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realisable. It would take time, but now here I a

at last, and it is with a feeling of the surreal that

now sink down through the cold, clear water.
Beneath me the bottom slowly begins to appear.

I can hardly believe my eyes. It is like landing on R \

a strange new planet. It is like nothing that I have

ever seen before - not even a slight resemblance is -

to be seen. The large green sponges growing eve- .

rywhere are reminiscent of the tall cactuses seen in"y g :‘L.‘_

cowboy movies only smaller.
Between them, the bottom seems to be covered
by different sofe"fosses and lichens™These are

A , A diver explores the eerie green
underworld of Lake Baikal
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ABOVE: Giant gammarids nuzzle in the deep green places of Lake Baikal

also colored a vibrant green with odd pat- to drift downward to land beside me on the My Dutch colleague, Steven Weinberg, is to the coast.
terns. Strange small fish hide among their bottom of the lake. also a fresh-water biologist, so there is a ten- ~ We glide out into empty space. The whole
branches. I land softly on my knees before =~ The bottom is hard, being rock with loose dency for us to stop and wonder together wall is covered with strange, unknown bizarre
a large sponge. Its whole surface is covered stones and gravel, and it slopes slightly over the same strange things to be seen. creatures that we have never seen before.
by small, psychedelically colored anthropods downwards. Even though it is the middle of  Keeping together in that manner, we move Sometimes we are underneath an overhang.
with far too many legs. July, the water is not more than 4°C, so we off along the bottom when suddenly a verti- We pass the 25 meter level on the way down
I look around me and observe the landscape all appear and feel like awkward astronauts cal drop-off appears beneath us. We stare through the ice-cold water. In the distance,
with all my senses on full throttle. It could in our thick dry suits as we move off together straight out into black emptiness. It is a we can see the bubbles from Andrey and
be a stage set from a science fiction film. The down the slope. little bit spooky. I get the feeling again that Gennadij, the Russians who are the other
fresh water is sparkling clear. The visibility is ~ We first have to get ourselves a bit organ- I'm in a sci-fi movie with aliens. Da-da-da- pair in the water.
more than 30 meters, and everywhere I see ised as we have not tried diving together dummm - what mysterious creatures are ~ The wall is exciting. Dramatic. Mystical.
these green sponges. Above me, I can just before. The expedition consists, in addi- hiding out there in the unknown? Bug, like in the tropical coral reefs, it is more
make out the outline of our dive boat from tion to myself, of two Russians and five = Lake Baikal is the deepest lake on the interesting further up. So, we return to the
which my fellow travellers now also begin Dutchmen plus the Russian crew of four. planet, and you can sense it already close in  forest of sponges at 10-15 meters, where we
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Lake Baikal, in all its serenity, is a clean body of fresh water with a unique ecosystem

Siberian
Adventure

begin to catch glimpses of the many small
fishes that press themselves into the cracks
and between the stones.

Here, we also find some of the unique
anthropods for which Lake Baikal is
famous. Like giant amphipods, the fresh-
water gammarids resemble something
torn out of Jurassic Park. The comparison
is not completely inappropriate because
most of the species to be found here are
endemic — which is to say that they are
only to be found here — and have been
separated from other lines of evolution
for many millions of years.

The lake is possibly up to 50 million
years old, and for the greater part of that
time has been an isolated eco-system
where the evolution of the species has
gone its own way. In a way, it can be com-
pared with Australia where the marsupials
from kangaroos to the koalas developed
in isolation from the rest of the world. It’s
just that Baikal’s world lies beneath the
surface.

Teatime

The water is really cold, but up on the
deck of our good diving boat, we have
to get out of our suits quickly in order to
avoid overheating. Up here, it is summer,
and the air is full of the perfume from
the many flowers that burst forth in order
to get the most out of the short Siberian
summer. The light is wonderful and clear,
and the days are long like those of my
homeland’s mid summers white nights in
Denmark. Sitting on deck clasping a cup




Divers enter the lake from the dive platform of the live-aboard boat

of steaming tea, we stare at the mirror-like water and
soon fall into our own thoughts.

The tea is strong and comes directly from the
samovar, a special Russian tea-making contraption
that keeps water hot in a tea pot. It soon becomes a
pleasant after-diving ritual to enjoy a couple of gin-
ger biscuits together with the tea. It is very beautiful
here and divinely peaceful.

