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Jacek Palkiewicz Ph.D., an Italian-Polish reporter and 
explorer. Graduated in Geographical Sciences and made a Fellow 
of the prestigious Royal Geographical Society in London. He was 
born in 1942 in a German labor camp in Lower Saxony, where his 
mother was forced to go during World War II, grew up in Northern 
Poland and emigrated to Italy in 1970.

“When I was little and people asked me what I wanted to do 
when I grew up, I always said ‘I will be an explorer.’ I hadn’t even 
started school, but I knew what I wanted to do. My aunt used to 
read me travel books, and I would trace the names of the places 
she talked about on a globe my father had given me. Exotic names 
like Timbuktu, Hong Kong, Skeleton Coast and Buenos Aires made 
a huge impression on my imagination. As I got older, the writings 
of Kipling, London Saint-Exupery, Lawrence of Arabia, and Ste-
venson felt like invitations to explore the world,” Palkiewicz said.

“I felt like an outsider growing up behind the Iron Curtain. 
e non-communist world was closed to me and I didn’t have 
a passport, so I applied to the Nautical School in Gdynia to be-
come a sailor. Unfortunately, I failed an eye test and was reject-
ed. It felt like a tragedy at the time. However, my mother told 
me, ‘you know who else can travel the world — a journalist.’ So 
I began to work for Polish newspapers, but it was still too small 
a world — I could only go to places as far as Bulgaria or Hungary. 
I dreamed of the great wide world whose doors were shut closed 
to me, and so I tried to get out of the country illegally. I went 
to Yugoslavia, where it was easier to cross the border, with only 
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ten dollars in my back pocket. I tried to get across into Italy but 
I was caught and held for two weeks in Belgrade before being 
deporting back to Poland. But by then, I had more experience 
and now knew what to do the next time round, so I tried again 
and succeeded.”

Palkiewicz has explored all geographical zones and inacces-
sible small corners of our planet searching and documenting the 
last primitive ethnic minorities, frequently traveling in the style 
of nineteenth century discoverers. A habitual traveler on “impos-
sible” journeys, he has always been anxious to document the things 
which are slowly disappearing from the world.

One of the �rst challenges he undertook was in 1975, which 
was crossing the Atlantic alone in a lifeboat: 44 days without a ra-
dio or sextant. In 1989, he led an expedition e Cool Pole (Ya-
kutsk-Oymyakon) to the coldest place in Siberia (–71.2°C) with 
a reindeer sledge. He has frequently reported on the disastrous 
effects man causes to nature and in 1994 he lead the Cosmonauts 
International Ecological Mission in Siberia under the patronage 
of President Boris Yeltsin.

In 1982, Palkiewicz used his unique experience and founded 
the art of survival in Europe, constantly in search of �nding man’s 
ultimate limits under extreme conditions in nature. He teaches 
how to cope with crisis situations. Over the years he has been 
a consultant to the Russian astronauts in the survival program, 
and he trains top counter-terrorist troops in extreme conditions 
in various climatic zones.

In 1996, he led the amazing scienti�c expedition Amazon 
Source ‘96, and maintaining the hydrological criteria, established 
the real source of the Amazon river (Nevado Quehuisha, altitude 
5,170 m a.s.l.). is discovery was accepted by Lima’s Geographic 
Society and it is now certi�ed that it is the longest river in the world 
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(7,040 km). In 2011, the Peruvian Government placed a monu-
ment with a commemorative plate at the Source of the Amazon 
River.

He was made Ambassador of the Masuria Lake District in Po-
land for the New 7 Wonders of Nature competition, where Masuria 
was ranked the most beautiful natural place in Europe and placed 
among the 8th – 14th positions out of 440 competitors throughout 
the World.

Jacek Palkiewicz is a humble, so-spoken patriot without 
a trace of politics in his blood. “My aim is to wave the Polish �ag — 
it’s my moral responsibility. When you travel abroad, people have 
only heard a few things about Poland. In the Unites States, people 
know about Lech Walesa, John Paul II and vodka. In Asia in the 
1970s and 1980s, they knew [Polish football player Grzegorz] Lato 
and now they know Lewandowski. I do Poland’s marketing be-
cause I don’t think the country ever knew how to market itself well. 
Take for example the reconstruction of Warsaw following World 
War II. In the 20 years following the War, the city was rebuilt, and 
architectural experts said that no city had ever undergone such 
a rebirth. But since Poland didn’t make a big deal out of it, people 
don’t talk about Warsaw when they talk about cities brought back 
from the desolation of war in the way they talk about Hiroshima 
or Dresden. I really don’t think we’ve shown the world the many 
strengths that we have in areas like the sciences, arts or literature.” 

In 2003, by decree of the President of the Italian Republic, 
Carlo Azeglio Ciampi, Jacek Palkiewicz was bestowed with the 
O翿�cial Honor of the Order of Knighthood in recognition of his 
contribution to the Italian Republic. In 2010, he was awarded the 
Golden Cross Pro Ecclesia et Ponti�ce by Pope Benedict XVI. In 
2015, by decree from the President of Poland, Jacek Palkiewicz was 
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bestowed with the O翿�cial Honors of the Order for Merit of the 
Republic of Poland in recognition for his contribution to Poland.

Palkiewicz has something of the personality of Jack London, 
acting tough not in order to win applause but simply due to char-
acter; or of Ernest Hemingway with his love of a life of intensity, 
of travel, boxing and the bull�ght; and �nally of Joseph Conrad, 
a seamen who, having survived typhoons and shipwreck, tried to 
understand man with all his strengths and weaknesses.

He is the author of over 30 books, and has also published his 
reportages in many prestigious European magazines.

e-mail: jacek@palkiewicz.com
website: www.palkiewicz.com







At �rst glance there is nothing to distinguish him 
from the crowd except perhaps a con�dent posture, the spring in 
his step and well-honed powers of observation. Not everyone who 
meets Jacek Palkiewicz is willing to offer him friendship. Some 
claim that modesty is not one of his sins and that he is too con-
�dent in his own abilities. Others are offended by the arrogance, 
egoism, impertinence and conceit contained in the following 
words: “I will win any game you choose to play, not because I am 
more intelligent or stronger, but because I never tire and you do.” 
Still others remember a sentence broadcast in a commercial for 
an Italian bicycle: “Wherever you go, we’ve already been there.” 
Some accuse him of cultivating an exaggerated image of a tough 
guy: ruthless determination, emotional camou�age, Spartan self-
control, brevity, stony distance and a demanding level of personal 
�tness by means of training, shooting practice using a Glock, etc. 
ere are also individuals, primarily those who have failed to real-
ize their own ambitions, who are annoyed by the cult of Palkiewicz 
and out of envy attempt to destroy his reputation — sitting in their 
comfortable chairs, they make rash judgments.

ose who have been able to get to know this frenetic traveler 
and natural born leader admit that this �rst impression is mislead-
ing. Under a seemingly cold demeanor, there is a normal man. 
A strong personality, loyalty, directness, professionalism and cha-
risma with time provoked curiosity that later attracts and engenders 
affection. A handful of committed fans are more than su翿�cient. 
Each, amazed by his thrilling life, is prepared to forgive him for his 
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lack of sensitivity, an uncompromising nature and raw and brutal 
honesty, frequently interpreted as an unpleasant way of being.

As a rule, people do not hide their jealousy because of what 
he has achieved and experienced or the richness of impressions 
and emotional thrills he has accumulated at every latitude on our 
planet. e American weekly Newsweek, with appreciation for his 
obsessive curiosity about the world, included him among the last 
generation of explorers. His successors will no longer be able to 
enjoy the fascinating colors of a camel caravan, meadows on the 
plateaus of Bhutan or elephants in the jungles of Indochina.

Italian writer Vittorio G. Rossi, highly impressed by his passion 
for life, wrote: “He has a sense of adventure in the same way that he 
has ears and a nose. On land and sea he has achieved unforgettable 
deeds. He is tough and able to �ght every di翿�culty, but can also 
admit that fear and pain are inseparable companions in his life.”

“Life gives every person as much as he has the courage to take 
and I have no intention of givi Uomini ng up anything that is due 
to me,” he once wrote. Another time he said: “Life is too short not 
to search for instant grati�cation.” Palkiewicz is certainly addicted 
to adrenaline. It would seem that these full and rich emotional 
experiences are the main values that make his life meaningful.

He speaks several languages �uently and moves with ease in 
New York, Saigon, Paris and Caracas. As a master of survival, he 
is not afraid of getting lost in the desert or Amazon jungle. Dual 
citizenship allowed him to be one of the �rst Poles to enjoy the 
bene�ts of European Union citizenship many years ago. He enjoys 
even greater popularity abroad than in his own country, earning 
universal admiration in Russia and Italy, where he is called the 
secondo Polacco, the second Pole (aer the Pope).

is daring explorer caught the irresistible virus of curiosity in 
the world in a provincial town in Masuria, where he memorized 
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the entire atlas. In 1970, he traveled to Italy, where — in his own 
words — “he fell into Linda’s arms.” e elegant Latino brunette 
of ideal beauty who became his wife tells a somewhat different 
story: “Initially, I didn’t want to see him, but later he gained my 
affection thanks to a strong personality, engendering a feeling of 
safety and trust.

Soon aer their wedding, he visited Genoa, where he passed 
an exam to become a 2nd Mate, administered by a commission at 
the Liberian consulate. Without passing seaman’s school or having 
experience at sea, he achieved a level which is normally gained 
aer many years of work.

Aer two years of tortuous, as he describes it, existence, he brie�y 
found a position at a gold mine in Ghana, a job he quit aer a good 
friend died in a mining accident. In those times, his greatest fascina-
tion was the Black Continent. He traveled to Sierra Leone, where he 
was employed as a security o翿�cer at Selection Trust, an opencast di-
amond mine in Yengema, owned by the British. “Living conditions,” 
Jacek recalls, “were satisfactory; a spacious lodge with servants, 
silverware, French wine, a terrace with a view of a golf course…”

Work was another story and involved patrolling a terrain of 
400 km2 by jeep to drive off trespassers, which necessitated a con-
stant series of shootouts. But this wasn’t the worst. Everyone was 
subject to a claustrophobic atmosphere of paranoia and obsessive 
suspicion, similar to the logic that prevails within the intelligence 
community — trust no one. He soon le and returned home to 
Bassano del Grappa near Venice.

In order to receive a daily dose of adrenaline, in 1983 he found-
ed the �rst survival academy on the European continent. All of 
the cards were in his hand. Eight years earlier, he conquered the 
Atlantic alone in a life ra, completed a survival course in Arizona, 
and underwent training in the famous Leo Gleser Israeli School of 
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counter-terrorism. In Japan, he observed methods for educating 
managers, a true school of character and test of spirit that unleashes 
the growth of dynamism, faith in oneself, team spirit and risk aware-
ness — in other words, precisely the skills a modern leader needed.

Jacek’s initiative met with unquestionable success. His week-long 
courses were attended by representatives of various professions, in-
cluding state employees, students, military pilots and even missionar-
ies, all of whom were eager to learn how to cope in extreme situations. 
Si vis pacem, para bellum — prepare for war if you want peace. e 
master frequently reminded his students that “in order to counteract 
evil, one must know and foresee its negative consequences.”

Extreme physical exertion, pain and suffering are the daily 
bread of Palkiewicz’s school, but these are precisely the tools that 
reinforce the psyche and guarantee the ability to access greater 
determination in life. A certi�cate from his school has for many 
become a prestigious calling card and a status symbol. e once 
well-known Italian actor Enrico Montesano and his producer at-
tended the classes with the intention of creating a sensational �lm 
about Palkiewicz and his school. One year later Uomini duri (ree 
Tough Guys) became the biggest box o翿�ce hit of the year.

Over time, Jacek turned his attention to ambitious scienti�c-re-
search exploration. In 1992, he received permission from Vietnam-
ese authorities to live among the isolated local Jaraj community, 
which maintained a one-thousand-year tradition and continues 
to live in the heart of the jungle. Two years later he found a small 
group of Yanomami in the river basin of the Upper Orinoko that 
had no contact with our civilization. In that same year, he made 
contact with the Bausi tribe on the Mamberamo River in West 
Irian, a prehistoric enclave, where headhunting and cannibalism 
are practiced. What others can only dream of, he experiences in 
the real world.
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In 1996, Jacek led a scienti�c expedition to conclusively es-
tablish the source of the Amazon, later o翿�cially con�rmed by the 
Geographic Society in Lima. In Poland, a few envious individuals 
engaged in a distasteful intrigue. e explorer, whose discovery 
was questioned, reacted to these insinuations and dishonest ma-
nipulations calmly. As usual, he disregarded those who did not 
like him, deriding their stupidity and meanness. I suppose he had 
cause for pride when the discovery became a frequent topic for 
Master’s theses and doctoral dissertations.

He has a knack for handling media relations, which more than 
once has caused petty envy. “I don’t have my own public relations 
agent,” he says. “I have to make sure that I ‘sell’ successfully. It is 
not enough to be deserving — someone has to notice and ‘buy’.” 
He is sensitive concerning his own authority and does not give in 
to outside in�uences of any kind. An uncompromising and ruth-
less approach to life narrows his network of friends considerably.

Here I would like to describe one particular episode. Jacek has 
made his own small contribution to space exploration. His lonely 
trip across the Atlantic in 1975 on a life boat, the �rst such trip in 
the history of navigation, was also a kind of cosmic psychological 
laboratory. e success of long-term missions in orbit depends to 
a large extent on deeper knowledge of how man functions over lon-
ger periods in stressful situations with limited stimuli. American 
scientists working for NASA were interested in the problem of de-
privation during his 44-day trip. e experiences accumulated by 
this volunteer castaway and the notes taken during his adventures 
under conditions of extreme isolation from reality and constant 
danger were scrupulously used in scienti�c research.

Someone once wrote with sarcasm that Palkiewicz refused to 
take part in a mission led by Jacques Yves Cousteau because he 
doesn’t like to stand in the shadows of others. “It wasn’t exactly like 
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that,” he claims many years later. “In 1982, the ‘Commandant’ actu-
ally invited me to travel to the Amazon, but I did not go because 
I was already leaving on an expedition to Vietnam.” Jacek also en-
joys the esteem of or Heyerdahl, who wrote in the dedication 
of his last book: “I have enormous respect for Palkiewicz because 
of his professionalism and unusual exploration achievements.” It 
was Heyerdahl who in 1994 recommended Palkiewicz to the highly 
elite group of Fellows of the Royal Geographical Society of Lon-
don, which a翿�liates talented �gures who have contributed to the 
growth and popularization of the geographical sciences. At that 
time, he emphasized Jacek’s work in expanding the borders of hu-
man endurance in extreme situations and life-threatening climates 
as well as the variety of expeditions led by Palkiewicz in search of 
lost civilizations, unusual people and phenomenon.

Jacek’s stand on environmental protection is well known. In 
1978 in Monaco, Princess Grace Kelly awarded him a prestigious 
distinction for his �ght on behalf of the purity of the Mediterra-
nean Sea. It was a campaign organized by WWF, the World Orga-
nization of Nature Conservation, in honor of the International Year 
of the Sea and was designed to spread public awareness concerning 
the moral obligation of making real efforts to protect seawaters. In 
1989, Sting offered to collaborate with Palkiewicz in his campaign 
to protect the rights of Amazon Indians and a few years later, Jacek 
led an ecological expedition of cosmonauts to Siberia under the 
patronage of President Boris Yeltsin. All press agencies and media 
representatives covered this international mission aimed to save 
our planet. For three days, it was the subject of a wide range of 
discussions. Later, the world quickly forgot about the message of 
these space heroes. Deprived of his visions, Palkiewicz comments 
on those times: “I believed in a Utopia and didn’t want to believe 
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that the realism of the industrial age would suffocate the interests 
of mankind.”

I have known Jacek for a quarter of a century and have partici-
pated in some of his expeditions, which cost me a great deal of self-
discipline. He is a demanding boss, extremely hard and exacting. 
More than once I was unable to swallow his categorical nature, lack 
of tolerance for weakness in any form and ruthless condemnation 
of insubordination, but later on, during a moment of cool re�ec-
tion, I always had to admit that he was right.

