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About the book

Book Review: In Siberia by Colin Thubron  

Colin Thubron’s remarkable journey through Siberia in his book *In

Siberia* offers readers an immersive experience into one of the world’s most

mysterious landscapes. Evoking a sense of adventure and exploration,

Thubron crafts a narrative that reveals the unique interplay between the vast,

desolate terrain and the rich tapestry of human history and culture that exists

within it.  

  

Following Thubron’s keen observations, we traverse a stunningly beautiful

yet unforgiving wilderness, where each encounter reflects the resilience of

the people living in these extreme conditions. The author skillfully illustrates

how survival in such a harsh environment is nothing short of miraculous,

shedding light on the diverse lives that have been shaped by this icy frontier.

 

  

With every chapter, Thubron deepens our understanding of Siberia,

dismantling preconceived notions and stereotypes associated with the region.

Readers are invited to peel back the layers of this seemingly quiet expanse,

discovering haunting beauty and untold stories waiting to be explored. Join

Thubron on this captivating odyssey that showcases a Siberia rich in secrets

and cultural depth.
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About the author

Profile: Colin Thubron

Overview:  

Colin Thubron stands out as a prominent British travel writer and novelist,

celebrated for his vivid and insightful portrayals of far-off lands and their

cultures. 

Early Life:  

- Born: 1939, London  

- Initial Focus: Middle Eastern landscapes, cultures, and narratives.

Career Highlights:  

- Thubron's literary journey soon expanded beyond the Middle East,

encompassing explorations of countries such as Russia, China, and regions

of Central Asia.  

- Renowned works include:  

  - "Among the Russians"  

  - "Shadow of the Silk Road"  

  - "In Siberia"  

- His writing is characterized by rich, descriptive prose, along with an ability

to forge deep human connections through storytelling.
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Background:  

- A passionate traveler with a knack for language acquisition, Thubron

infuses his writing with an immersive and empathetic lens.

Recognition:  

- Thubron's significant contributions to literature have earned him numerous

awards, notably the esteemed President’s Medal from the British Academy,

solidifying his position as a leading figure in the realm of travel writing. 

Legacy:  

- Colin Thubron is widely regarded as one of the preeminent travel writers of

his era, influencing readers and fellow writers alike with his profound

insights and experiences.
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1. Chapter 1: Introduction to Siberia's
Landscapes: A Journey Begins

Colin Thubron’s journey into Siberia, as detailed in his book "In Siberia",

begins with vivid impressions of this vast region that stretches across

northeast Asia, capturing the reader’s imagination through its landscapes,

atmospheres, and cultural depth. The introduction serves as a captivating

prelude to the vast narratives and historical tales of a location that often

remains shrouded in stereotypes and dramatic conjectures.

Siberia is often perceived merely as an austere cold wilderness, yet Thubron

traverses this misconception by illustrating the multifaceted beauty

embedded within its landscapes. The journey begins with a sensory

awakening amidst the staggering natural wonders; sweeping expanses of

taiga forests, imposing mountains, meandering rivers, and vast plains unfurl

before the reader, highlighting the paradox of desolation mingled with

extraordinary beauty. He points out how the region is both haunting and

alluring, encouraging one to reflect on the duality of nature—its ability to

both nurture and isolate.

Throughout this introductory chapter, Thubron’s lyrical prose evokes a deep

sense of space and time, revealing the profound silence that often surrounds

Siberia. He artfully describes the tactile experience of the air, the texture of

the landscapes, and the ethereal quality of light in these unforgiving terrains.
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Such descriptions not only transport the reader physically into the heart of

Siberia but also emotionally connect them with the solitude that envelops

this remote expanse. The landscapes act as an inviting mystery, encouraging

exploration and introspection.

Thubron’s narrative is interspersed with reflections and personal anecdotes

that enrich the reader's understanding of Siberia’s charm and complexity. He

recalls encounters with individuals who embody the essence of Siberian

life—each story presenting a unique glimpse into the heart of a culture that

thrives amidst the harshness of their environment. One notable instance is

his meeting with local inhabitants who possess an almost mystical

relationship with their land, interpreting the sounds of the wilderness and the

changes in the seasons as integral parts of their identity.

The geographical immensity of Siberia, spanning over 5 million square

miles, is contrasted with its sparse population density; Thubron emphasizes

this dichotomy through evocative imagery and poignant reflections. This

emptiness resonates throughout the narrative, highlighting the isolation

experienced not only by those who inhabit the region but also by travelers

who dare to venture into this vast territory. It elicits a sense of awe as well as

contemplation on the essence of human resilience against the overwhelming

forces of nature.
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As the chapter progresses, Thubron’s chronicling of Siberia isn’t merely a

geographical study; it is an exploration of the spirit that weaves through the

land and its people. He introduces readers to the idea that the beauty of

Siberia lies as much in its landscapes as it does in its cultural depth. This

notion serves as a prelude to the upcoming chapters, which will delve deeper

into the historical context, the indigenous peoples, and the geographical

diversity that makes Siberia a land of rich narratives yet to be fully

understood.