Moscow and all its bureaucracy is already far away.
Russia is a fascinating place, but chaotic, and my
thoughts glide back to my arrival and all its diffi-
culties. Here, nothing seems to be possible without
much discussion and a couple of roubles changing
hands. And all the paper shuffling! To check into a
hotel can require a multitudinous amount of forms
to be fill out. Thereafter, you can be sent up to the
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third floor to get the key,
show your pass and fill in
more papers. If you should
desire a bottle of water then
you have to go to the fifth
floor. Then down to the first
floor if you wish to borrow
an iron. Elevators are out
back and do not stop at
floors but on the landings
between floors at the turn of the stairs. This means
that one has to either walk up half a floor or down
half a floor with all one's baggage. Or perhaps more,
since not all the elevator's buttons work.

Luckily it was quite different here in Siberia. We
were fetched at the airport in Irkutsk by the crew

TRAVEL

Siberian Adventure

of the boat in a couple of
minibuses, and from there
on, everything functioned
smoothly.

The boat is also well
equipped, but there is not
much space on board. It
is definitely not luxuri-
ous. So, if you are used
to 5-star live-aboards in
the Caribbean, you've got a shock coming. But if
you can accept the rather confined conditions and
find the right expedition spirit, then the boat is
quite excellent for the purpose. There is a big and
well equipped stern deck with plenty of space to set
out gear and nitrox equipment, plus a big table for

ABOVE: The dutiful skib dubbed the Jacque Cousteau

INSET: A hearty specimen of one of the giant gammarids of Lake Baikal

cameras, or, as we soon found out, to drink vodka

through the long white nights.

Change of temperature
The warmth of the air and the coolness of the water
are in continual competition. One moment the
warmth of the sun is dominating, and one sits in just
a T-shirt gasping in the heat - the next moment one
is overwhelmed by an icy cold wind that carries the
chill of the water over the railing, forcing one to put
on all available sweaters. In the north, there is still
snow on the tops of the mountains. It is July, but the
ice has only disappeared from the north side of the
lake in June.

After the first dives in the south end of the lake, there
where the Angara river flows down from Irkutsk, we
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A view of the pristine shores of Lake Baikal
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set a course northwards. On
the first part of the coast there
are but a few sporadic towns.
It is here that the Buryats live.
They call the lake a sea and it
is holy to them — most people
are Buddhists out here.

It is a little strange to look
out over the land as there
are so many reminders of
Scandinavia that it is easy to
forget how far I actually am
from home, and that we are in
the same time-zone as western
Australia. Mongolia is just 150
km in a southerly direction
from here.

As we move northwards, the
coast line becomes more rocky with steep mountain sides and
the towns disappear behind us. We see the sun go down and
sail on into the night.

The visit to Ol'chon

I woke at the sound of the ship manoeuvring into the ravaged
quay built of railway sleepers. There are a number of fish-
ing boats here. Some weird-looking pigment-less fish called
golomyanka are caught in Baikal, which are of great economic
importance. They are inedible, but half of their weight is oil.

The most important fish for consumption is called omul,
and it is sold on the markets just like Danes sell herring; newly
smoked, salted, pickled or preserved. It resembles and tastes
like a herring but is bigger and slimmer.

We disembark. The island is covered by rocks and a felt-like
short grass that bears the marks of grazing. A little less than a
kilometer from the landing place lies a village. All the houses
are built of dark, tarry wooden beams and the roads are about

TRAVEL

Divers rest on a hill top with a view along the hiking trail around Lake Baikal

50 meters wide. If one could actually call them roads - they are
just bare empty spaces of naked earth. I observe three old men
smoking pipes in the shadows, men who are trying to fix an
ancient tractor, and children playing with their bicycles as we
walk through the village to the other end of town.

The landscape is very open. It is a long distance to the horizon
and the sky is huge. I recognize that special Nordic light which
we have back home in Scandinavia.

Up on the dliff we can see down over "The Shaman Rock," a
foot-hill of characteristic shape. The Buryats, the local popula-
tion, believe in both Buddhism and shamanism, and we see
colored ribbons tied around branches and tree trunks. At one
place a lot of coins have been placed in front of a little stone
alter. There is also a Euro coin placed there, so we western
Europeans cannot be completely alone out here.