He is a colorful �gure, a hyperactive individual with inexhaust-
ible reserves of energy, iron health and ruthless determination. 
Whatever he does is accomplished with unrivaled drive and pas-
sion, as if each day was his last and there was nothing to lose. e 
unbridled, animal desire that is oen visible in his emotional at-
tachments sometimes reaches the level of a heart attack.

He has all the personality traits of a born leader: decision-
making ability, faith in his own decisions, con�dence, optimism, 
resistance to stress, objective judgment and common sense in 
interpersonal relations. His is a master of organization. An ex-
pedition under extremely di翿�cult conditions to Borneo ended 
in success only because of smoothly functioning logistics. Jacek’s 
charisma, which creates the will to accept his severe discipline, 
makes it possible to maintain high morale for many long weeks 
and, therefore, ensures mental strength and maximum physical 
exertion. It is precisely thanks to the imposition of these strict 
criteria, applied across the board to all participants, that none of 
his over a dozen expeditions has ended in failure.

Fascinating travels also involve, however, great di翿�culty, fear, 
discomfort, stress and sometimes near death experiences. Despite 
all this, he is unable to sit safely at home longer than two weeks 
at a time. It would seem that he is unable to satisfy his unusual 
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need for thrills and the challenge of overcoming di翿�culties. e 
admirable explorations made by this restless nomad are the subject 
of numerous European publications. Methodic in his actions, he 
brings us shocking news from his travels, telling of legends and 
in�aming the human imagination. Jacek’s accounts, highly acces-
sible to the reader, are stripped of unnecessary embellishment.

His own catalogue of books includes more than a dozen titles.
Sensitive to female beauty, he is frequently seen in the com-

pany of models and gorgeous Brazilian beauties. Nonetheless, his 
greatest fascination remains his wife Linda. “He is able to attract 
attention from women who value his charisma and personality,” 
once said Ursula Andress, Sean Connery’s partner in the �lm James 
Bond 007 and the recipient of a Golden Globe in 2001 for being 
the sexiest of all the Bond girls.

In the summer of 1997, this tireless explorer appeared in a new 
manifestation. At that time, it was revealed that he had long been 
involved in the problems connected with counteracting interna-
tional terrorism. Now, with the approval of several European coun-
tries, he has taken on the training of elite counter-terrorist teams, 
teaching them to survive in the extremely di翿�cult conditions of 
the desert, high mountains and poles. ese training sessions are 
designed to prepare commandos for special assignments abroad 
as well as reinforce international cooperation.

One day, Jacek was contacted by the secretary of an interna-
tional corporation, who asked him whether he would be willing 
to organize a so-called incentive trip intended to strengthen the 
bonds between employees and their company, motivate them to 
greater productivity as well as increase levels of integration and 
solidarity within the team — all of this in grand adventure style, 
accompanied by physical exertion, tourist attractions, training, the 
thrill of emotion and fun. Jacek’s experience, rigor, organizational 
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and leadership abilities allowed him to guarantee this organization 
a quality and unforgettable program. A luxurious and exotic trip 
to the desert of the Skeleton Coast in Namibia turned out to be 
a dream vacation for distributors from the electronics sector and 
as a result the company was pleased with its investment.

Another time, Jacek received a proposal to organize “a vacation 
with adrenaline and entirely new and exciting experiences” for 
a group of managers employed by a well-known export company, 
active people, stressed and subjected to a great deal of pressure 
at work. In order to avoid slowing the tempo that they were ac-
customed to and losing motivation, they went in search of new 
experiences and at the same time active relaxation. Jacek heard: 
“Cost is no object. ey will, of course, travel in 1st class and aer 
returning from the wilderness live in Hotel Ritz where they will 
recover aer the di翿�cult expedition.”

He accepted the commission without a great deal of enthusi-
asm. e �rst few days both sides sized each other up: they still had 
doubts about overcoming the di翿�culties they faced, while he feared 
if he would be able to keep the entire group under control. As it 
turned out, no one failed. e instructor of special force elite teams 
was also able to handle a very demanding group of individuals. He 
later revealed that he had taken along a small bottle of Martell, which 
he pulled out one evening in order to relief tension and stress. “Jacek 
is �rm and demanding, but his great charisma is able to facilitate 
positive group dynamics,” commented one of the trip participants.

e Palkiewicz home in the elegant suburbs of Bassano del 
Grappa is not only an oasis of rest, but also a gallery of aboriginal 
and Amazon Indian art. e dining room features a fantastic col-
lection of Linda’s paintings, among which it is impossible to choose 
favorites — still lives painted in oil or charcoal landscapes. Another 
branch of their home is an apartment in Warsaw.
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Italian Corriere della Sera wrote that Palkiewicz is an apolitical 
guy, una翿�liated with any one grouping, which probably explains 
why at any time of day or night he could call the last three presi-
dents of Poland, two of the last residents of the Kremlin as well as 
a few other European leaders.

e Palkiewiczes have a busy social calendar. eir souvenir 
gallery includes photos of many well-known �gures: famous Eng-
lish explorer Freya Stark, called the Lawrence of Arabia in a skirt, 
Eduard Shevardnadze, Archbishop Bronislaw Dabrowski, a long-
time secretary of the Polish Episcopate, writer Carlo Cassola and 
legendary reporter Oriana Falacci. Also found among these is 
a likeness of Ursula Andress as well as Italian parliamentarian and 
grandson of the Duce, Alessandra Mussolini, Zbigniew Boniek, 
Jerzy Kukuczka, Adriano Celentano, cosmonauts Dhanibiekow 
and Shatalov, Claudia Cardinale and many other faces.

Jacek’s vacations typically have an urban character. For years, he 
and Linda have traveled to the same places: Spain, Istanbul, Warsaw, 
Buenos Aires and Indochina. “Spain acts on me and my husband 
like a magnet,” Linda says. “It is a colorful world of tradition, many 
world religions, the Gypsy folklore of Andalusia, the �amenco and 
bull �ghting. As a painter, I am inspired by the �esta taurina, a cho-
reographed event and concert of memorable impressions.”

Argentina has always attracted the restless traveler. I am con-
vinced that this is the work of the tango, which acts like a drug. 
“Once it was said that the dance, saturated with passion and ex-
pression, was loose and provocative because it was born in bordel-
los and port dives,” says Jacek. “I don’t delve into its history. It is 
enough that I am enchanted by the magical rhythm and sensual 
moves of the dancers, nostalgia and sentimentalism, the guiding 
idea behind the tango and all of that which lends to the panorama 
of life in Argentina.”







48 POLISH INDIANA JONES

During trips to Istanbul, they always stay at Hotel Mercure in 
room 1711 on the 17th �oor. “From there we can see the best view 
of the city, the sunset on the Golden Horn, the delicate shapes of 
minarets and the shining mosque of Solomon,” says Linda. e 
romantic beauty of the Far East is a challenge for the couple. “As 
the years pass, some places are named differently than they were 
before,” says Jacek. “Saigon is now known as Ho Chi Minh, Cey-
lon as Sri Lanka, Siam — ailand, Burma — Myanmar, but my 
memory will also operate according to the historical names, full 
of magic and mystery.”

“You can be a tough guy, but when a person lives on the edge, 
does he have to become familiar with fear?” I ask provocatively. 
e answer is an aggressive question: “Why not?! Whoever does 
not know fear is taking the risk of not returning home. at means 
he was unable to recognize a hidden danger in time. e proper use 
of fear is the father of caution. Fear is the key to energy reserves, 
a way to activate hidden abilities.”

He approaches every goal with great caution and determina-
tion. Stubbornness drives him forward even when everything in-
dicates that there is no chance the objective can be achieved. He 
is ready to make the largest sacri�ces, taking advantage of every 
element of physical or mental training. Once, before a trip across 
the Sahara, he ate a can of salted sardines and then refrained from 
drinking water. In preparation for an expedition to the South Pole, 
he slept all winter on his balcony.

e Italian weekly Panorama has devoted an extensive article to 
Jacek, underlining his enormous engagement on various fronts, and 
wrote that Palkiewicz’s adventures are legendary and his unusually rich 
life could certainly become the material for a fascinating action �lm.

His intriguing life and restless temperament have been com-
pared to the unusual adventures of Marco Polo. Accounts of the 
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Venetian explorer were so full of fascinating events and descrip-
tions of the world that they provoked disbelief in their authenticity. 
ose who have never set foot outside of their own home accused 
him of exaggeration and embellishment of the truth. When the 
explorer was on his deathbed, friends and family begged him to 
correct and edit the text of his book “in order to make it more 
believable.” At the time Polo claimed that he had described a mere 
fragment of that which he had seen during many years of explo-
ration. I am reminded of that scene when Jacek shared with me 
a certain fact from a meeting with the author in the ladies Lions 
Club in Verona. Sitting near a woman he described as “a woman 
of mature age, who smiled as if wanting to say: ‘I still remember 
what pleasure is.’ She commented in a whisper to a friend sitting 
nearby: “What an active imagination!” Since that time Jacek has 
rarely revealed his achievements.

On television, he looks completely different than in photo-
graphs from his expeditions. Supposedly, when he turned 50, Linda 
required he start wearing a shirt and tie on social occasions and 
o翿�cial events. He does it willingly for her, but admits to feeling 
more comfortable in jeans and a sweater.

In the room which houses all the equipment needed to travel 
to every corner of the world, one closet is reserved for clothing 
appropriate for the desert, the Amazon, Siberia, etc. He is ready 
to travel at a moment’s notice, a habit that remains from his years 
as a special correspondent. When asked by the editor how soon he 
should reserve a seat on a transcontinental �ight, Jacek’s answer 
was typically: “Send a taxi to my home in 15 minutes.”

Today is no exception. A special, consuming passion pushes 
him towards yet newer challenges, continuing his life’s script.

Gabriella Bordignon







How do yesterday’s and today’s travels differ? ere 
are colossal differences, primarily thanks to the milestones of mod-
ern technology. Computers have made a shocking impact on our 
lives, and the Internet has caused an unexpected revolution, al-
lowing us to do things which were once absolutely unimaginable.

e old style voyages are disappearing before our very eyes. Hu-
manity has entered great processes of change leading to the rapid 
uni�cation of the world and merciless cultural and civilization uni-
formity. In the new, cosmopolitan way of life, customs, the role of 
religion and native cultures are disappearing. We are dominated by 
the ever-present Coca-Cola and McDonald’s burgers. During the last 
quarter century, forms of communication, making payments and 
traveling throughout the world have changed radically. I remem-
ber that four decades ago it took me a whole month to sail to Latin 
America on a cargo ship. Today I can eat breakfast in Warsaw, lunch 
in Madrid, dinner in Buenos Aires and, confused as a result of jet 
lag and crossing many time zones, I can go to sleep in Montevideo.

e world has opened up on an unprecedented scale, and visa 
barriers are disappearing. Taking a voyage has never been easier to 
achieve. A quarter of a century ago, it took me a year to prepare an ex-
pedition to Borneo, but today a week’s preparations would be enough. 
My mom used to leave for vacation in Croatia and had to pack for two 
weeks, and my daughter spends two days packing for a skiing trip in 
the Alps. Family holidays can even be prepared in a few hours. All you 
need to do is click online to buy a plane ticket. We do not even need to 
take money with us; all fees are regulated by means of payment cards. 
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Let us now take a look at air transport and its evolution. Econ-
omy class passengers are squeezed together like canned sardines. 
In 2017, over 4 billion passengers passed through airlines. It has 
become a masquerade; we no longer admire beautiful and shapely 
stewardesses. Any lost convenience, however, is compensated for 
by the �ourishing �eet of low-budget carriers.

September 11 created a new world geography. is day not only 
introduced borders between religions and cultures, but outlined 
deep changes in the world of travel. Since then, time-consuming 
and stressful airport security checks have become a nightmare. 
Formerly, an elegant uniform and cap demonstrated the status of 
a pilot, giving him esteem, and his friendly voice arose our con�-
dence. Today, pilots are isolated by armored doors, behind which 
only dry information about �ight details gets through, or an enig-
matic mention of a delayed departure or turbulence.

Just two decades ago, contacting loved ones was not very easy, 
because I had to wait for several hours in ird World countries 
for a telephone connection at the post o翿�ce. Today, it is hard to 
remember the existence of street coin telephones. Connectivity has 
become child’s play: simply use a mobile phone or the omnipresent 
Skype, Twitter, or go to an internet cafe. Nowadays, everyone uses 
e-mail, text messages, MMS, or video conversations.

Africa was once referred to as the “white man’s grave.” e text-
book of tropical medicine in 1965 advised against the hot climate 
for people over 50, because it posed a health threat. It added that 
tourists on arrival should take care to acclimatize during the �rst 
week and avoid an intense lifestyle, remember to keep an easy-to-
digest diet and take an aernoon siesta. Today, these recommenda-
tions seem downright grotesque.

e modern globetrotter can count on numerous facilities, con-
stantly upgraded equipment and various technological innovations. 

TRAVELING YESTERDAY AND NOWADAYS
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Today’s tents are set up more easily and faster, and we have comfort-
able suitcases that are more lightweight and durable. Maps, oen 
large folded sheets, have been replaced with digital ones. Once you 
had to take care to properly conceal cash, but today nobody carries 
it with them, taking it out of ATMs or paying with a credit card. We 
have already forgotten what traveler’s cheques were, once widely 
used starting at the end of the 19th century. A revolution in the his-
tory of photography has been brought on by the new generation of 
digital cameras, and photos can be made by cell phones.

Recently, I found a �ight certi�cate at home for a KLM airplane 
that �ew over the North Pole and a whole bundle of decorated cer-
ti�cates from various airlines con�rming the crossing of the equa-
tor. Nobody practices this kind of honorary mention today. What 
for? Intercontinental �ights have long ceased to be a special event.

In 1886, the manager of the Savoy Hotel in San Remo invented 
suitcase stickers, which were to advertise the hotel. e idea quick-
ly caught on and suitcases were stuck with stickers from luxurious 
hotels, which in turn raised the status of the tourist, who played the 
role of a world traveler. is fashion lasted for exactly one hundred 
years and today no one remembers anything about it.

Technology is my ally and I bene�t from it at the world’s pe-
ripheries, such as by using the rescue EPIRB radiobeacon or the 
Spot Tracker satellite locator, which in case of loss of orientation 
in the desert makes it easier for me to �nd my location.

ere is, however, a new threat that can affect us at the least 
expected moment. We have entered the era of extremely turbulent 
times where terrorist attacks can give rise to justi�ed fears.

e world is changing and shrinking in times of insane accel-
eration. e British writer Lawrence Osborne, who has traveled 
half the globe, in e Naked Tourist notes that the problem of 
the modern globetrotter is that he does not know where to go. 
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Everything looks the same, the whole planet has already become 
one gigantic resort and wherever he goes, it all tastes bitter in 
his mouth.

It is said that in the new reality, a peregrination has lost its 
brightness, magic has lost its exotic side, and the atmosphere of 
ancient romantic escapades is now forgotten. e controversial and 
multidimensional phenomenon of globalization leaves its mark 
on the world of travels. is means that the general tourist indus-
try transforms exotic traditions into commercial folklore. In the 
era of mass tourism, we use ready-made prescriptions, satisfying 
ourselves with a folk open-air museum put up for sale. Millions 
of “package” holiday-makers are condemned to being enclosed in 
a sterile cocoon separated from the local community, put into the 
enclaves of elegant resorts, performances, paradise beaches and 
cuisines adapted to Western tastes.

Personally, I think that peregrinations, however, have not com-
pletely disappeared. e goal of an authentic journey rather con-
cerns the human soul, not its external side. e soul is the place 
where the insatiable curiosity for the world still lies. e magic of 
unknown lands will continue to stimulate our imaginations and 
tempt us with their mystery.







