbaka en timme senare med en alldeles férsk hargryta med potatis och
bréd! Jag tar nagra foton pa honom och undrar om jag kan fa ta ett pa Elena, eftersom hon ar den allra férsta kvinnan vi
traffat pa ute i vildmarken sedan vi lamnade Sverige. Valodja férsvinner ivag och nar han kommer tillbaka, ser han lite
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fundersam ut och séager:

"Hon har inte tid ,sager hon, hon haller pa att fla de harar jag kom hem med idag. Imorgon skulle det ga bra."

Jag vagar inte fraga om jag far ga in i deras stuga och fota henne dar. Sa jag sléapper &mnet. Vi sover fantastiskt bra inne i
den jakutiska katan, balagan, denna natt. Valodja vill att vi har en oljelampa pa hela natten. For att halla onda andar borta.
Soémnen blir darfér en av resans hojdpunkter. Det &r ett rent ndje att ga upp varannan timme och lagga in ved i kaminen.
Johan gor det oftast, eftersom han pinkar reguljart minst tre ganger per natt.

"Elena sager att hon inte &r ndgonting att fotografera" , séger Valodja besvéarat nar han kommer in klockan fem pa
morgonen och vi borjat laga grot. Ett misstag, fér Valodja serverar mer hargryta och fiskkotletter.

"Det ar kallt idag" ,sager Valodja nér vi bérjar plocka ihop alla grejer efter tre tréga timmars uppvaknande, "néstan 50
grader. Jag kommer inte att g& ut idag."

Det &r, rent ut sagt, en fruktansvard upplevelse att stiga ur den varma katan och inse att nu vantar aterigen tva veckors
iskalla dagar och natter. Att hora att det ar 50 grader ar en chock. Tills vi kommer p4, att det har det sakert varit i tva-tre
dagar, men att vi inte forstatt det. Elena kommer ut nér vi ar klara att aka.

"Sa hér skall ni aka" , papekar Valodja, "for att ta er 6ver pa andra sidan floden och undvika den varsta spruckna isen."

Vi aker fel direkt i mérkret och d& kommer Valodja springande i full fart och springer framfér oss och visar oss vagen 6ver
pa andra sidan! Minst en kilometer!
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Local cuisine & thoughts a propos Christmas 22 Dec, 04 - 01:03
Written by Johan lvarsson.

21st of December today and we're in our apartment in Srednekolymsk. It is warm today, only -33°
F, but there's a nagging cold wind from the southwest and not one singl

Alexei in Ambar 19 Dec, 04 - 20:22

It is the 19th of December today and the temperature is a mere -49°F, and we're hiding indoors in
our comfy little apartment in the yakut settlement of Srednekolymsk. We will stay 6 weeks here.
There'

We've made it to Srednekolymsk! 16 Dec, 04 - 21:11

-61°F, almost unbelievably cold. We've made it to Srednekolymsk. 16th of December and we're
staying in a relatively warm apartment at the end of the settlement. And at the end of a coal line,
soitis
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