I am not religious, but there is a remarkable spiritual energy
in this place, which influences both mind and body and makes
us all a little bit introspective.
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The Russians are very proud of their clean
and stain glass decorated underground

Vodka

The Russians are not quite so spiritual with
regard to vodka, which we drink far into
the white nights. It is difficult to refuse
when one is constantly being pressed to
take just another one.

Captain Sergei Nikolaijevich had previous-
ly flown battle helicopters in Afghanistan -
at least that’s what he said. But he appeared
to be a man who had no need to boast
unnecessarily, nor one you would want
to pick a fight with. The military tattoos
spoke for themselves, so his story was prob-
ably all true.

Despite appearances, Sergei was very kind
and friendly. My Dutch diving biologist
partner Steven from Luxembourg got into

The interior of the Uspensky Cathedral, which is located near the Kremlin A parade takes place in front of the Kremlin and
@ Lenin Mausoleum atf the Red Square in Moscow
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a long conversation with Sergei. The two
men were so very different and did not
speak the same language.

However, with our Russian diving doc-
tor Andrey as a stumbling translator, they
fell into a deep and hearty discussion
about the culinary specialities common to
Luxembourg and Siberia, and in the end

developed a deep brotherhood. Chalk it

up to the consequences of quaffing copi-

ous amounts of liquid food in relaxed
company. By that time, I had discretely
slipped away.

Nerpa
Lake Baikal is home to the only fresh-
water seal in the world, the nerpa. How it

came to be in the lake is something of a
mystery since, apart from the fact that the
lake is a fresh-water reservoir, the sea is a
long way from here - the lake being in the
middle of the continent.

One theory explains that very long ago,
sea water flowed up the Yenisey river right
to the mouth of Angara. Most research-
ers, however, think that the seals migrated
into the area during the early period of
the formation of the Baikal depression. It
is thought that the seals migrated deeper
and deeper into the area in their search
for food.

In some years, a total of nearly 100,000
nerpa have been observed in and around
the lake. Valued highly for their soft fur
and blubber, these animals have been
hunted for thousands of years, and archae-
ologists have found hunting weapons in
caves that were inhabited by early seal
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Nerpa seals rest on boulders in Lake Baikall
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BELOW: Stephen
Weinberg, biologist,
plots the day's
activities

\ I
The live-aboard takes divers on a week long
journey up and down Lake Baikal

TRAVEL

hunters.

We will also hunt the nerpa
today, this time, though,
with just cameras and film.
The animals are shy. Perhaps
they remember our forefa-
thers rather too well, so we
must make an appropriate
tactical plan.

Reconnaissance first
We sailed round the little group of islands in the ship’s rubber
dinghy to scout out the terrain. With eight men in the little
boat it seemed a very doubtful enterprise knowing that we lay
heavily in the water. There were no life-belts and the lake is
icy cold. But we reach one of the islands in safety, landing on
a deserted beach from which we move on across the island.

An armory of underwater cameras and photographic equipment piles
up on the deck of the live-aboard for the Lake Baikal expedition

The bottom of the wood is covered in flowers, and the air
is fresh. On the other side of the island, we carefully raise
our heads above the brink. Below us we could see the nerpa,
Baikal’s fresh-water seal and one of the world’s threatened ani-
mal species.

Some seals thrust their heads out of the water, others have
already made themselves comfortable on large sun-baked
stones. The wakes further out on the surface of the lake indi-
cate that there are more seals coming in.

There are some 50-100 seals, and they all look well nour-
ished. We can see different types of behaviour. In one case, for
example, the animals lay parallel and appear to be taking turns
in scratching each other; and in another case, they are face-to-
face in what looks like a boxing match.

The animals normally glide quietly through the water, but if
one of us makes a sudden movement, they all become alarmed
and flop down tossing and splashing noisily into the water.
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ABOVE: A juvenile fish rests on the surface
of some green coral

LEFT: A diver sefs up a macro shot of marine
life in the coral reef of Lake Baikal

TRAVEL
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It is apparently a warning in itself, because the alarm spreads
seal panic domino-like along the coast where other seals are
enjoying the sun, causing them, too, to throw themselves
splashing into the water. Afterwards, one feels a little foolish
sitting empty handed, seal-less, watching a couple of hundred
expanding rings in the water.