Aer a great deal of debate and controversy, the 
source of the largest river in the world has �nally been located 
according to scienti�c criteria. One of the least-known puzzles at 
the end of the millennium concerned the exact position where 
the Rio of the Amazons �rst comes to the surface. Its source had 
never been located with certainty and had always been the sub-
ject of heated discussions between geographers and explorers. In 
the background of all this uncertainty, we decided to organize an 
exciting and ambitious expedition. In order to begin from a sci-
enti�c foundation, we �rst studied various university texts, the 
results of inquires and archive research. So it was in the summer 
of 1996 that we embarked on an expedition in collaboration with 
the Peruvian Geographical Society, the Catholic University of 
Lima, the Russian Academy of Sciences and the Department of 
the Peruvian Navy. 

Historically speaking, the Maranon River had always been con-
sidered the main tributary of the Amazon. It was explored and 
described as early as the eighteenth century by Jesuit Father Samuel 
Fritz. In 1934, Colonel Gerardo Andreas, aer carrying out topo-
graphic surveys on the Cordillera Chile in the Caylloma district, 
put forward his own theory: only the Ucayali, even though it had 
three times less the water volume than the Maranon, could be the 
source for the largest river in the world. What in fact counted was 
its greater length.

According to Andreas, the Ucayali �owed out of the Apurimac, 
whose source was on the south-western slope of Mount Huagra. 
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Yet his theory only began to be accepted by geographers around 
twenty years later.

In 1978, the great Walter Bonatti set off on his own personal 
expeditions to explore the stream called the Huarajo. Several ex-
plorers claimed, however, that the Amazon did not arise on Mount 
Huagra but on Mount Minaspata, or in Lake Vilafro, while Carlos 
Penaherrera del Aguila in 1979, claimed that the source was 5,597 
meters high on Nevado Mismi, in the Province of Caylloma. Two 
years later, American photographer Loren McIntyre set off with 
an expedition sponsored by National Geographic following a route 
proposed by the magazine’s own cartographers. ey believed that 
the Amazon began with the stream called the Carhuasanta, whose 
source is furthest from the outlet of the Amazon. McIntyre con-
�rmed that the �rst water came from a tiny lake on the slopes of 
Nevado Choquecorao, which some maps mistakenly called the 
Nevado Mismi. e exact location, however, was two kilometers 
from that marked by Penaherrera.

In May 1982, Jean Michel Cousteau, son of the famous oceanog-
rapher, reached Nevado Mismi, during a complex expedition along 
the whole length of the Amazon. But as regards the source, this 
expedition did not have a hydrographic program and the members 
simply reached the place believed to be the origin of the great river.

At 7:15 a.m., the �rst tepid sun rays begin to glimmer on the 
peaks of the Andes. A few minutes later a blinding disc of light, 
once worshipped by the Incas, the ancient inhabitants of this land, 
rises up to rule again, and we are �lled with new-found optimism. 
We are 200 kilometers to the south of Cuzco, and the same distance 
east of Lake Titicaca and west of the Paci�c Ocean. 

We climb up a path along the Carhuasanta. e surrounding 
landscape, marked by a vast network of tiny streams, makes a very 
complicated hydrological picture. It’s even hard work breathing, 
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given that we are 5,000 meters high, and we oen have to stop to 
give our lungs a rest. e lack of oxygen slows down body func-
tions and as a remedy, we chew on some coca leaves. Every move-
ment is carefully calculated so as not to waste energy. 

Our work consists in measuring all the streams in the upper 
Apurimac regarding length and �ow (i.e. the volume of water that 
passes through a section in a given time). Only in this way will it be 
possible to locate the tiny rivulet giving rise to the mighty Amazon.

Five kilometers long, the valley is closed by a granite rock face. 
On its slopes covered with spongy terrain there are an in�nite 
number of springs. Further up to our le, we note a cross with 
a plaque in honor of McIntyre, marking the presumed source of 
the Rio. 

With the GPS satellite computer, we work out that this location 
is at least three kilometers away from the geographical position 
announced by the American. e confusion grows greater when 
we consider Penaherrera’s idea; his source is six kilometers away.

e next day, Dr. Serghey Ushnurtzev and his assistant Rimma 
Khajrutdinova work out that the volume of the Carhuasanta is only 
65 liters per second as opposed to the 150 L/sec of the Apacheta. 
We carefully check the satellite SPOT image, that of the European 
Space Agency and the Russian Priroda satellites. We also acquire 
more geomorphologic knowledge about the area. Rimma stresses 
that McIntyre, who at all costs wanted to �nd the source furthest 
away from the delta, had indicated an insigni�cant stream with-
out following hydrographic criteria. In fact, an in�nite number of 
trickles �ow down the two sides of the valley of the Carhuasanta 
and only join up at the valley bottom, gouging out a visible natural 
bed, which may be the beginning of the river.

“is doesn’t really matter, if we observe the longitudinal pro-
�le of the Carhuasanta and the Apacheta,” chips in Zaniel Novoa 
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from the Catholic University of Lima. “e �rst of the two rivers 
in its average course goes down a sharper slope, which proves it 
should only be considered as a tributary of the larger river.”

Admiral Guillermo Faura gets straight to the point: “yes, you’re 
right, but the most important factor is that the Apacheta has a larg-
er �ow and it is also longer. What’s more it rises at an altitude no 
lower than the other one, as you can see from the satellite images.”

e next day, our research follows another two streams, the 
Ccaccansa and the Sillanque, which turn out to be less important. 
Now all our interest is focused on the Apacheta.

On the morning of July 16, 1996, we move upstream towards 
the source of this river. e previous night, the temperature fell to 
minus twenty-�ve degrees Celsius. Now it is around �ve degrees, 
and if it were not for the bitter icy wind, there would be nothing to 
complain about. We cross an area that rather resembles the Rus-
sian tundra made up of tiny islands with shallow water all-round 
covered with the round-shaped yareta, a bright green and very 
hard thick moss. It is an excellent fuel oen used by local herds-
men. We then go up a mule track once trod by the Incas, one of the 
many ways through the Andes. e great Apacheta valley gradually 
closes in and the stream running through its center gets smaller. 
In the clear sky, a great Condor opens its wings like majestic sails 
spanning three meters and spirals up making the most of the air 
currents. At midday, we reach the Nevado Quehuisha. e glacier 
we saw in aerial photographs of the area taken twenty years earlier 
is no longer there. A few dozen meters before the crest, we catch 
sight of a green patch, no bigger than twenty meters, standing out 
from the grey of the surrounding sterile environment. From this 
muddy island, covered by tus of ichu grass, crystalline water tim-
idly gurgles up. It’s hard to believe that this trickle of water is the 
beginning of the world’s mightiest river.

THE SOURCE OF THE AMAZON RIVER DISCOVERY
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Renzo Grego, my travelling companion on a previous trip 
across Borneo, establishes our exact geographical coordinates with 
the Ensign GPS in a few seconds: latitude — 15°31’05” south, lon-
gitude — 71°45’55” west, the height is 5,170 meters on the eastern 
side of the continental watershed of Cordillera Chile, thirty-six 
kilometers south of the mining town of Cailloma in the region of 
Arequipa.

Aer �owing for around 7,000 kilometers for six weeks, the wa-
ter gurgling up from under my feet will reach the Atlantic Ocean.









Siberia! Like many people I have always had mixed 
feelings about this land. Its vastness and inhospitable climate are 
well-known. Its savage beauty is less widely recognized. Its mighty 
taiga, its mountains and rivers are still as unsullied as on the day of 
Creation. Its untouched landscape, however, is not the only marvel 
Siberia harbors. ere, I found a surprise common to everyone 
who ventures into this “continent”: it’s the people, the Siberians 
themselves.

Siberians do not belong to a particular race. Some descend 
from Germak’s Cossacks who conquered Siberia more than 400 
years ago, others from the Mongols, who arrived from the south. 
Still others are the children, grandchildren or great-grandchildren 
of the millions of political prisoners who expiated their “crimes” 
there in ignominy, but who brought with them culture and many 
fresh ideas.

Even older ethnic groups still �ourish there, proud of belong-
ing to races which have acclimatized themselves to surroundings 
which intimidate most men. Laps, Nenchi, Evencki, Yakutsk, Chi-
ukchi, and dozens of tribes have arrived over the centuries from 
the south, west and east, being nudged farther and farther north 
towards a climate progressively more di翿�cult to withstand.

In exchange, the tribes were able to avoid submitting to the 
emerging power of civilization, which was more industrialized 
and better armed than they were, but which blinked in the face of 
the endless swamps, freezing temperatures and measureless taiga 
of Siberia. Siberia protected those who adapted to it, instead of 
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�ghting against it and seeking to change its character. For centu-
ries, it was a place where only those who thirsted for glory, power 
or adventure dared venture, but it belonged only to those who 
accepted it for what it was.

Its great riches long remained concealed by its vast distances, 
its rivers and mountains of biblical proportions and its perenni-
ally ice-bound earth. Many of those who tried to steal the precious 
treasures of this land perished despite their courage: lost in the 
wilderness, driven insane by solitude and desperation, mauled by 
wild beasts, frozen by the Sarma, the wind which blows off Lake 
Baikal, or buried beneath snow.

Men do not surrender, however. New settlers continue to ar-
rive. Aer the Cossacks, peasants hungry for land and traders eager 
to buy sable arrived, which in the times of the Tsars was known 
as white gold.

At �rst, these new settlers were content to follow a route which 
crossed the Urals, the gateway to Europe, went on to Omsk, then 
to Irkutsk and �nally to the Paci�c coast, to Vladivostok, which 
was colonized in the name of the Great Mother Russia and its Little 
Father, the tsar.

At the end of the nineteenth century, a seemingly insane idea 
began to win acceptance: a 6000-mile railway across Siberia. By 
1904, most stretches of this railway were in operation. Crossing 
Siberia from east to west was made easier, but there remained enor-
mous semi-explored regions of the north where one was obliged 
to go on foot, on horseback, or by reindeer-drawn sledge.

e men who travelled at that time never knew if they would 
return. ey knew that their lives would be ones of harsh sacri�ce; 
sacri�ces that would only be partially repaid by a sense of liberty 
unimaginable in more densely populated parts of the world, and by 
a feeling of love or hatred towards this land, which would �ll their 
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hearts, leaving no room for indifference. Such men and women 
built the villages which began to spring up along the rivers. Wood 
and game abounded, there was no shortage of valuable pelts to 
exchange for goods when the traders’ boats came upstream. New 
settlers began to arrive, but others le, defeated by the conditions.

e ones who remained had to come to terms with the climate 
rapidly, with death as the price of failure. ey knew that they had 
to adapt to it, not �ght against it. I, too, learned this lesson one 
winter, by no means exceptional. I endured temperatures of –50 
degrees Celsius. At that temperature, the air seems to burn your 
respiratory tract and you become almost drunk. Other features of 
that Siberian winter stand out in my memory. e whiteness of the 
snow, which gives a milk-like hue to the light, people’s cabins, or 
isbe, which are hot and smell of pinewood, the icicles which form 
on your eyebrows, the sun which hardly creeps over the horizon 
into the grey sky.

I also got to know this indomitable race, the Siberians. ey 
are a people who greet their guests with the clumsiness common 
to those who are used to living on their own but then open their 
houses to you with the generosity and warmth-of-heart of those 
who enjoy company. You become a friend. e table is cluttered 
with delicacies: horse meat, reindeer tongue, potatoes, �sh, pickled 
gherkins, butter, fruits which grow wild on the taiga, tea. ere is 
also vodka, to drink innumerable toasts to yourself, your family, 
new friends, peace. Glass aer glass is gulped down imperturbably. 
At root, however, drinking in this way is an attempt to forget the 
many things which are lacking in their lives.

I have also seen Siberia in the other seasons. During the spring 
thaw, every �ake of snow which fell during the winter melts. e 
perennially frozen ground cannot absorb all this water and so the 
whole region, including the roads, turns into one vast swamp. e 
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trees spring back to life. ey have ten days of warmth in the sum-
mer to grow, but once their buds have swollen, even a few hours’ 
sunlight will cause their wind-contorted branches to burst forth in 
blossom. e marshes turn a vivid green and more than 200 types 
of �owers come into bloom at the same time. One of these �owers, 
a red and black-colored lily, is known as “sardana” in the Yakut 
language. is word is also a girl’s name. Unfortunately, native 
names like this are becoming less and less common, while Russian 
names like Irene, Olga and Natasha abound, a sign of the Siberians’ 
desire for integration into wider Russian society.

Russians who come from the city to live in the villages of Sibe-
ria are highly esteemed by the locals. e girls think they will make 
a good match. ey speak to them in Russian and oen forget their 
own language, which is a strange, incomprehensible mixture of 
Mongolian, Turkish and a long-forgotten dialect. As a result, grand-
parents and grandchildren oen do not share a common tongue.

“You have paid too high a price for civilization,” I comment-
ed to one of my guides, who spoke Russian better than his own 
mother tongue. He hung his head. He had already thought about 
this question, I could see. “We can’t do anything else. We’ve already 
missed the train that might have helped us preserve our identity 
and now we must ride on another,” he said bitterly.

Traditions are also being discarded. eir animist religion, 
which is oen the only thing shared among the Siberian tribes, 
has been kept alive by the long-persecuted Shamans, who are the 
saints or witches of this religion. Its propitiatory ceremonies such 
as rain-making dances and the music of the hamus, a kind of Jew-
ish harp, are all dying out. New customs and ideas, meanwhile, are 
being absorbed, oen unconsciously.

e authorities have conducted a ruthless campaign against 
both shamanism and nomadism for decades. Nomadism is an 
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inevitable aspect of rearing reindeer. ese semi-domesticated 
animals are one of the few sources of income for the Kayuri, the 
shepherds who herd them, and so they are compelled to follow 
these animals as they wander in search of food.

e inestimable resources of Siberia: wood, gas, oil, diamonds 
and other precious minerals require expensive machinery and 
quali�ed personnel for their exploitation. Contract workers have 
arrived from all over Russia to �ll this need. Such workers get the 
best pay and holidays as well as perks such as early pensions and 
a special place on the waiting list for housing in Moscow, Kiev 
and Leningrad. A third of those who come are unable to stand 
the climate and tear up their contracts, losing all their bene�ts. 
e ones who decide to renew their contracts, however, see their 
children grow up as hardy youngsters, who cannot recognize a vio-
let and who know nothing of warmer climes. Such children can 
be seen playing in the parks when the temperature is –30 or –40 
degrees. ey are obliged to attend school as long as the thermom-
eter is above –55. “Quite different form Novosibirsk,” the mayor 
of Oymiakon told me, the world’s coldest inhabited place where 
the temperature has fallen as low as –70 degrees. “ere, the kids 
are kept at home if it gets to –40. is is a bad sign. It means we 
are mollycoddling our children!” he said, without a trace of irony.

Siberians work in condition that not even machines can with-
stand. Machinery grinds to a halt when the mercury falls to –50, 
because below that temperature metal snaps like glass. Men, how-
ever, go on working, protected by a bearskin hat, by their fufayka, 
padded cotton jackets worn by both men and women, and by va-
lenki, felt boots stuffed with hay. Hunters, meanwhile, who are 
organized in a cooperative like every other category of worker, 
wear garments made from reindeer skin, to help them survive 
the long days and interminable nights they must spend, oen in 
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insu翿�cient shelters, out on the taiga. e Siberian’s isbe, by con-
trast, are almost excessively warm. I thought this was ridiculous, 
until I experienced for myself the bene�cial effect such high tem-
peratures have on one’s circulation, enabling one to resist sudden 
falls in temperatures of as much as 80 degrees Celsius.

I was describing the seasons. Aer eight months of winter and 
a brief, muddy spring, summer suddenly erupts on to the scene. 
e paths become dusty and clouds of mosquitoes and gnats make 
life unbearable for man and beast. At the beginning of August, av-
erage daily temperatures are 30-35 degrees Celsius, though patches 
of snow continue to lie in the shadows of the hillsides of the far 
north. ere is sunshine 24 hours a day during this period but this 
warm season does not last long. Abruptly, cold winds and frost 
blow in from the north, bending the stems of the �owers on the 
tundra and the nights begin drawing in again.

During this season, one is struck by the ease with which nature 
adapts to the season: trees redden, though the birches turn gold 
and the pines become darker than ever, colored by the oozing resin 
of their bark. At the same time, the marsh rushes, the grass and ev-
ery other plant break out in a riot of reds, oranges and yellows. Ber-
ries ripen and the women and children muster in the biting wind 
to gather this last, precious gi of summer before the snow falls.