In summary, Thubron’s introduction not only marks the commencement of a

physical journey through Siberia but also invites readers on a reflective

journey into the heart of an enigmatic land, preparing them for the layered

stories and experiences that follow. The gripping landscapes, the resilient

inhabitants, and the historical backdrop of Siberia form a tapestry of

exploration that compels the reader to embark on their own introspective

voyage alongside the author.
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2. Chapter 2: Historical Context: Siberia's Role
in Russian Identity

Siberia, with its vast landscapes stretching across more than 5 million square

miles, is not just a geographical entity but a vital component of Russian

identity and history. In Colin Thubron's exploration of this remote region, he

delves deeply into the historical context that shapes the understanding of

Siberia within the broader narrative of Russia.

Historically, Siberia has been viewed with a unique ambivalence by

Russians. It serves as both a symbol of opportunity and a place of exile,

embodying the stark dualities present in Russian culture and society. The

expansion of the Russian Empire into Siberia began in the late 16th century,

led by Cossack explorers and driven by the promise of wealth in the form of

furs and resources. This expansion marked the beginning of a long and

complex relationship between the Russian heartland and this remote territory

that many Russians would perceive as a 'wild' and untamed frontier.

This historical journey accelerated in the 17th and 18th centuries, when

Siberia became central to the Russian narrative of conquest and colonization.

The Siberian land was not only seen as an economic asset, rich in natural

resources; it was also a canvas on which the Russian Empire could project

its power and cultural identity. The annexation of Siberia was accompanied

by the establishment of settlements and the imposition of Russian culture,
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which further deepened the connection between the Russian identity and the

Siberian expanse. 

However, while Siberia could be seen as an extension of Russian ambition,

it has also been a land of exile, where political dissidents, criminals, and

those deemed undesirable by authorities were sent, particularly during the

Tsarist and Soviet eras. This system of penal transportation created an

association between Siberia and punishment, shaping a darker aspect of its

identity in the Russian psyche. The infamous Gulags of the Soviet

era—labor camps scattered across the region—were a manifestation of both

Stalin’s terror and the harshness of the Siberian environment. Thus, Siberia

became a repository of suffering, resilience, and, ultimately, survival.

Thubron captures this poignant duality, representing Siberia as a land where

harsh realities have historically counterbalanced the dreams of expansion

and prosperity.

Siberia's identity is further complicated through its associations with the

indigenous peoples who inhabit this vast land. The native populations, such

as the Buryats and Evenks, have their own rich histories and cultural

identities that coexist with—or often clash against—the Russian narrative.

The interactions between these local communities and Russian colonizers

reflect a broader theme of cultural amalgamation and conflict, challenging

the notion of a monolithic Russian identity. 
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The legacy of Siberia in the Russian consciousness today is one of

contradiction; it is revered for its natural beauty and bemoaned for its

hardships. Thubron examines how contemporary Russians continue to

grapple with these sentiments, imagining Siberia as a source of national

pride, while simultaneously recognizing its historical associations with exile

and tragedy. This interplay plays a crucial role in defining what it means to

be Russian in the modern context, as the collective memory of Siberia both

binds and divides the nation.

Through evocative narrative and rich historical detail, Thubron illustrates

that Siberia is integral to understanding Russian identity. Far from being

merely a geographical backdrop, Siberia embodies the very essence of

Russia's past—its ambitions, its failures, and its enduring spirit. Whether

envisioned as a land of freedom, of opportunity, or of despair, Siberia's

complex role in Russian history continues to resonate powerfully, shaping

the nation’s identity in profound ways. In Chapter 2, Thubron effectively

sets the stage for the personal and cultural stories that follow, illustrating

how intimately Siberia is woven into the fabric of Russian identity.
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3. Chapter 3: Encounters with the Indigenous
Peoples: Stories and Traditions

In this chapter, Colin Thubron takes readers on a profound exploration of the

indigenous peoples of Siberia, revealing a rich tapestry of cultures deeply

intertwined with the land. The indigenous tribes, including the Yakuts,

Evenks, and Nenets, each contribute unique stories and traditions that are

intrinsic to their identities and survival in the harsh Siberian landscape.

Thubron immerses readers in the surreal, beautiful, and often harsh realities

faced by these groups. He paints a vivid picture of the Evenki, a nomadic

people known for their reindeer herding. Their existence is characterized by

a seasonal migration pattern that follows the reindeer herds across vast

stretches of tundra. This nomadic lifestyle is not merely a means of survival;

it also fosters a profound connection with the land. Thubron recounts stories

told by Evenki elders about their ancestors, who revered nature and believed

that animals were not simply resources to be exploited but spirits to be

respected and honored. 

Through rich anecdotes, he shares the Evenki's method of communicating

with the spirits of the land during their ritual hunts. Each successful hunt is

surrounded by ceremonies that echo with traditional songs and chants,

reinforcing the symbiotic relationship between the hunters and their prey.

Thubron notes a particularly poignant tale of an Evenki hunter who, before a
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significant hunt, would prepare by sending off prayer arrows to ask for the

spirits' favor, ensuring the harmony of his community with nature.