However, with a little luck, one could get to within 10-15m
of them, and with powerful telephoto lenses, nearly portrait-
like photographs could be obtained. We were so excited and
nearly high over this unique and lucky meeting. So, new
ambitions began to spring up among the photographers. We
will photograph them underwater! A strategy meeting was
called, for how could we get within shooting distance of these
shy animals?

Commando raid

The solution was an advanced plan in which we would all
swim in a long row under the water from one side of the island
where the seals could not see us. We would then move in a big
semi-circle around the cape in order to arrive in a long row
facing the coast where the seals were enjoying the sun on the
stones. Then, one of the local guides placed on the furthest
wing, would move close to the coast alone, go up the stones
and startle the seals who would then go crashing into the
water. Then, we figured the seals would come racing past us
while we waited with all our cameras at the ready.

We succeeded, in fact, against all the odds, even after a lot
of trouble and care in carrying out that difficult navigational
exercise - getting our forces placed as agreed. But the seals
were smarter. When we came up, they were lying behind us,
further out in the water and looking at us, clearly wondering
what these foolish humans were up to. Ah, well! The smart
can always cheat the less smart, and this time we were among
the latter.




The light nights

The Ushkiani islands are far to the north, so after
our unsuccessful attempts to capture the rare nerpa
on film, we sailed southwards back through the light
nights. We must cross the lake from one side to the
other, and the weather begins to worsen. Luckily,
I am used to rough seas back home, but several of
my colleagues had to go up and "get some fresh air"
during the crossing.

At two o'clock, we lay in under the deserted east
side of Ol'chon. The island, with its fir-tree covered
sides, rises steeply over our heads, and there are no
traces of human activity anywhere. In under the
coast, there is a plateau in 3-5 meters of water and
here the ship, dubbed the Jaques Cousteau ("Sjak Iv

Kusto"), is anchored.
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Close-up shot of one of the giant gammarids of Lake Baikal

A few meters behind the boat, there is a drop-off
covered with the characteristic green sponges. The
light is fantastic, and the visibility is at least 20
meters making everything appear quite troll-like. In
among the sponges, we find the fresh-water amphi-
pods and some small sculpin-like fish. It is the uni-
verse of small things, and there are many of them.

The biggest of the amphipods have beautifully
drawn legs, with yellow stripes, and under the stones
there is a very decorative brightly colored red one.

We made several dives. The visibility and the ambi-
ence of the wonderful Nordic light was uplifting.
The water is only 4° C, but feels warmer. I have
only got 3mm gloves on, but my hands remain
warm during the whole dive, which certainly makes
it easier to use my camera

TRAVEL

We remain there, and in the evening make a camp
fire on the beach and eat grilled food. The whole
scene is like it has just been taken from a Barcardi
advertisement. There is no other light to be seen
anywhere. It's just us, a fabulously well equipped
diving boat, and an overwhelming natural world,
which we apparently have completely to ourselves.

All alone in the world

The next morning, there is a gentle rain, and even
though we can see our breath in the air, this morn-
ing, too, is beautiful and poetic. The water is as
smooth as silk. The horizon is one with the sky in
the morning mist, and beneath us, the bottom and
the rocks can been seen clearer than ever before. It is
so quiet here that our giant strides seem so violently

Portrait of the face of a large pike fish

noisy as we splash into our morning dive.

Our cameras are passed down to us and once more
we pass over that strange lake bed. Out over the
drop-off. Gennadij, the Russian diving guide, has
the peculiar daily routine of going down to 100
meters and back. I never did completely understand
what he did down there in the cold and darkness,
since he didn’t have much time at the bottom, only
a lot of decompression afterwards.

Andrey and I take a dive down to about 40 meters.
Considering that the water is ice-cold, it is quite suf-
ficient, and there is not much to see anyway down
there.

Down at this depth, it is the fascination with
the whole scenery that entices me briefly. When 1
am down there gliding over the coarse rocks with
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their green covering, and cannot see the surface, it
reminds me somewhat of a trek in the mountains in
foggy weather. And beneath everything, I hear that
internal repetitive mantra. "I am a long way from
home... I am exploring a whole new world... I am a
long way from home... I am exploring..."