“We have learnt to use a ri�e,” Gala told me. She was a young 
mother in the Chukchi tribe who lived along with a few other 
families in a nomad encampment in the province of Anadyr. “We 
have to defend ourselves from bears, which prowl about looking 
for berries, just like us. We only shoot in self-defense though. 
During the summer, the men are far away with the reindeer. ey 
return aer the �rst snowfalls and everything is �ne. Everything is 
prepared to face the winter: new clothes, dried meats, wild pota-
toes. e yaranga, our tents, are full of pelts, the sledges are ready. 
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My husband earns quite a lot, about 500 rubles a month (cf. an 
engineer in Moscow earns about 300). With this money, we can 
buy whatever we lack. We would never give up this way of life. It 
is di翿�cult, true, but we wouldn’t know how to live in a �at, with 
doors and windows, no air, all the people on top of one other, 
obliged to work for eight hours a day without the space and light 
that we have here. I can’t explain why, but we just couldn’t,” she 
concluded.

By bitter irony, the Siberians’ attachment to a way of life which 
remains primitive has not stopped “progress” from killing them 
off. e nuclear experiments of the 1950s dosed Siberia with an 
amount of radiation comparable to that released by Chernobyl. e 
average life-span of the nomads is about 45 years, infant mortality 
is high, and many adults are dying from cancer and tuberculosis. 
Cesium levels in the population are up to 100 times greater here 
than in other less contaminated zones.

Some of the nomads have tried to �t into city life, moving to 
Pevek in the Artie circle, to Magadan on the Paci�c coast, down-
river to Yakutsk, or even to Moscow. ey invariably face great 
di翿�culties. Car fumes burn their throats, people’s habits seem 
strange, they can’t �nd their way around the streets, and they have 
little or no view from their new �ats or houses. It is far better for 
them to return home, to live once again among the Siberians or 
the even hardier folk in the extreme north.

Slowly, but surely, and regrettably with great damage to the 
environment, Siberia is being modernized. ere is a great deal of 
new construction, mines and quarries are being dug, and the popu-
lation continues to increase. e cities are becoming larger. ey 
are usually factory towns, built to house the employees of huge 
industrial projects such as the Bratzk power station, which has an 
output of 4500 MW, making it the largest in the world when it was 
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opened nearly thirty years ago. Magadan, which was founded just 
�y years ago, is the center of the Siberian gold-mining industry. It 
produces approximately 500 metric tons of gold a year, two-thirds 
of the annual production of South Africa.

I mentioned that the environment is being maltreated. e 
environmental cause has recently found a strenuous defendant in 
Valentin Rasputin, a well-known writer from Irkutsk whose work 
has also been published in the west. Rasputin is respected through-
out Russia for his commitment to defending his region’s ecology.

When I put an empty tin back into my rucksack, rather than 
throwing it away, my companions pulled my leg and did not bother 
to imitate me. “Siberia is big!” they said in justi�cation. “Yes, but 
it is also beautiful,” I replied. Yet what is one rusty tin in an area 
forty times as large as Italy?

And what difference does cutting down a forest for lumber 
make in a region where there are hundreds of thousands of trees? 
e answer to this is “none at all” if cutting the trees is truly nec-
essary, and if every branch and trunk is used, not wasted. But in 
fact, wastage is a problem of major and unpardonable proportions. 
Siberia provides 35% of Russia’s annual requirements of wood, but 
40% of this vast production is lost. Lumber is sent by river to the 
Artie coast. On the way, it experiences great damage. e logs, as 
they �ow uncontrollably downstream, pile up against the banks, 
eating them away, changing the hydrography of the rivers. A great 
deal of wood, moreover, is wasted as a result of the transport short-
age. Since there is no way to ship tree branches, which are stripped 
from the trunks during the logging process, such wood is simply 
le to rot. 

e region’s railways, the Trans-Siberian and the BAM (Baikal 
— Amur — Magistralna) have stockpiles of unused wood. e 
latest available �gures are somewhat out-of-date, but at the end of 
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the 1970s, the eastern region of the Trans-Siberian railway alone 
had 3.6 million cubic meters lying idle. e trains are over-loaded; 
it is common to see three locomotives hauling a goods train with 
as many as 50 laden trucks — and this practice, together with the 
damage caused by the weather and the volume of tra翿�c — one 
train every 15 minutes — are tremendous problems for the rail-
way’s infrastructure. e track is constantly under repair, and even 
the mythical Rossiya, the passenger train which connects Moscow 
and Vladivostok in six days, seven hours and 35 minutes, is obliged 
to suffer delays.

Along the BAM, which serves the northern regions of Siberia, 
there are about 2,500 species of living creatures. e golomianka 
(Comephorus), a �sh which dwells more than 15,000 feet below 
the surface, is endemic to Lake Baikal. Many �shermen live on 
the shores of the lake. ese men risk their lives every time they 
leave port. e winds at the lake are notoriously �ckle and the 
weather can change for the worse in a twinkle of an eye, whipping 
up storms which cost numerous lives every year. Yet Baikal pro-
vides an annual catch of 4000 metric tons: it gives them a chance 
to earn a living, but also costs lives.

In winter, one can cross the lake over the ice. It is so thick that 
even the Trans-Siberian railway once transported its passengers 
across by sledge in winter, picking them up again on the opposite 
bank. In summer, large barges were used.

On the eastern bank is the Ust Barguzin nature reserve that 
a visitor can only watch: it is forbidden to intervene in any way 
that might disturb the reserve’s plenteous varieties of animal and 
plant life. Even picking berries is prohibited: they are off-limits to 
all but the bears, which, I was told, are more numerous than hu-
man beings in the protected zone.

27 types of animals prized for their fur live in Siberia. Sables, 
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which are now a protected species, are the most valuable, and these 
too have a high representation in Ust Barguzin.

e rivers which �ow into the Artie Sea, which border Russia 
for 8,000 miles, prevent temperatures at the Pole from plunging. 
Annually, they pour 1,600 cubic miles of fresh water into these 
waters. is water freezes at the surface, impeding the further 
fall in the temperature of the main body of sea-water. e riv-
ers themselves are almost the only means of communication. In 
summer, anything and everything arrives by boat along the riv-
ers. When they are frozen, the rivers are turned into zimniki, or 
ice roads, busy with columns of lorries and cars, in spite of the 
frost’s icy grip.

When the weather, snow and wind consent, the Siberians hop 
aboard aircra and helicopters with the same casualness that we 
show when we catch a bus.

Lorry-drivers do not have an easy life on the zimniki. ey 
oen have a small stove inside their cabs. ey also have double 
windscreens. An extra sheet of glass is stuck on top of the original 
windscreen, which is already sealed with adhesive tape, in order 
to avoid condensation. It is a normal practice to travel in a convoy 
of at least two trucks, since a driver would not be able to resist 
the cold for long if his vehicle broke down. e lorries have to 
wind their way between two banks of snow piled up at the sides 
of the road. As the winter wears on, these banks get higher and 
higher. On clear days it is too cold for snow, but the air remains full 
of a thousand of glistening points of light. ese are ice particles 
which condense as snow�akes whenever the sky is overcast and 
the temperature rises. Billions of �akes fall on the taiga, covering 
the trees, the plains and the cabins, until a padded silence reigns. 
In this silence, the low whistle of one’s breath, the occasional crack 
of a tree-trunk splitting from the frost, the sound of sleighs, the 
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bellow of reindeer and the howl of wolves resound with particular 
signi�cance.

A wall of snow�akes was falling implacably outside, covering 
traces of all kinds. “What on earth do you do here in winter?” 
I asked. It was a spontaneous question, but it seemed to amaze 
the people who were with me. “Why do you ask? Our life is like 
anyone else’s. We work, go out, take care of our animals and then in 
the evening we listen to the radio or read. Some of us have already 
got a television. O翿�ces and schools function normally. ere is 
a youth club where the kids can organize parties, play chess and 
meet one another. Why should we want to go anywhere else?” 
many of them replied.

I found this contentment hard to believe until I met a doctor 
from Ust Nera who explained a little more deeply: “Every three 
years I used to go on holiday to the Black Sea. I used to look for-
ward to going on a break there so much. It is beautiful down there, 
hot, with palm-trees and a blue sky. Yet the last time I was there, 
much as I liked it, I came back home early.”

Siberia is a hive of activity. Many people have decided that 
their future is here. e cordiality of these people towards outsid-
ers, their willingness to throw open the doors of their homes and 
minds has done much to thaw this country’s inhospitable condi-
tions. Everywhere I went, I met people who were happy to spend 
time proudly showing me what they were doing, or to point out 
the beauty of a land that is impossible not to love, and which I too 
learned to love, putting all ideological conceptions aside.

It is a land which takes much but gives more, even if the no-
tion that living here is a punishment dies hard. e camps of the 
Gulag Archipelago are no longer strewn over the taiga, but their 
memory still lingers on painfully and indelibly in many families. 
e years of Stalin’s dictatorship were a long, sad page in Russian 
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history. Dissidents were condemned to a life of inhuman hardship. 
Convicts in Siberia worked through the worst the Siberian winter 
could throw at them without appropriate garments or tools, build-
ing roads and bridges across the frozen wastes. Oen they did not 
even have gloves. eir food was a beaker of thin broth, garnished 
with a few potatoes, for those who had met the work plan’s goals. 
Many died of privation, illness, desperation or during escape at-
tempts. Only a handful ever returned home at the end of their ten 
or twenty year sentence.

ose dark times can never come back, Siberia may quite well 
now become a new promised land for the many who are prepared 
to accept effort and fatigue in exchange for a life of human di-
mensions, in contact with nature, far from all that our civilization 
considers indispensable but which here is truly super�uous.







Who can remember the name of the sailor who 
was the second person aer Christopher Columbus to cross over to 
America? Fine, so who can remember the second climber who got 
to the peak of Mount Everest or the second person on the moon? 
Okay, we don’t know. So this proves that being second doesn’t 
count, �rst place is what’s important. is means being the best!

So how can you be number one, meaning one step ahead of 
the other person. How can you overcome your weaknesses, exceed 
your own limitations, and defeat mental barriers? Basically, how 
can you raise your self-esteem and create the attitude of “I can do 
everything.” is topic, like a boomerang, is returning today to 
conference programs and training workshops for management 
teams.

One day I decided to cross the Atlantic Ocean alone in a life-
boat. I wanted to prove that the victim of a maritime disaster, if 
he does not give up, has a chance to be saved. NASA researchers 
intended to use the experiences of a lonely volunteer survivor in 
a stressful situation detached from reality. In January 1975, I sailed 
from Dakar and headed for South America. I did not have any 
way to communicate with the world; I did not have a sextant, only 
a compass. I was supposed to drink rain water and catch �sh and 
plankton collected using a muslin net.

At sea, sooner or later a storm hits. Waves �ooded the boat 
and I constantly had to pour water out. It turned out that for three 
days, I used a bucket to pour out �ve tons of water. I did not eat 
or sleep, my skin was burning from the salt, and soaked to the 
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bone, I was shivering from cold and fear. I experienced unending 
loneliness. At night, fear had even bigger eyes. Aer three sleep-
less nights, I was afraid that my spirit would fail and I would lose 
my self-preservation instinct. But my persistent inner voice was 
stronger: “I will not give up! I will survive.” 

I prayed, “Good God, let me get home,” and I felt that some 
invisible force was giving me optimism. Prayer in critical situa-
tions strengthens a man’s morale. A Spanish proverb says that “it 
is enough to spend only one night on a small boat out on a rough 
sea to let the atheist become a believer.” e war strategist Winston 
Churchill wrote in his memoirs that nobody in the trenches rejects 
their Creator.

Aer a few days, the Oceano Antartico Cuban ship wanted to 
save me. I was in a dilemma. Should I give up or not? e ship 
would guarantee I get a dry bunk, a warm meal and a return home 
on board. But if I gave up, what would I think about myself when 
I looked at my face in the mirror. e decision was made in a sec-
ond: I’m going on. It was the most valuable lesson and the greatest 
success in my life. It speaks to me with all its strength at di翿�cult 
times, whenever I am haunted by the thought that I have to step 
out of the battle�eld or resign from a di翿�cult undertaking.

In the 1980s, I set off with the famous salt caravan of Azalai to 
traverse the Saharan trade route from the mine in the Taoudenni 
oasis to the legendary Timbuktu: 800 kilometers. Each of the 80 
transport dromedaries carried crystalline salt blocks. In about 10-
12 hours per day, we covered over 40 kilometers in the desert, but 
my body was sore, facial skin burning, lips blistered and tongue 
swollen. e hostile sun and the dead silence hanging in the cos-
mic emptiness put me into a state of numbness. e vibrating air 
blurred the contours of the landscape and caused visual hallucina-
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tions. At times I fell into a delirium, seeing red and black petals 
�ashing before my eyes. 

Aer a cold night, we were on our way before 6 am. Each day 
seemed more exhausting than the previous one. ere was no break 
for dinner; we ate some peanuts and dates on the march. Several 
times during the day, a veiny, barefoot drover walked alongside the 
caravan serving us sips of hot green tea. Every morning I was tired 
of the persistent thought that another marathon distance awaits 
me. My strength fell, my legs were ragged and I suffered day in 
and day out, but I walked forward steadily. Relief came only in the 
evenings, when a cool delightful feeling regenerated my strength, 
and the ceremony of drinking strong, sweet tea raised my strained 
morale.

I overcame my weaknesses. Aer 17 endless days, staying on 
my feet with the last ounce of strength, I trudged to the end of this 
full of phantasmagoria road and for a week I healed my wounded 
feet. In Timbuktu I could also take a bath and drink without lim-
its. Air-conditioning, a meal at the table, cold beer, fresh fruit and 
a cup of espresso �lled me with happiness. In my comfortable bed, 
I relished the fact that tomorrow would be the same. No Spartan 
inconveniences.

I oen conduct survival internships in hellish conditions for 
�nancial and business leaders. e raw world of nature, experienc-
ing isolation, hardships, and fear, are a constant internal struggle 
for the participants, an absolute test of their strong character and 
abilities. It is enough to spend a few days away from the comforts 
of our civilization, and these specialists with iron con�dence in 
themselves lose ground. Such training stimulates determination, 
resistance to stress, and boldness, meaning everything necessary 
to be one step ahead of the other person. is is not taught in any 
of the auditoriums of even the best universities.



121OVERCOMING YOUR PERSONAL LIMITATIONS

I used to lead training sessions in Borneo, the perfect place 
for a killer expedition, which the British call challenging, or a test 
of strength, a �ght. It has a deadly climate, venomous snakes ev-
erywhere, not to mention the treacherous mountain rivers, all of 
which did not make life easier in the face of a great challenge in 
situations of tension and pressure. Aer a month, exhausted and 
scarred by insects, stinking of sweat and dirty clothes, affected by 
dysentery and malaria, we found ourselves in Samarinda at the 
other end of the island. Behind us was 2,000 kilometers of jungle. 
e expedition was ennobling, because the rainforest can crush the 
personality of the strongest man, but the group proved worthy. We 
proved that the predisposition to bear adversity is not inherited 
genetically, but can be developed through struggles, reaching for 
the unused potential of the spirit’s strength.

e endurance of an organism that lives on the edge some-
times goes beyond our imagination. anks to determination 
and motivation, man is capable of many surprising feats, and he 
can win with the limitations that the human system seems to 
impose. We know about many amazing victories on the brink 
that puzzle scientists. In 1942, a shipwreck from the British ship 
Ben Lemond, Poon Lim from China, survived for three months 
aer clinging to a ra in the Atlantic. is unfortunate guy, aer 
ten days of driing on a ra, without drinking or eating, landed 
barely alive on a deserted beach. He survived because he did not 
give up. He showed a heroic attitude, strength of spirit and a great 
desire to live.

Over a dozen years ago, Norwegian physician Anna Bagen-
holm survived her own death, wedged in an icy crevice under 
a stream of ice water. Aer 40 minutes her pulse disappeared, her 
blood stopped circulating, and her body temperature dropped to 
13.7 degrees. She was brought back to life from a state of clinical 
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death. e Guinness Book of Records is teeming with extraordinary 
records about such medical extremes about the endurance of the 
human body.

I admit that fear is the daily bread shared during my explora-
tions. Fascinated with life in extreme conditions, I have brushed 
against the limits of human endurance. Hence the experience of 
fear, which is an alarm going off in the face of danger. It is well 
known that such fear can become the father of courage, because 
it functions to mobilize us, raising our level of adrenaline, which 
gives energy and stimulates us to take action. Fear and courage 
usually intertwine. Whoever has courage, wins, claim comman-
dos from the British SAS. “Man is not created for defeat,” recalled 
Ernest Hemingway. “You can destroy him, but not defeat him.”









The Centro de Instrução de Guerra na Selva in 
Manaus is the training center for �ghting in the jungle and the show-
case of the Brazilian army. Getting a diploma from this place is a dis-
tinction in one’s military career, and a badge with a predatory jaguar 
is a symbol of jungle warriors that arouses respect and recognition.

Together with several local instructors, I conducted survival 
classes in the most environmentally unfriendly to man place, 
meaning the vast territory of the Amazon. One is surrounded by an 
impenetrable jungle, an equatorial forest drowning in the twilight, 
full of chaotic vegetation, creeping snakes and swarms of aggressive 
insects even stinging you through your sweat-soaked clothing. In 
addition, black ants falling from tree branches cut mercilessly into 
your collar, and spiny vines scratch your hands, which can turn 
into hard to heal wounds that threaten with infection. Unbear-
ably steamy and dense as in a greenhouse, the air slowly sucks out 
strength and makes you lose footing.

e punishing march with a 20 kilogram sack of equipment seems 
to have no end. We wade through Igarapè’s treacherous swamps, and 
when we �nally tread on hard ground, we stumble over lianas or fall to 
our knees into decayed trunks from fallen trees. Aer three hours, we 
covered no more than three kilometers. Deprivation, lack of logistic 
security, uncertainty, tension, poor hygiene conditions — all these 
create a sense of anxiety in this isolated environment.

In the jungle, your stream of sweat does not evaporate, so the 
heat does not dissipate from your body. Just a moment ago, another 
exhausted student, counted among the toughest Frenchmen, had 
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to undergo medical intervention. He could not go on without in-
travenous feeding. By the end of the internship, as usual, no more 
than half of the students will �nish the course. e rest, even if they 
are not defeated by dysentery or malaria, will be removed from the 
course and return to their units with a feeling of shameful loss.

ey still hear the not quite sentimental sergeant’s words, who 
at the very beginning announced: “Perhaps some will consider our 
methods as not being very humane, but you must know that the 
jungle does not tolerate weaklings. We will teach you a few things 
that will allow you not only to save your life, but also to defeat your 
opponent. I am not denying that we will constantly harass you, 
that we will do everything to reach the limits of your endurance. 
For many of you, creating this jungle warrior will be the anteroom 
of hell, and only determination and iron immunity can save you. 
Gentlemen, good luck!”

Se-l-vaa! shouted 26 men in �eld uniforms without shoulder 
marks or insignia. Each student simply has a number that is clearly 
visible on his cap. Selva! here means “yes sir” and is their traditional 
phrase and exclamation.

We are constantly being bitten by some vermin, and feel physi-
cal and psychological pressure non-stop. e training focuses on 
identifying threats on the basis of standard operation procedures, 
patrol rules and war tactics in the jungle. Yesterday there were 
lessons in organizing ambushes. Today, students will save hypo-
thetical hostages.

Aer sunset, the equatorial forest comes alive with a sympho-
ny of various sounds. Unpleasantly irritating to our ears are the 
monkeys screaming mixed with the attractive sound of birds call-
ing, or the panting sounds of invisible animals. From behind the 
black wall of the jungle come suspicious murmurs and intrusive 
thoughts focused on imaginary threats, causing unjusti�ed anxiety. 
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It is di翿�cult to loosen up, because one’s imagination forces a man 
to be ceaselessly vigilant, and relief comes only at dawn.

In the end, students are put through the “truth test.” We send 
small groups into the jungle’s interior. “If you want to get a certi�-
cate from the course, you have to report to base number 2 within 
48 hours” they informed us.

“At times I thought I would not make it to the end, at one 
point I blacked out” told me my son Maksy. Extremely exhausted, 
mauled by insects, in dirt-stained uniforms smelling of sweat, we 
got to our goal semi-conscious �een minutes before the time 
limit. Each of us lost between 6 and 12 kilograms of body weight. 
An athletic Russian with number 20 miraculously avoided hyper-
thermia, a heat-stroke caused by intense long-term effort in the 
heat. He complained of nausea, dizziness, but above all, painful 
cramps in his leg and hand muscles, exacerbated by excessive salt 
loss. Not everyone, however, passed the hellish course; a few people 
survived a real drama. Despite their good physical condition, their 
psyche failed and they lost at the end of the murderous stage.

An internship in Manaus is an honor. “e selva can tear apart 
the personality of the strongest men, but you have proven your 
worth, you have overcome yourselves. I am proud of you,” declares 
the commander of the CIGS, Lt. Col. Gustavo de Souza Abreu, at 
the �nal course ceremony. I am also pleased to be honored with the 
prestigious machete of a jungle warrior number 0055. For the �rst 
time in history, the Center has given it to a non-military foreigner.

































When I was up there and experienced that won-
derful adventure in space, the most exciting moments were pre-
cisely those that involved observing the Earth,” once admitted the 
celebrated cosmonaut Vladimir Djanibekov. “Seen from the space 
station, the Earth looked like a sparkling jewel, but it wasn’t until 
one looked at one of the many points more closely that one discov-
ered things that can’t be seen from the Earth’s surface.” 

Man has upset the balance of nature to a dangerous level. e 
ecological picture is deeply distressing: whole oceans are dying, 
�ooding is destroying large tracts of land without natural protec-
tion, and some lakes have almost reached the point of extinction. 
At the same time, energy requirements are on the increase, popu-
lation growth has gone out of control, many different species are 
condemned to extinction, and air pollution has far exceeded the 
tolerance level, not to mention the destruction of forests by the 
logging industry. e world prefers to ignore the insane crimes 
against nature perpetrated by the industrialized nations, even when 
it is against our own interests.

I asked some of the heroes of space travel, eye-witnesses to 
the catastrophic state of our planet’s health, to take part in an ex-
pedition to the heart of Siberia in order to draw attention to this 
problem. is initiative, authorized by President Yeltsin, was in-
tended to be a message of love and respect to nature which has 
been so cruelly abused. We wanted to �nd a con�rmation that 
uncontaminated islands still exist, even if there are only a few of 
them; indeed, it is precisely for this reason that they are protected 
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by force, so that future generations do not inherit an Earth that 
has been completely annihilated.

And so, at the end of July, we land in Tura, the capital of the 
province of Evenkiya, twice as large as Italy and an independent 
district of Krasnojarsk. e team included the following cosmo-
nauts: Sigmund Jehn from Germany, Vladimir Remek from the 
Czech Republic, Clemens Lothaller from Austria, Anatoli Azebar-
ski from the Ukraine, and two Russians, Sergei Zyrianov and Gen-
nady Manakov. e young director of Tura Aviation Enterprise, 
Andrei Chernovis, was waiting for us. He chose the route together 
with Zyrianov.

For the past few hours, we have been on board an Ml-8 heli-
copter, �ying over the endless green forests. Below us lie majestic 
valleys interrupting the silent �ow of the taiga. A waterfall pours 
into the Beldutchnaja River. e pilots say that this is one of the 
largest waterfalls in Russia. Although it cannot be compared with 
Niagara Falls, we are still just as fascinated.

We land on the bank of the Taymyr River. Our downward trip 
is to start here. We stow away our luggage while the helicopter 
fades into the distance, leaving us behind in the absolute silence 
of a world which seems to have remained unchanged since the 
day of creation, and where we are now completely dependent on 
our own skills. 

We build two 7-meter long ras with wood from fallen larches, 
and aer hoisting our national �ags, we’re ready to go. Our cra 
bene�ts from the fact that Sergei, who was born in Siberia, has 
already had experience navigating this river. Sigmund soon teaches 
us how to steer and row. e gentle current carries us at a speed of 
4 kilometers an hour, but aer a few hours, the calm of the scenery 
we are passing through no longer matches the menacing roar of 
the rapids. We all realize that sailing down these waters will be 
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fraught with surprises and di翿�culties to overcome. e speed of 
the current increases, the water starts to foam, the dull voice of the 
river increases in intensity like the rolling of thunder.

We look for a safe way through the waves. It is impossible to 
stay in complete control of our vessel in the rapids. To our great 
relief, aer 100 meters of stormy water, the worst is behind us. 
While our friends on the other ra are suddenly brought to a halt 
by some stones jutting out of the river, Vladimir falls into the wa-
ter and doesn’t notice that our ra, which weighs over a ton, is 
threatening to crush him against the rocks. It is in situations like 
this that the true spirit of the group shows itself. He is immediately 
rescued by his fellow-travelers. But the river teaches us never to 
allow ourselves to become distracted by anything.

Before evening arrives, we have to use large sticks to li the 
boat out of the water a few more times and launch it again in deep-
er water. In spite of being tired out, everyone helps out at our rest-
ing place. Gennady and Sergei catch two buckets full of �sh in half 
an hour. e river had taken all we had to give just a short time ago 
and now it was rewarding us generously. From today on, �sh will 
be our staple diet, prepared in a wide variety of ways: barbecued, 
as soup and even raw.

From time to time, we come across a few elks and reindeer, but 
when the wind betrays our scent, these majestic animals take off at 
a gentle trot. Here, man is not yet an enemy. We see many traces of 
bears, but fortunately they keep their distance. Perhaps the danger 
is not as great as we think, but the expedition leader has to do all 
he can to prevent any accidents from happening.

Our adventure on a still untouched tip of land lasted only 10 
days. It’s di翿�cult to describe the emotions, the sense of wonder and 
exhilaration one feels living in direct contact with nature, drinking 
water from springs, angling practically bare-handed and breathing 
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in the clear pine-scented air. Precisely all this is being lost to man-
kind. On the return �ight, we write a letter to the General Secretary 
of the United Nations requesting him to declare Evenki National 
Park No. 1 on planet Earth. Man’s stupidity and greed is turning 
what was once a natural paradise into a wasteland. So, let’s try to 
save these irreplaceable treasures and, in doing so, restore this 
earth to health.







Fighting my way through dense vegetation and 
thorny tangles in a suffocating primordial hothouse, I found 
a breach into the mythical temple city of Angkor. e oldest and 
wealthiest Cambodian capital and the center of the Khmer civiliza-
tion, Angkor reached its greatest splendor from the ninth to the 
thirteenth centuries, when it became the fulcrum of a great empire 
in Southeast Asia. Aer the Siamese occupation of 1437, it gradu-
ally declined and fell into complete ruin, becoming once more the 
realm of tigers, panthers, serpents and monkeys.

I have oen returned to this place, and each time it exercises 
a greater hold over me. Fantasies and mystery seep out from the 
temple’s dome, and everything, from the vegetation to the build-
ings, are sacred and monumental. e mastodonic roots of the 
fromager, or ceiba pentandra, assail whole buildings, while the 
trunks of the gibbous �cus penetrate between the walls: the ten-
tacled vegetation crushes all man-made objects in its inexorable 
growth. What adds to the fascination of this place is its centuries-
old titanic struggle, which has neither winners nor losers, in the 
jungle’s possessive and threatening embrace, while the half-shadow 
of cavities, once magni�cent tunnels but now partly collapsed, both 
invite and repel.

For a whole historic era, Buddhism and Hinduism peace-
fully coexisted at Angkor. As the main vehicles of artistic expres-
sion, these religions here reached the height of their eloquence. 
Scraping away the moss covering the stones, we begin to realize 
the extent of the grandeur achieved eight centuries ago in the 
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majestic Buddhist monastery of Ta Prohm, built at the behest of 
the god-king Jayawarman VII. According to legend, as many as 
eight arch-priest, 2,740 priests and 2,002 assistants o翿�ciated in 
this temple. 

e glyphs engraved on the stone relate the local history in an 
almost gossipy way: for example, we learn that 165,744 candles 
were used in one of the frequent feasts, while 615 apsara, meaning 
celestial dancers, performed. Even the treasure kept in the temple’s 
stone strong-boxes is listed: �ve tons of cutlery and gold plates, 
�ve tons of silver, 35 diamonds, 45,000 pearls and 4,500 precious 
stones. Its territory included 3,140 villages with a population of 
around 80,000 peasants.

Dozens of temples and hundreds of minor buildings scattered 
in an area the size of the island of Elba are eloquent proof of the 
ingenious engineering techniques of the time. e powerful king 
Jayawarman VII gave his people prosperity. Agriculture developed 
thanks to great irrigation works, with canals as wide as rivers, dams 
and enormous reservoirs, thus allowing rice to be harvested two 
or three times a year.

Leaving by the main gateway, I am immediately assailed by 
a swarm of young boys selling cool drinks, fake antique objects, 
mini crossbows, kapei, single-cord guitars and other souvenirs. 
But just then an air-conditioned minibus transporting Japanese 
tourists arrives, and the whole noisy little crowd immediately takes 
off in another direction.

Until now, very few foreigners have visited these colossal ruins 
unearthed by the botanist Henry Mouhot in 1861. At the beginning 
of the century, the French organization, Conservation d’Angkor, 
began to patiently free the most important buildings from the un-
dergrowth and attempted to restore them. But Cambodia was to be 
overwhelmed by a number of tragic events. First, the insurrection 
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against French colonization, then the Indo-China War, the ho-
locaust caused by Pol Pot and the Vietnamese occupation made 
it impossible for the rest of the world to enjoy this wonder. Five 
kilometers from Angkor at Siem Reap, I decide to rent a motorbike 
so I can reach some other monuments as quickly as possible. I am 
reminded of my �rst visit to the area exactly 20 years earlier: on 
that occasion, I rode on an elephant’s back, an adventure within 
the adventure, while on other occasions I used the more modern 
means of the bicycle. Driving up the mud track, I go past the Ta 
Keo Crystal Tower, a pyramid-shaped stone mausoleum with ter-
races and steps. I �rst cross the Siem Reap River and then a bridge 
over a canal a hundred-meters wide; its balustrade is made up of 
a row of stylish divine statues watching over the Victory Gate, one 
of the �ve entrances in the walls which run for twelve kilome-
ters round the citadel of Angkor om. Here, reality outstrips the 
imagination: the sun blazes triumphantly on four megalithic Bud-
dha faces placed at the entrance, thus making the buildings tower 
up even more austerely, twenty-three meters high.

e religious complex is dominated by the formidable mass of 
Bayon: in a highly original frenzy of buildings, the stones are fused 
together in a paroxysmal amalgam of architecture, statues and or-
namentation, making it unique in its kind. Around the central body 
stand �y-four towers, each with the four faces of the ubiquitous 
Buddha. All of these identical statues emanate the same gentle and 
enigmatic smile expressing the joy of contemplation. A little further 
forward are carved stone books running along the external gallery. 
Embroidered with symbols, the iconography relates the myths and 
the legendary deeds of the Khmer people and with great realism 
describes the pomp of the court and the life of the common people. 

A few steps to the north of Bayon is the famous Elephants Ter-
race. ree hundred and �y meters long, it was once the site of 
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public ceremonies. Here, in 1297, King Indrawarman III received 
the Chinese diplomat Chou Ta-Kuan, who stayed in the Khmer 
realm for seven months. 