We really are just by ourselves out here beyond the
edge of our familiar world. When we sail, we see no
other boats, and at night there are no other lights
to be seen.

Behaviour

It is the gammarids that interest me most on these
dives. These enormous monstrous crustaceans are
called "water fleas" back home, a popular Danish
term, or layman's expression, for the small amphi-
pods one sees “everywhere” in kelp at the beaches.
Here, they are everywhere evident in the landscape
and seem to dominate the eco-system.

I have photographed at least 8-10 different species.
It is going to be very interesting to identify them all.
At the moment, I really have no any idea about how
I will do it - that challenge must come later.

I lay on my stomach in front of a large cactus-
like coral and observe a pair of large acantogam-
marus feeling each other with their antennae. Is it
for dominance, communication or foreplay? Both
of these armour-plated monsters seem to be very
focused on their activity and ignore me when I get
as close to them as the focus of the camera allows. I
nearly grill them with the light of the flash.

There are several of these animals collected togeth-
er on this coral. It seems like a meeting place. I can
but wonder what this behaviour means.

Further down the slope I find an anchor complete-
ly covered with soft green coral - the perfect wide-
angle shot. It's a pity that I just have the macro-lens
with me this time instead of my wide-angle, and it's
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our last dive here. But that’s how it is when you are
on a live-aboard, one must keep moving onward.

Solid food

We often eat on deck, and what surprises me dur-
ing these meals is that there are no mosquitoes. I
had expected Siberia to be one complete plague of
mosquitoes, but the only insect bites that I received
during the whole trip were from a couple of mos-
quitoes in Moscow, and an ant bite when I crawled
around on the Uskiani islands in order to come
within shooting distance of the nerpa seals.

The food is solid Russian or Siberian peasant cook-
ing. The cuisine has a total lack of finesse, but holds
its own charm regardless. For better or worse, it is
not adjusted to suit the tastes of the guests. So, if
you are prepared to eat what the local people eat,
and accept it as a natural part of the adventure, then
you can get a whole new experience. If not, then you
have a long way to go to get to a MacDonald's.

Both the heavy midday meal and the somewhat
lighter evening meal start with a thick soup and
bread. There is often some sort of local fish in the
soup. After which, comes the main dish consisting
of meat, gravy and potatoes with which one drinks
vodka. To round off the meal, there are biscuits,
sweets and tea from the samovar. Breakfast is just
as solid and heavy as dinner. As a rule, we get some
form of light, rather delicate porridge to start with,
followed by bread, cheese and sliced meats. The
porridge is one of the things that I remember with
the greatest pleasure. It was really quite good on the
palette and in the stomach.

The life of the lake

Strangely enough, in spite of the fact that Lake
Baikal has long been accepted by biologists as being
unique, there are nearly no existing book guides to
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A butterfly graces the field flowers surrounding Lake Baikal

life in the lake - not even in Russian. This is true
even despite the fact that there has been an inter-
nationally known fresh-water biological institute
on the shores of the lake since the 19th century to
which researchers from the whole world have trav-
elled since the time of the tsars. Of the few works
there are to be found, most are old and practically
unobtainable, (e.g. "Fresh Water Sponges of the
USSR” from 1936 and ”Amphipods of Lake Baikal”
from 1945).

A Russian scientist, D.N. Taliev, wrote already in
1948, that “... Baikal is a unique natural laboratory
without comparison in the world, where one can
study the formation of new species and evolution. A
laboratory which can contribute to insight into, and
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understanding of how these processes take place in
plants and animals, and so can lead us to a deeper
understanding of how life on the entire Eurasian
continent developed as a whole.”

Oleg Anatolyevich from the Fresh-Water Laboratory
in Irkutsk adds, “Regarding the richness and variety
of its species Baikal takes an absolute top place among
the lakes of the world. The number of known species
and variants is currently 2491, which is more than
twice as many in its closest rival, Lake Tanganyika
in Africa. But even that figure is only a beginning,
because in our own fresh-water biological institute,
20 new animal species are described annually. My
forecast is that Baikal will be found to contain more
than 4000 species of animals and more than 2000

TRAVEL

Siberian Adventure

plant species. For a long time in the future, Baikal
will be a powerful centre regarding research both in
general biology and in evolution, and in fresh-water
biology where publication of guides has a very high
priority.”