In his diary of unique historical importance, Chou gave a de-
tailed account of daily life in the realm: “Twice a day the sovereign 
grants an audience. Accompanied by music, the king appears at one 
of the gold-framed windows holding the holy sword. He beckons to 
a minister or a functionary to draw near, and then he invites him 
to sit on a tiger skin and listens to his problems. e king has �ve 
wives and it is said that the number of his favorites is from three 
to �ve thousand: the best families vie with each other to offer him 
their daughters in the hope of obtaining privileges.” e chronicle 
relates that the Empire enjoyed very rich trade: gold from Sumatra 
and Korea, tin from Malaysia, mercury, �ne wood, silk, spices and 
dyes. Goods were transported on the rivers or carried by men from 
the lower cast, disdainfully referred to as dogs, bastards, or worms. 
A sight not to be missed in Cambodia is Angkor Vat, one of the 
largest religious buildings in the world. Its �ve sanctuary-towers 
rise up dominating the threefold wall of galleries decorated by 
realistic low reliefs. Dating from 1113-70, this temple-mountain 
was built to satisfy the ambitions of King Suryavarman II, when his 
realm was at the height of its expansion, but also on the threshold 
of decline. Today, it is still a spiritual center, and its towers appear 
on the Cambodian national �ag. Before making any important 
decisions for the nation, Prince Sihanouk comes to meditate here.

As the aernoon light slowly moves along the low reliefs creating 
contrasts between the empty and full volumes of the carved stone, 
I admire the re�ned crasmanship of the delightful apsara stone, 
dressed in clinging garments highlighting the sinuous movements 
of the body. Languid music and bright colors suddenly catch my 
attention. I turn to �nd three splendid real dancers, dressed in silk 

THE MAGIC OF THE ANGKOR
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costumes embroidered with gold and pearl hems. Here, by some 
strange magic, they sensuously move to the ancient rhythm, just as 
the apsara did centuries ago when proffering the joys of life to kings.

e next day, recommencing my solitary pilgrimage, I follow 
tracks never travelled by tourists: for the umpteenth time I �nd signs 
of violent destruction caused not only by the passing of time, torren-
tial rains, decay, the lush growth of the vegetation, but also by human 
vandalism. e blood-thirsty Khmers sought to destroy religious 
symbols. en others craving for riches continued the devastation, 
decapitating the Buddha statues and other divinities. Today, despite 
stricter surveillance, art thieves remorselessly continue their plunder.

In February of 1993, a band of armed men killed three guard-
ians of the Siem Reap restoration workshop and carried off eleven 
statues worth around a million dollars. e most famous predator 
of antiquities still remains, however, the French writer and min-
ister of culture in the De Gaulle government, Andre Malraux. In 
the 1920s, he carried off low reliefs from the Banteay Srei temple.

To visit this place thirty-�ve kilometers from Angkor, I was 
advised to take an armed escort. Inspecting the site, I discover that 
two of the four monkey and monster statues watching over the 
sanctuary have lost their heads, whereas I remembered them as be-
ing intact. What saddened me most, however, were some red signs 
warning about the presence of mines outside the enclosure le by 
mindless guerrillas. Recently, Unesco has launched a world-wide 
appeal to save Angkor. Immense sums of money will be required to 
do the extensive conservation work for buildings, whose plight is 
ignored by most. e monuments are in a disastrous and desperate 
state and the damage may be irreparable.

Many of them are irremediably decayed and oen the sand-
stone crumbles on touch, and so Angkor will never be restored to 
its original splendor — a precious jewel in a green treasure box.
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e forest has not only swallowed up its cathedrals, but it has 
also defended them.

us, perhaps it would be better simply to follow a �rst-aid 
conservation program to halt the explosive advance of the vegeta-
tion and leave everything as it is in the awe-inspiring setting of 
the silent and dramatic struggle between a world of stone and the 
power of nature.

THE MAGIC OF THE ANGKOR











































I recalled the words I had spoken to the members of 
the expedition before we set out: “It’s going to be hard, harder than 
anything you can imagine, nothing else is even comparable.” As 
I looked disconsolately at the upturned sledge lying in the freez-
ing water, with its team of exhausted reindeer stranded up to their 
knees in ice, I was almost upset about having been proved right.

Without warning, our convoy of sledges had found itself on top 
of a “naled,” the terror of the native population. A “naled” is a thin 
layer of ice covering a body of underlying water which pressure has 
forced to the surface of the mass of solid ice below. It was sunset 
and the pale blue light of the evening was being dimmed by the 
thick fog of steam rising from the sweating �anks of the reindeer 
which had pulled us all day in �y degrees of frost.

Before the accident, we had been impatiently thinking of pitch-
ing our tents for the night, despite the hard work bivouacking for 
the night requires. Suddenly, the squelching sound of our feet was 
broken by a sound like glass being shattered by the bleats and our 
animals sinking and the noise of the sledges piling up on top of 
one another amid scenes of indescribable confusion. I felt my �esh 
creep, something which rarely happens to me, but which always 
presages danger.

Even before I was fully aware of what had happened, I had 
shouted a warning to the second convoy, which was following 
shortly behind us: “Naled! Watch out! Steer more to the right!” 
But it was too late. ey arrived on top of us at a brisk pace. Only 
the quick re�exes of Andrej, the Lap shepherd, enabled him to steer 
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his sledge to one side at the last moment, saving his load. en 
we turned our attention to getting the reindeer out of the ice. We 
unbuckled their harnesses and dragged them out by brute force, 
for if le to themselves, they would lay down and die.

at done, with our boots already like two slabs of ice, we set to 
work with machine-like energy at pulling our sleighs out of the ice 
which was already beginning to imprison them. We knew we didn’t 
have much time. e light was fading, we had lost all feeling in our 
hands and feet and we knew that the water might be deeper than it 
appeared, and that at any moment one of us might slip under the 
surface, never to be seen again. In a frenzy, we kept at our task. It 
still took more than thirty anguished minutes of work before we 
were able to escape from the worst danger we had faced up till now.

We pitched camp at the �rst likely spot to dry ourselves out. 
Never had the routine chores of the evening halt — erecting the 
tents, melting ice to use for brewing tea — been so tiring.

For the members of the �rst western expedition to Siberia, it 
was a useful baptism, aer just three days of travelling, in the kind 
of perils we would have to overcome to reach our goal, Oymiakon, 
the coldest place on earth, with average temperatures around –70 
degrees Celsius.

Aer two years of talks, the Novosti press agency had helped 
me to cut through the red tape to obtain o翿�cial permission from 
the Russian authorities for a journey through regions which had 
previously been forbidden to westerners. When we arrived in Ya-
kutzk, aer a six-hour �ight from Moscow, the locals watched us 
both with curiosity and respect, taking pride in our interest in their 
harsh and savage, but wealthy and much-loved, land.

ey watched us as we tried out our equipment, no doubt ex-
pecting that we would have brought with us all the marvels of 
western technology: special foods, clothes designed to protect us 
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from a climate hostile to Europeans. My plans were different, how-
ever. I wanted to try to live like ethnic Siberians, living, eating, and 
dressing like they did, in order to see their country through their 
eyes, and to understand how they face the task of living in a place 
most people regard as uninhabitable.

is mission caused much head-shaking at �rst. I was told that 
it was unprecedented, di翿�cult, and too dangerous. Some people 
were enthusiastic, however. We would act as guinea pigs for the 
Institute for Research into Cold Climates, who wanted to know 
how people from a Mediterranean climate would cope with an 800 
mile journey across the taiga.

Unexpected di翿�culties occurred every day, but the main prob-
lems were tiredness and cold. We felt chilled to the bone. e terror 
of frostbite never le us. You can be struck down by frost in seconds 
and the only cure is to get the blood circulating again as soon as 
possible. “Nicola,” I said one day, “when you feel cold, get off and 
walk.” He turned his wind-burned face towards me and replied dryly, 
“Jacek, if I follow your advice I’m going to cross Siberia on foot.”

ere were also moments, rare, to be honest, when the wonders 
of the countryside around us — the staggering views, the pure light, 
the utter silence disturbed only by the so whistle of our breathing, 
the endless, white, fairy-tale forests — enabled us to slough off some 
of our fatigue. Not to mention the majestic, ice-bound rivers or the 
solitary villages of wooden houses, whose burning stoves sent thin 
spirals of white smoke up into the deep blue sky.

I would have dropped into a daydream if I hadn’t been jolted 
back to reality by the bumping of my sledge. By now my back 
felt as if a giant had belabored it with a heavy stick. On Italian 
fairgrounds, the big dipper is called the Russian Mountains, but 
here the mountains were real and covered with hazardous lumps 
of frozen snow.
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Our path seemed to boast nothing of historical importance, 
until, one day, we unexpectedly came across the remains of one 
the vast concentration camps to which millions of dissidents were 
deported during the Stalinist dictatorship. Twenty million guilt-
less people who were dragged from their homes without a word of 
explanation to their families, to cut down trees, build bridges and 
construct a 1,200 mile highway to Magadan on the Sea of Okhotzk. 
Only one in ten of these wretches managed to survive the appall-
ing conditions they were obliged to endure throughout the ten or 
twenty years of their servitude. is gradual genocide, which lasted 
until Stalin’s death, was a great loss to the USSR on cultural, not just 
ethical grounds. Many of the prisoners were well-educated men 
who might have done much to help in their nation’s development.

e camps were distributed along the Tampo River, more than 
a hundred miles from Handiga, approximately twelve miles away 
from each other. Each camp, consisting of ramshackle sheds holding 
about forty people, was surrounded by three rings of barbed wire, 
watched over from outside by guards in towers. Escape attempts 
were punished by death penalty, despite the fact that the idea of 
escape was madness since it required the prisoner to dare both the 
guards, who used to shoot on sight, and the hostile climate. Prisoners 
shot while escaping were le to be eaten by wild animals, though 
a hand was cut off so the guards could track down the prisoner’s 
identity from the prints on his dirty and work-distorted �ngers, 
which were already frozen stiff half an hour aer his death.

is sad epoch in Russian history is rapidly becoming part of 
the past. Perestroika has arrived in even the most far-�ung villages, 
infusing a new sense of hope into the lives of people who are used 
to living on the breadline.

When it snowed, it was as if a casket of jewels had been opened 
in the sky. Each falling crystal re�ected the surrounding light. In 
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a few seconds, our reindeer skin coats, sciuba, were white from 
top to bottom. Our beards, moustaches, eyebrows and eyelashes 
were crusted with ice even when it was not snowing as a result of 
our breath condensing. Whenever we halted to give the reindeer 
a break, we would check each other’s faces for patches of white, 
looking for the onset of frostbite.

“I’m cold,” Graziano kept saying one day. We took no notice. 
Complaining is a poor habit for anybody, and besides, we were all 
freezing. All of a sudden, we heard a cry: “My hand! I can’t feel 
my hand!” Graziano seemed mad with fear and desperation and 
for a moment we were all frightened for our friend. We stopped 
the convoy and ran to him. He was in great distress, only able to 
say “my hand, my hand.” He was holding his hand in front of him, 
still wearing his thick fur glove. We took the glove off cautiously. 
“You’ve got to run, keep moving,” I ordered him, seeing he was 
demoralized. “Get your circulation going again.”

Aer an hour we set off again, but we made little progress be-
cause one of the reindeer tangled its antlers in the branches of two 
nearby trees, obliging us to stop again to rescue her. In the end, we 
had to chop down the smaller tree. On another occasion, the two 
animals that were opening the road for the rest of us dashed through 
a narrow gap into a thick wood where the ground was rough un-
derfoot. e sledges rocked from side to side, missing the trunks 
all around us by inches, and it took a tremendous effort not to top-
ple over. Nicola, who is accident-prone, avoided being impaled by 
a branch by the skin of his teeth, but didn’t make a fuss. at night 
he simply remarked laconically: “It was quite a bad moment.” Well 
done Nicola! You never became prey to panic or depression and you 
always retained your sense of humor, sometimes with great effects.

Such as the time, late in the evening, when we were searching 
for pasture for the reindeer, which we used to allow to graze freely 
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at night, putting off to the following day the problem of rounding 
them up. In the dark, Nicola, riding the foremost sleigh, did not 
realize that one of the sledges behind had overturned and that the 
convoy had come to a halt. He carried on alone for a couple of 
miles. When he became aware that he was on his own, he stopped, 
�red a �are and said to himself, “right, I’ll light up a �re.” Anyone 
else would have gone mad with worry.

Aer driving ourselves so hard, we felt that we deserved a rest, 
but we had to earn our break aer four hours of hard work in 
preparing the camp. Nicola always went looking for larch twigs, 
freshly cleansed by the snow, to lay on the �oor of the tents beneath 
the bedding. We needed armful aer armful, because there was no 
other way of insulating ourselves from the frozen ground under-
neath, where each cubic meter contains 350 kilos of ice.

Evening camp was always a hive of activity, with each one of 
us having a speci�ed task to complete before we could �nish for 
the day. Igor and Roberto fashioned poles for the tents with their 
thousand dollar Randall knives, which they carried about with 
them everywhere. Graziano chopped �rewood, which had to be 
dry, and which we had learned to identify by its weight. I went with 
Slava to dig out river ice to use for making the tea and cooking the 
meat. at evening, it was Roberto’s job to cook, the most tedious 
task of all. e dyzurny was always the �rst to get up and the last 
to turn in for the night. He had to light the �re and brew the tea. 
“Drink it until your toes warm up” he used to tell us.

Our stamina and character alike were put to the test by the end-
less number of routine camp chores we had to do aer the rigors 
and perils of the day. Before dinner, with the tempting scent of 
cooked reindeer hanging in the air, we had to cut staves of wood, 
about half a meter long, to fasten to the necks of our forty-eight 
reindeer. e staves prevent the reindeer from wandering too far 
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away during the night in search of lichens and moss, which they 
scratch up from beneath the snow with their hooves.

ese animals are far from docile. ey can be very dangerous 
if they jab at you with their antlers, and they can be as stubborn 
as mules. Sometimes they would dig in their heels and refuse to 
shi another inch. We lead an ongoing battle to persuade them to 
set off every morning of the journey. At the same time, they were 
essential. We would never have managed without their help. At the 
end of the journey, some of them, particularly the stronger and 
more rebellious ones, were worn out. Several keeled over, their 
hearts burst by the strain. Two others simply refused to go on and 
had to be abandoned. Once freed, they probably joined one of the 
numerous wild herds which roam this part of the world.

I used to observe my companions’ faces, which were drawn 
with tension and tiredness. ey were unshaven, with long beards 
dripping wet with snow, and their eyes were reddened from lack of 
sleep. Only their hands were clean: our hands were the only parts 
of our body we could easily wash.

Nobody became discouraged, however, or complained. Hard-
ship brought out secret reserves of stamina and endurance in ev-
eryone, and nobody thought of turning back. Besides, we were 
already beyond the point of no return. We had no hope of outside 
help and had no other choice but to press forward.

In the endless, deserted expanse of the taiga, we were accom-
panied only by hidden animals, whose tracks we used to see from 
time to time. Otherwise, we were alone with the snow, which cov-
ered everything in a dazzlingly bright blanket, weighty enough 
to snap huge boughs from the trees with a sudden, loud crack. 
Above us there was a deep blue sky whenever the sun was out, or 
a pearl-grey one when the weather was cloudy. Sun? It was more 
like a golden stain in the sky, which gave light, but no heat, and 
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which climbed to its zenith feebly, before sinking behind the tips 
of the never-ending vista of �r trees.

ere was no time to admire this fairy-tale landscape or to do 
anything else that was not strictly connected with the expedition. 
Making progress, �rst along the twists and turns of the river, then 
in the mountains, where we climbed �ve 500-foot passes, hauling 
the reindeer all the way, for they were unused to high altitudes, 
ploughing through snow, and negotiating rock outcrops before 
descending once again took up all of our time.

One day, however, I did dare to ride a reindeer, taking care to 
choose one with whom I was on good terms. e position was un-
comfortable, there were no reins, and I had to make do with a stick 
to incite the beast to move. Still, I managed to keep from falling 
off. Dima, a Lap shepherd travelling with us, said in astonishment, 
“You’re a real kajuro,” then added, roaring with laughter, “I’ve never 
seen a white man on a reindeer before.” Actually, I suspect that he 
had never seen a white man at all, apart from us. He used to laugh 
with pride when we called him “the Siberian cowboy.” His way of 
life was far from easy, but he told us that he would never exchange 
it for a job in town. However, even he was forgetting the traditions 
of his people. Despite being a pure-blooded Lap, like his wife, he 
only spoke Russian with his children, the youngest of whom did 
not know a word of their traditional tongue.

e Laps still number about 12,000, some of whom continue 
to rear reindeer, though many have now sought to integrate them-
selves into modern life by taking jobs at the outposts and settle-
ments of their region. e Laps’ two million reindeer still provide 
meat, skins and a type of medicine made from the antlers, as well 
as an important part of many Laps’ incomes, but I am inclined to 
wonder how much longer men will be found who are willing to 
endure the hardships of these people’s ancient way of life.
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“As long as there are reindeer,” Dima says, but his sons still 
speak Russian, so as not to be at a disadvantage with others. Yet 
not all the old ways have been lost. When we arrived at Oymia-
kon, we were given the best rooms in the town’s only hotel, yet 
I noticed that Andrej, a twenty-eight year old Lap, was lying on 
his bed looking disgruntled. I asked him what the matter was. 
He shook his head, opened a button on his shirt, for it was sti-
�ingly hot inside, and muttered the same words as Dersu Uzala 
in the movie by Kurosawa, “Nothing, but what am I without the 
taiga? at’s my place, I feel like I’m suffocating here. My life is 
out there.”

I didn’t know men like him still existed, so I was glad to have 
met at least one.

While we were on our journey, we used to eat straight aer 
seeing to our evening chores. It was always the same stuff, but 
complaining to the cook was useless. ere was always either 
stroganina, frozen �sh which we ate raw, or else boiled reindeer 
meat with bread that we had carried over 300 miles from the last 
village. e bread froze solid on the �rst day, and from then on 
we had to break it up with the saw we also used to slice the meat 
and cut up tree trunks.

Since we had only primitive tools, and were in such hazardous 
conditions, we took great care not to do ourselves any harm. All 
the same, we were miraculously fortunate not to have had more 
accidents. Even miracles, however, couldn’t save us from frostbite. 
All of us were hit by it: Roberto in the feet, Nicola and Slava in the 
nose, Igor in the ears, I in my �ngers. Even Dima, despite being 
a native, suffered a frozen nose. None of us, however, was stricken 
too seriously.

One night, when even the dyzurny was wrapped up in his sleep-
ing bag, I took out my notebook to scribble down a few notes. 
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All of a sudden the silence of the taiga was broken by the howl of 
a wolf. I felt a shiver run down my spine. I wasn’t afraid for us, but 
for the reindeer. If they were attacked, it would be a serious matter, 
since each wolf devours as many as thirty reindeer a year. Soon 
aerwards, however, I heard the sound of our animals’ hooves out-
side the tents. ey usually kept their distance from us at night, 
but on this occasion they wanted our protection. I kept my ri�e 
handy; in such a situation it is indispensable.

Re-reading extracts from my notes, I came across one on the 
subject of fear, which gave me a moment to think. During the 
expedition, I was very conscious of the weight of my responsi-
bility towards my companions, their families, and everyone who 
had collaborated in various ways to make the enterprise possible. 
Occasionally, too, I was afraid I had made a wrong decision: was 
route A really better than route B? Would we manage to stay on 
the course successfully, avoiding all the possible pitfalls lying in 
our path? e re�ection I made about these fears is that they were 
necessary risks. ey kept me alert, kept my attention properly 
focused, and readied me to tackle all the obstacles we were unable 
to avoid.

I was very satis�ed with the atmosphere of friendship and co-
operation that was created within the group. Group spirit is some-
thing which only develops in a group that has a sense of purpose 
and give and take, and it is something that cannot be guaranteed 
before you set off. Without it, however, the troubles of the journey 
can easily lead to tempers fraying.

Being friends helped us to overcome language di翿�culties. We 
constantly passed round papierosy, Russian cigarettes, and swigged 
from each others’ hip �asks of whisky, whenever they were unfro-
zen. Above all, everyone trusted everyone else, knowing that his 
life was in the hands of the others. Words are not important in 
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this kind of a situation. In the taiga, everyone shares everything, 
breeding that deep trust which is the foundation of all friendship, 
or should I say brotherhood?

We split up in Moscow only with great regret.
Igor bitterly commented, “we are now all going back to our 

own affairs.” I think he was wrong. e experience we shared will 
live on in our hearts long aer even the memories of our voyage 
have faded.

With hundreds of miles of savage and inhospitable tundra be-
hind our backs, we arrived at Oymiakon, a small village with the 
dubious distinction of being the coldest permanently inhabited 
place in the world.

A voice called out my name. For a moment I couldn’t work out 
who the shouting �gure dashing towards me was. en I saw the 
bulge of a Nikon camera under his jacket. Edik, my dear friend, 
you came aer all! We embraced, he was relieved to see us safe and 
sound, and I was greatly moved by the fact that he had kept his 
promise to be the �rst person to celebrate our arrival with us. He 
is a photographer for Pravda, and had been present to record our 
departure. At that moment, however, it was not his professional-
ism that I was thinking of, though the shots he takes are oen 
exceptional, but his warm gesture of friendship.

I have oen found great warmth in Russians. I am not a com-
munist any more than the other Italians on the expedition, but I am 
proud to say that the friendships we made in Russia transcended 
ideology. We discovered the best aspects of the character of this 
people. Edik said to me once: “we’ve got lots of problems here, 
but we’ll get over them, because we’re very strong. We drink, love 
and work like everyone else, but we’ve got a great spirit that can’t 
be beat.”









Olé, o…lé! O Señor! Tambien! e crowd was in an 
uproar. e two heroes of the arena were within touching dis-
tance. e matador’s traje de luces, suit of light, was smeared with 
blood. e bull’s horns rubbed against its embroidery every time 
it charged.

e bull was moving with di翿�culty. It seemed to have shrunk 
in the ten minutes that had passed since it had boldly entered the 
arena. e corrida was now into the last tercio, when the bull was 
to be killed. e matador bowed towards the seats of the guests of 
honor, offering the bull in sacri�ce to the crowd. e bull, breath-
ing heavily, was standing on splayed feet, watching the matador’s 
bright red cape, suspended on the point of his sword.

Sweat was glistening on the matador’s face. e air of the arena 
was hot and his suit felt as heavy as lead. e matador had to pro-
long the last few moments of the bull’s life to show off his skills. 
ere is a whole range of ritual movements, the natural, de cas-
tigo, por alto, veronica, derecha and chicualina, that the matador 
must perform with the grace of a dancer, despite his fatigue and 
tension. e crowd rewards him with a roar of ole! every time the 
bull charges.

Little by little, the bull began rushing less forcefully. It was now 
the matador’s task to incite the animal to further efforts by moving 
closer and closer to the exhausted beast.

e drama being enacted in the arena was the ruthless mod-
ern-day celebration of an ancient and cruel spectacle whose roots 
are sunk deep in Spanish peasant society. For seven months every 
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year, the Spanish indulge in their national passions, and the tour-
ists discuss endlessly whether it is right to be on the bull’s side or 
the matador’s. Despite much criticism for its cruelty, the corrida 
remains a rooted myth in the customs of the Iberian peninsula.

Pablo Picasso, who was a great admirer of bulls and bull-�ght-
ing, once said of the Germans: “ey like the corrida because they 
enjoy blood. For a Spaniard, blood is unimportant. What matters 
for us is the ritual side of the corrida.”

Bull�ghts are one of the major attractions for the tourists 
holidaying in Spain. But it is not just a spectacle for tourists. Nei-
ther is it simply part of the folklore of a country with a rich his-
tory. It is rather a symbol of taking risks, of challenging danger, 
of daring to beat brute force with intelligence. e holiday-like 
atmosphere, the golden sand of the arena, the sun-warmed air 
and the stately �gure of the matador are part of the human race’s 
taste for adventure.

Ernest Hemingway, who managed to enter into the mind of 
the matador in his many writings on bull�ghting, said that at the 
moment of truth, the matador must know how to communicate 
a sense of immortality as he challenges the bull. Hemingway also 
reminded us that we should respect the matador’s courage and 
pity the suffering he may feel: “Certain people who say that they 
would pay to go to the corrida if they were sure of seeing the man 
gored… should experience for themselves going from the arena 
to �rst-aid and later the hospital.”

It is part of the contradictory nature of man to look for new 
experiences, defeat his fear and stand on the threshold of death, 
exulting in the risk. e man who raises a bull for years in the end 
leads him to a ritual struggle and, inevitably, to death.

e liturgy of the bull�ght has remained unchanged for centu-
ries. To become an expert takes time and enthusiasm. From time 
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to time, Spanish journalists write: “El publico de las corridas en-
tiende poco de toros,” though such admonitions sound strange 
to a foreigner’s ears. Opinion is divided on whether the corrida 
has lost some of its luster in modern Spain. Some say that now 
industrialization has brought greater wealth, the symbols of old 
Spain no longer capture the interest of society. Others are con-
�dent, however, that the rituals associated with the bull are too 
deeply ingrained to be forgotten.

Where does the truth lie between these two points of view? 
I have been going to the corrida for many years now, but I have 
noticed no sign that it is falling out of fashion. e arenas are as 
full as ever, though many of the tourists are ba翿�ed by the idiomatic 
expressions of the plaza, the complex movements of the matador 
and the reactions of the locals.

e bull tottered. e matador swaggeringly placed his elbow 
between the horns. e game was all but over. With great effort, 
the bull continued to follow the movements of the matador’s cape. 
A page handed the matador his sword. His eye ran along the edge 
of the blade, which was slightly curved towards the end so that it 
could penetrate the vertebrae more easily. e point at which the 
matador had to strike was no bigger than a small coin, situated 
between the shoulders at a point known as the cross. Gesturing 
with his cape in his le hand, the matador made the bull lower 
his head. e great El Cordobes stated that the bull should be 
“matado” with the le hand, the one waving the cape. If the mata-
dor was clumsy at this last movement, the bull would have sud-
denly risen, disemboweling him. is time, however, the matador 
worked well. With a quick movement of his hand, he plunged his 
�rst sword home.

It is a moment of truth and is much referred to and discussed 
for this reason. e bull, stunned and anguishing, with its back 
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covered in red blood, waited for death bewildered. en it tried to 
lumber away. e matador struck again with a second sword, aided 
by the bull itself, which ran up to the sword. e blade penetrated 
deep into the neck, slicing open the aorta. e bull, staggering 
against the fence of the arena, looked at his shadow before dying, 
far from his herd and the green pastures where he had been raised, 
under the eyes of a mocking crowd. Aer a few steps he knelt down 
and the combat was over, amid great applause for the matador.

It had been an outstanding contest, according to the rules of 
this ancient ceremony.

e crowd stood, waving handkerchiefs. e matador had been 
both courageous and skilful. “Happy the mother who bore him,” 
shouted the crowd, as a sign of its admiration. e president sig-
naled that the bull’s ears should be cut off and presented to the 
matador as a prize. e matador, accompanied by his cuadrilla, 
made a triumphant lap around the arena.

Meanwhile, the blood on the sand was drying. Another contest 
was about to begin.

e doors of the bull’s enclosures were �ung open and a �ne 
bull charged out, bellowing. Half a ton of muscles and sinew was 
pawing the earth with its hooves, ready to attack anything in sight. 
It was a proud, warlike animal, raised for the corrida ever since it 
was a calf.

When they asked Rafael Gomez, El Gallo, a legendary �gure in 
the history of bull�ghting, what he did to keep himself �t for the 
arena, he replied: “Friend, what good is strength against a bull that 
weighs a ton? What exercises can I do to beat a bull physically?” 
e bull, dazed by the sun, began charging again, attracted by 
a �apping cloak wielded by the matador’s cuadrillas. e crowd 
buzzed with interest as the animal’s good and bad points were 
discussed. en the bandilleros came into the arena; their job is 



214 POLISH INDIANA JONES

to taunt the bull so that the matador, whose eyes and hat could be 
seen from behind the burladero would be able to know how the 
bull charged, how low it kept its head, how quickly it pulled up 
aer charging. e bull’s short, stocky legs gave it great impetus. Its 
lowered head missed the waving cape of the peon by inches. e 
bull turned to charge again, but the lad had already dived behind 
the fence. Enraged, the bull hurled itself with great force against 
the barrier. Its attention was then attracted by another �gure who 
was �apping a heavy piece of canvas. e same scene was repeated. 
e bull, unable to catch his nimble adversary was le to throw 
itself against the fence.

Now the matador appeared on the scene amid cheers or 
whistles if he had recently been performing badly. He would 
accept whistling humbly, if it occurred. e bull followed the 
movements of the cape, which the matador moved backwards 
and forwards slowly, executing the series of motions known as 
the veronicas. ese motions, which are like frames in a �lm, 
abruptly ended. e spectators applauded. At the signal of the 
president, trumpets sounded and two picadores rode in. e 
picadores are not usually liked by the crowd. A cuadrilla en-
ticed the bull towards their horses, which were protected from 
the bull’s horns by thick padding. e bull was then spiked by 
horsemen.

A red fountain welled up from the bull’s neck. e public whis-
tled at this cruel action, which took away some of the bull’s vigor 
and menace.

e president then showed his handkerchief for a second time. 
is signaled to the picadores to leave the arena. By now, the bull 
was clearly dazed by loss of blood. It was breathing heavily and 
charged with its head down, rendering it less dangerous.

Now it was the turn of the bandilleros. e �rst one entered 
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the arena, carrying two banderillas, pointed staves of wood that 
are covered with decorations. He stood on the tips of his toes, arms 
wide open, and attracted the animal’s attention by shouting. e 
bull charged. At the same time, the bandillero dashed forward and 
planted his spears into the bull’s neck, near the wounds caused 
by the picaderos. e crowd applauded loudly and called upon 
the matador to perform the same action. is he did, but with an 
added gracefulness, born of his experience.

e bull, by now, was doing everything possible to shake off 
the spears hanging from his back. e bandilleras were soaked in 
the blood which was �owing copiously along the animal’s �anks 
and legs, and running off into the sand.

“Bull�ghting,” my friend Enrique Ponce, one of the great mata-
dors of the 2000s, told me, “is an art composed of the three ele-
ments of technique, the art of combat and inner sensitivity. By 
technique I mean knowing how to impose your will over the bull, 
according to established procedures: keeping your feet still when 
the bull charges, working the cape slowly and �uently, moving 
the bull around the arena like a pawn on a chessboard. e art of 
combat is the method you choose to �ght the bull, which varies 
according to the different schools of thought on this question. In-
ner sensitivity needs no explanation.”

e matador made the bull go where he wanted it to go. He 
worked with the cape in his le hand, with no sword. e cape 
looked smaller all of a sudden, and the movements were more 
and more dangerous. e crowd called for music. e orchestra 
began to play. Music is a privilege of the torero. His theme is the 
Gallito pasodoble.

e public was satis�ed. is aernoon, Madrid had seen 
a spectacle worthy of the prestigious Festival of San Isidro.







The boom of the two F-14s shattered the peaceful 
atmosphere on board the Amerigo Vespucci, where a group of men 
were quietly chatting about their houses and boats, the wind, and 
their families. e sunset was casting a glow of eastern mystery 
over the mosques and minarets of Istanbul, while at the mouth 
of the Bosporus, a huge American aircra-carrier was cruising 
majestically.

e contrast between the two vessels was obvious. On the 
one hand, white sails fanned by the breeze, on the other, nuclear 
propulsion. e sailing boat also showed the mark of its owner’s 
care and attention. It was freshly painted black (with two white 
stripes and gold trimmings which were painted over every year). 
e aircra-carrier, meanwhile, was gun-metal grey and carried 
no trace of human intervention on its gleaming exterior.

is notable difference between the two ships might prompt 
a know-it-all to ask: “What sense is there in having a sailing boat 
in the navy nowadays?”

On the o翿�cer cadet’s training vessel Vespucci , they �nd this 
hilarious because without men you cannot sail any kind of ship.

“You must know how to sense the sea’s moods. If you haven’t 
felt a sea-breeze in your face, or struggled to stay upright in a gale, 
or been showered by spray as you handled the wheel, you aren’t 
ready to sail a larger boat by computer. On a ship like this, you 
learn how to react quickly to the unexpected and become well-
trained enough not to fear the forces of nature,” Dalmazio Sauro 
explained to me with the enthusiasm of a true sailor.



e Titanic was sailing quietly when it struck an iceberg and 
sank. e Andrea Doria went to the bottom, despite being equipped 
with the last word in modern naval technology, aer its collision 
with the Stockholm had le a gaping wound in its side.