Afterthoughts

Baikal is such an intense and strange experience
that it is a challenge to one’s vocabulary to find the
right words to describe what one feels on the jour-
ney. When we returned from our round trip that
had taken us 500 km up and down Lake Baikal,
and were on our way up the Angara river towards
Irkutsk, I felt enriched and grateful. Both the travel
itself and the knowledge of having fulfilled a wild
dream from my youth gave me a wonderful feeling
of satisfaction, which I now sat and enjoyed quietly
as the banks of the lake glided slowly past me.

Looking back, what surprises me most is how easy
it was to get there, and how well organised the div-
ing was in Siberia. In reality, the greatest barriers to
reaching this ancient lake were my preconceptions
of a remote impassable wilderness, a broken-down
infrastructure and an insurmountable bureaucracy.
But from the moment we landed in Irkutsk, we were
well looked after.

I don’t know if I will return to Lake Baikal. If I
do, it will probably not be very soon. One should
never try to repeat uplifting experiences; you risk
spoiling meaningful memories. But I do hope that
others will follow in our footsteps, and that divers all
over the world will come to know about this unique
place. There is room out there for every adventur-
ous naturalist, and the resulting eco-tourism would
be the best environmental protection that the area

could get. H
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Geography Siberia lies in the Asiatic part of the
Russian Federation, east of the Urals and forms a
plateau that varies in height from 450 - 900 meters.
In the south, it is closed in by mountain ranges. The
capital city of the Federation is Moscow, in the Eu-
ropean part. The Federation has 146 million inhabit-
ants. Baikal has a coastline on the Buryat autonomous
region and the Irkutsk region. The town of Irkutsk has
600,000 inhabitants and is the region’s administrative
center and airport. Irkutsk town and Lake Baikal are
50km apart but are irrevocably bound together. Baikal
contains 20% of the fresh water reserves of the world.

History In the 7-13 centuries the region was domi-
nated by the original tribal peoples. From the end of
the 1100s, the region was terrorised by the Mongolian
invasions of among others, Djengis Khan. From the
1600s Siberia begins to have closer ties with Russia.
There was no official frontier in the enormous desert-
ed areas and colonisation took place slowly from the
east. Irkutsk was founded in the 17th century by Cos-
sacks who chose to settle permanently in the region.
It was also the most important Russian bastion east of
the Urals, and all expeditions to colonize Kamchatka
and Alaska originated here.

Language Russian. English, as a rule, is only spo-
ken by younger people or those employed in the tour-
ist industry.

Time zone GMT plus 7
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Climate Temperate continental, with short warm

summers and cold winters. Mean temperatures:
January —21°C; in July +17°C

Valuta Russian rubles (RUB). There are cash points
for VISA in Irkutsk

Electricity There is a 220V generator aboard

Telephone Country code (+7). Some cell phones
can be used in Moscow, but not in Siberia.

Food and drink A good meal can be had for about
3-4 USD or 2-3 EUR. Vodka is often drunk at the
main meals. Russian food is rather heavy but tastes
good. Fast food can be obtained in the larger towns.

Diving Diving centre Aqua-Eco based in Irkutsk
runs the diving ship Sjak-Iv Kusto and arranges live-
aboards on Lake Baikal. Tour season: 1 June-15 Octo-
ber. Package tour includes stay, sailing, full board and
snacks, English speaking diving guide and instructor,
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Giant gammarid on the sandy bottom of Lake Baikal

lease of flasks and lead belts together with air. Nitrox
costs a little more. Web site:
www.aquaeco.eu.org/eservices.html

Safety There is a decompression chamber aboard
the boat

Travelling From Europe to Irkutsk can be flown
with different companies. Generally, there will be a
change of airports in Moscow. We flew with Dome-
dojevskaya as it gave 40 kg baggage per person. Aqua-

Eco fetches customers in Irkutsk airport.

Visa A visa is required, and is given after an invita-
tion from a travel agent. Allow 4-6 weeks to get the
visa. Express visas can be obtained from day to day,
but cost over 133 USD or 107 EUR. Entry docu-
ments and entry declarations must be kept for depar-
ture upon leaving the country again.

Web address

www.aquaeco.eu.org Bl
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