Modern instruments have succeeded in eliminating much of 
the fatigue and many of the risks associated with sailing a large 
ship. It still remains true, however, that sailing is a man’s job and 
that one cannot be a good captain if he is not �rst a skilled sailor.

You learn sailors’ skills by living on board a ship for weeks or 
months at a time until the boat no longer hides any secrets from 
you. e wind can drive your boat onto a shoal of rocks, and the 
waves can �ll the hull with water, or �ick men from the bridge with 
ridiculous ease. It has happened oen enough in the past. e sea 
bottom is a unique museum exhibiting galleys, triremes, junks, clip-
pers, oil-tankers and aircra-carriers. Oen they dragged their crews 
down with them, no matter how well versed in the art of seamanship 
they were.

Despite its risks, the sea has always held a special fascination 
for me. Sailing ships, in particular, has been one of my passions. 
As Alan Villiers, one of the last men to sail round Cape Horn, once 
said: “a crossing in a sailing boat is a battle.”

I have walked in square-rigged vessels, where boys grow into 
men, learning discipline and teamwork. eir characters are 
formed in an indelible manner. From then on, they will remain 
sailors even if they stay on land for the rest of their lives. I too have 
known what working long, exhausting days while suffering from 
cold, sleeplessness, seasickness and fear means. Aer a while, you 
loathe the sea and the billowing white pyramid of the sails, which 
have always held me in thrall. Yet when the storm has died down 
and a radiant dawn �lls the horizon, a new feeling takes prece-
dence. One feels that life is starting anew, and one is �lled with 
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pride for having overcome a great test. Until next time, everything 
is forgotten.

It is tempting to identify yourself with the heroes of Conrad’s 
incomparable novels. Conrad deliberately neglected the struggles, 
fear and sacri�ces in a sailor’s life and chose to describe only its 
more romantic aspects.

Life on the Vespucci  is not much different from the ships de-
scribed by Conrad. ere are simple wood tables, nails, tow, tar, 
canvas, masks and rigging. When there is wind, you set sail and 
go away with God and the rising wind. ere are many dangers: 
shoals, currents, fog, torn sails, broken pumps, the di翿�culty of 
laying your hands on the halyard or main-brace in the dark, and 
life boats carried away by the fury of the sea.

Even at night there is no break. Whenever one of the Vespucci’s  
exhausted students stretches out on their hammock, chilled to the 
bone and semi-nauseous from the ship’s pitching and tossing, he never 
knows whether there will be a whistle from the coxswain to call him 
on deck. His eyes bleary with lack of sleep, he doesn’t even realize that 
he is climbing the ratline in the dark. It seems like the height of folly 
to go up there, but he goes all the same. Once he reaches the yardarm 
of the mast, he and his mates are caught between two worlds. Above 
him lighting is �ashing and thunder rumbling in the dense clouds, 
below the sea is hurling great mountains of water to and fro. e wind 
is playing a thousand different tunes on the taunt ropes of the rigging.

He hears one of his ship-mates call out his name: “Corrado, 
help!” A sail is �apping violently, on a dangerously inclined yardarm, 
obstructing the cadets’ work. ey need to take the sail in hastily or 
else the canvas, which is stiff as steel metal, will rip itself to shreds.

“Help me reef the sail!”
At that moment, all of Corrado’s life revolves around the reef-

ing point, a coil of cable which must be wrapped round the sail to 
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fasten it to the yardarm. e young cadet forgets everything else 
as he battles against the canvas. He has got to help his ship-mates, 
despite the precariousness of his position on the narrow gangway, 
with his chest pressed against the yard. At any moment they might 
be plucked from the mast and tossed into the sea by the wind, but 
neither of them pauses to think about this danger. ey carry on 
�ghting against the thrashing white mass until their bare hands are 
running red with blood. It takes strong nerves, strong arms and 
much courage to reef in that sail.

is is their victory.
But over what? Over the raging sea? Over the hurricane? e 

forces of nature? No, their victory is far greater. It is a victory over 
themselves.

e helmsman is also living too dangerously. Killer waves bat-
ter against the bridge, sweeping away everything that was not se-
curely fastened down. Salt spray lashes his face like needles. His 
gorge is rising as the ship rears and bucks among the waves like 
a horse, and he has to �ght to choke back his vomit. Again and 
again, the waves crash down on him, drenching him with tons of 
water. He is holding on to the wheel for dear life.

At this moment, someone shouts an order in his ear: “Set 
a course of 150! Get on with it!” And the cadet does so. e wind 
is swirling before his eyes, but all he knows is that the compass 
should be showing 150. Nothing else, the storm, waves, his life or 
death, counts. 150, get on with it — nothing else counts!

If one considered the value of training ships like the Ves-
pucci from the purely economic and practical point of view, 
one would swily conclude that they were not worth the cost 
of maintenance. It costs much more to keep the Vespucci  at sea 
than it would to maintain a motored vessel. But it is necessary 
to keep the human factor in mind. Ten or twelve young cadets 
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are transformed from boys into men, real men, every time the 
Vespucci  sets sail.

All calculations fail at this point. It is impossible to put a price 
tag on a man.

Computers and high technology are not as important on the 
Vespucci  as force of character, will power and strength. Other val-
ues are important too. Team spirit, self-sacri�ce and, most im-
portant of all, love of the sea. Pressed men don’t last long, only 
volunteers can stand life on board.

What then is the magic which transforms these men, what is 
the spring which drives them on? You have got to see a sailing-boat 
with its sails fully in�ated to understand. One has got to hear the 
slap of the wind-�lled sails, to stride the decks, which are scrubbed 
so oen that their cleaners know every plank. You have also got 
to be a child at heart, able to forget your seasickness — which hits 
everybody — and to admire the wonders of the ocean such as the 
dolphins which gambol alongside the ship, the foam at the ship’s 
prow, the dawn seen through the mist and romantic sunsets. At such 
moments, your blistered hands, aching back, and salt-reddened eyes 
are of little relevance. e pride you feel when you go ashore in your 
dress uniform, with your ship’s famous name embroidered on your 
cap, also serves to help you forget the rigor of life on board.

I have always had particular sympathy for the man who is any 
ship’s true heart: the coxswain. You can’t describe a ship without 
describing him. On the Vespucci , for instance, Mario Garuti’s life 
and career are inextricably interwoven with that of the ship itself.

e coxswain has always been the favorite character of writ-
ers of novels and screenplays. Besides, he constitutes — and has 
always constituted — a vital link in the chain of command between 
the crew and the o翿�cers. He is the captain’s right arm and some-
times le as well. In all the navies in the world, he is considered as 
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important to the captain as the main-mast itself. On the Vespucci , 
the coxswain is a particularly important �gure, since the captain is 
replaced every year. e coxswain’s experience and skill are oen 
invaluable to the new chief.

ere is also another category of sailors. ese are the men 
who have rounded the legendary Cape Horn under sail. ese 
aristocrats of the sea have three rights which other sailors do not 
have: the right to spit into the wind, to whistle while on deck and 
to wear an earring in their le ear. ese rights are acquired only 
aer a voyage which has terrorized crews for centuries, claiming an 
endless roll of victims. Calm seas are rare in those latitudes, which 
are known as the “Roaring Fiies.” More usually, a crossing must 
be made against the will of icy winds, which whip up the sea in 
rage and test the crew’s courage and skill to the limits.

In 1909, the Susanne was delayed in those waters for 99 days, 
90 of which were stormy, before it succeeded in rounding the Cape. 
e Susanne faced every one of those days as if it were her last, 
yet never succumbed to the terrifying waves. Others were not as 
fortunate as the Susanne. In 1905 alone, 43 vessels foundered, 15 
of them with the loss of all hands.

Heroic sailors oen go unrecorded, since, when disaster strikes, 
there are usually few witnesses. In 1957, a training ship of the Ger-
man Navy, the Pamir, sank in the Atlantic aer its cargo shied. 
Only 8 of the 80 youths on board survived. eir deaths caused 
a bitter public debate in which many doubted the utility of these 
remaining “�oating cathedrals.” Common sense prevailed in the 
end, however. Training voyages continued, providing young o翿�-
cers with a reservoir of experience which enabled them to foresee 
the wiles employed by their pitiless opponent, the sea.

Now do you understand, my dear know-it-all, why sailing boats 
are essential even in a modern navy?







I managed to get to know Western Papua at the last 
moment. Soon, one of the last sanctuaries of the primitive world 
located there will go down in history. I felt a similar experience 
more than a dozen years ago in Venezuela among the Yanomami , 
the last primitive Indian tribe that had no contact with the out-
side world. It was the same with the indigenous inhabitants of 
Andamans, the menacing Jarawa, who shot at me with bows and 
arrows. Today, these aborigines have lost their identity by submit-
ting to the deceptive charm of the white man’s civilization. ey 
�nd themselves on the verge of destruction and are doomed to 
slowly disappear.

e march through almost imperceptible paths in the humid 
equatorial forest of New Guinea is an exhausting course of ob-
stacles, mud amalgam, spiny thickets, sticky air, sweat, and woody 
fern shrubbery. Someone from our �lm crew thought that a mos-
quito net made of tulle would protect him from the voracious mos-
quitoes, but he quickly got rid of it because he could not breathe 
through it. Another guy took off his long-sleeved shirt and is now 
full of scrapes and cuts. Our shoes slide on the clay mixed with 
mud that is everywhere. I try not to stumble over the tangle of 
roots. A while later, I wade through water up to my knees and then 
fall in a musty bog up to my calves.

Aer many days of hiking, we �nally reach Korowai. In the 
background of high crowns of trees, at a forest clearing, there are 
hundreds of trees felled as if hit by a meteorite, and I see rumaht-
ingi, a hut that looks like the nest of a huge bird. is is their land. 
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Korowai are one of the last known to us original tribes remaining 
in isolation. ey live in small family groups scattered in large 
areas of the forest. ey are engaged in permanent tribal wars, 
a result of the widespread principle of family revenge. ere is 
little information available about them, and whatever is rehashed 
is not always accurate.

Until a few decades ago, we did not know about their exis-
tence, just as they had no idea about the existence of the world 
outside their tribal borders. In the early 1980s, Dutch missionar-
ies appeared on the Becking river. ey intended to impose a new 
religion and system of values o  n the local people.

Titus, the chief of the clan with a belligerent physiognomy, 
points to his house and invites us to the top, as high up as the 
eighth �oor. I gain courage and with a pounding heart, I �rst 
climb a shaky ladder, aer which I have to overcome a vertically 
set perch with too small notches to safely rest my foot on. I am 
afraid that at any moment it will break, not bearing the weight 
of a European.

Sweaty, not so much from the effort, but from the fear of falling 
from such a height, I sit down on the porch. A topless woman who 
avoids my gaze, wearing a necklace made of dog teeth, is cooking 
something on the clay hearth. In the next room, someone coughs, 
another person chews and spits, a pig grunts in another corner 
where a mangy mongrel growls. To my surprise, a small child re-
mains calm lying and does not being to cry.

News about the Korowai, living in the tree tops, spread around 
the world, arousing the interest of anthropologists and tourist 
agencies. Today, hunters for the exotic reach clans that are already 
domesticated, living on the edge of our civilization, where we can 
get to in a few days. Some of these primitive people have been 
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showing their commercialized anthropological exotic side for tour-
ists for some time.

I met them in Mabul. Internally torn and stricken with stupor, 
doomed to face tough realities, they forgot about their carefree, hap-
py life. Trapped halfway between their old and new lives, they slug-
gishly roam aimlessly like ghosts around the village in torn T-shirts, 
dirty shorts, and ski caps, giving the impression of naive, grown-up 
kids. ey put their daily lives up for sale, selling their practical 
skills and culture — unfortunately, no longer possessing any value.

How long will they manage to survive, lost in autochthonic 
times? eir fate is inevitable. e assimilation policy on the part 
of civilization couriers has not worked, because even peaceful in-
terference causes that sooner or later the natives lose their ability 
to live independently, they start to vegetate and become dependent 
on government assistance. Mario Vargas Llosa states: “If I had to 
choose between preservation of Indian cultures and their total as-
similation, I would choose with profound sadness the integration 
of Indian communities, because our main priority is, of course, to 
�ght against hunger and poverty… ”

Today among anthropologists, the prevailing view is that spe-
cial protection should not be given to indigenous tribes. It is suf-
�cient to leave them to their own fate so that they can exist as 
they did before and decide for themselves if they want to make 
contact with us.









There are events from the pages of history that di-
rectly illustrate our imagination, evoking images that open your 
eyes and wonder. ese include the legendary Silk Road, which 
crosses all of Asia, going from China to Europe. It covers over one 
and a half thousand years of history that has not lost its charm even 
in today’s globalization. ese include distant and exotic lands, 
long-lost empires, camel caravans, blazing deserts, or the Muslim 
architecture of Bukhara. It is a signi�cant bridge between vari-
ous civilizations and cultures, an important artery for trade and 
the �ow of religion and ideas. Finally, it also means silk, a desired 
symbol of wealth, whose demand in Europe never weakened. e 
Silk Road is all this and much more.

We ought to keep in mind, however, that this concept is decep-
tive, because silk was never the main commodity traded on this 
trail. is term was coined by the German Marquis Ferdinand 
von Richthofen in 1877. is fabric thus grew out of an unmerited 
legend. Contrary to popular belief, trade did not just take place 
between its end points. Usually, goods were either bought and 
sold or exchanged in oases and larger centers, sometimes being 
distant and several hundred kilometers away. At the great bazaars, 
everyone traded everything from pearls, perfumes, dyes, gold, pa-
per, to handicras, ivory, exotic animal skins, cotton, linen, and 
expensive fabrics.

e Silk Road brought along for everyone not only mate-
rial goods but also cultural, scienti�c, moral and religious ben-
e�ts. Market specialists say that the Silk Road is one of the most 
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powerful brand names in the world, maybe even bigger than Dis-
ney or Coca Cola.

It should be mentioned that the network of caravan trade 
routes, which connected the East and West for 18 centuries, did not 
run exclusively from China, through Central Asia to the Middle 
East and further on to the Mediterranean. In the early Middle 
Ages, the transport artery separated in Bukhara and led to the 
Volga Region, where it crossed another main route from the Varan-
gians to the Greeks, connecting Scandinavia with Constantinople 
via a network of rivers.

Next, an alternative route led to the mouth of the Dnieper 
and to Kaffa, the Greek colony in the Crimea, one of the extreme 
points of the northern core part of the Silk Road. ese merchants, 
however, continued on with their journey to both Constantinople 
and the west, going through Kiev, Krakow, and Opole to Wroclaw. 
Here, this key branch of the Silk Road crossed the equally famous 
Amber Road that came into use at the same time, leading from the 
Baltic Sea’s coast to Italy and Greece. e European hub of trade 
arteries started in Poland at a time when the Piasts created the 
foundations of the state. Goods from the Orient wandered into 
the continent, the Iberian Peninsula or the North Sea, between the 
coasts of France, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, where 
the main trade route ended its course.

Marco Polo’s medieval bestseller Book of the Marvels of the 
World , which aroused the Old Continent’s interest in the Far East, 
contributed to the legend of the Silk Road. Its unprecedented pop-
ularity proves how popular people’s curiosity and fascination with 
something new and unknown was at that time.

My trails quite oen crossed Marco Polo’s roadways. I have 
been to the same places he was at and saw the same sites, or what-
ever was le of them aer 700 years. At the last moment, I was even 
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able to get to know ancient Asia, and saw how time printed its de-
structive footprint over the cruel and forgotten years. e temples 
or garrison complexes of the cities on the legendary route have 
been absorbed by the desert, plundered and destroyed by climatic 
conditions. Caravan paths have become asphalt roads and railways, 
and camels are being replaced by heavy trucks equipped with sat-
ellite navigation. Opium smoking rooms have been exchanged 
for the cult of McDonald’s. Fortunately, there are still many living 
traces of that era that tempt us with their mystery.
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