In contrast, Thubron also encounters the Yakuts, who have a different but

equally compelling narrative. The Yakuts, known for their resistance to

cultural assimilation, have managed to maintain aspects of their language

and customs, even as Russian influence permeated their lives. Thubron

highlights their oral traditions, focusing on the intricate folk tales handed

down through generations. One such story involves the mythical figure of

the ‘Er Sogot,’ a giant who roamed the taiga, symbolizing both protection

and destruction. This folk tale is not just entertainment; it serves as a moral

guide for the Yakut people, demonstrating the consequences of greed and

disobedience to the spiritual laws of the land.

As Thubron travels deeper, he also reflects on the Nenets, renowned for their

resilience and adaptability. The Nenets inhabit the Arctic tundra and are

known predominantly for their reindeer herding. The author describes one of

their most sacred practices: the migration to summer pastures. During these

migrations, the Nenets set up temporary camps that function as community

hubs, where stories are shared around the fire, reinforcing their cultural

bonds. Thubron observes how the Nenets’ relationship with their reindeer is

both practical and spiritual. Not only are the reindeer a source of sustenance,

but they are also allies in maintaining the Nenets' way of life.
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The chapter delves into the challenges each indigenous group faces as

modernity encroaches on their traditional lands. Thubron skillfully

interweaves narratives of environmental degradation, the impact of climate

change, and the pressures of globalization with the stories of these peoples.

He draws attention to the struggle for land rights and the preservation of

their cultures. For example, he recounts the story of a Nenets leader who is

fighting against a corporation's drilling project that threatens to destroy their

grazing grounds. This leader symbolizes the ongoing battle of indigenous

peoples across the globe, advocating for the recognition of rights that respect

their ancestral ties to the land.

Moreover, Thubron reflects on how through storytelling, the indigenous

peoples of Siberia are not just preserving history; they are actively resisting

cultural erasure. He listens to songs filled with the wisdom of their ancestors

and notes the passion in the voices of those recounting their history. 

In a poignant conclusion to this chapter, Thubron urges readers to recognize

the importance of these cultures as not merely subjects of romantic

fascination but as living, breathing communities confronting real challenges.

He emphasizes how their stories, steeped in centuries of tradition, offer

profound insights not only into their identities but also into broader themes

of human connection, resilience, and respect for the environment. Through

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


these encounters with the indigenous peoples of Siberia, he advocates for a

deeper understanding of the human spirit and its remarkable capacity to

adapt and thrive in the face of adversity.
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4. Chapter 4: The Geographical Diversity:
From Taiga to Tundra and Beyond

In Chapter 4 of "In Siberia," Colin Thubron delves deeply into the

geographical diversity that characterizes this vast and enigmatic region.

Spanning over five million square miles, Siberia presents an array of

landscapes that transition seamlessly from the lush expanses of taiga forests

to the stark, frozen tundras of the north. This chapter paints a vivid picture of

these contrasting ecosystems, each with its own unique flora and fauna.

The journey begins in the northern reaches of Siberia, where the taiga

dominates the landscape. This boreal forest, characterized by its coniferous

trees, such as spruce, larch, and cedar, creates a moody and ethereal

atmosphere. Thubron describes the taiga not just as a physical environment

but as a living entity that breathes and hums with life. Many species, like the

elusive Siberian tiger, find refuge in these dense woods, illustrating the

interconnectedness of life within these ecosystems. He details how the taiga,

often referred to as the "lungs of the Earth", plays a critical role in absorbing

carbon dioxide and producing oxygen.

As Thubron traverses deeper into this vegetative expanse, he encounters the

immense size and scale of the trees, some reaching heights of over a hundred

feet. The author reflects on how these towering giants inspire both awe and

respect, symbolizing resilience in harsh conditions. He discusses the
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challenges faced by the flora and fauna, particularly with the changing

climate which poses threats to their survival. This geological and ecological

backdrop sets the stage for understanding Siberia not merely as a barren land

but as one teeming with life and the dynamic interplay between species.

Transitioning from the taiga to the tundra, Thubron eloquently describes the

dramatic shift in climate and geography. The tundra, characterized by its

permafrost, low temperatures, and absence of trees, presents a stark contrast

to the towering forests. Here, the landscape opens up to reveal sprawling

open spaces dotted with mosses, lichens, and hardy shrubs. Thubron uses

poignant imagery to illustrate the beauty of tundra life, where the resilience

of plants allows them to thrive in conditions that seem almost inhospitable.

He notes how this fragile ecosystem cradles unique wildlife, including

reindeer, polar bears, and a variety of migratory birds. Each animal plays a

crucial role in maintaining the ecological balance, and their survival depends

on the delicate interplay of climate, soil, and vegetation. Thubron highlights

the intricate relationship between the indigenous peoples, such as the Nenets

and Evenki, and these ecosystems. Their traditional lifestyles, based mostly

on reindeer herding and hunting, are intimately tied to the cycles of nature,

underscoring the symbiotic relationship between humanity and the land.

Thubron also explores the concept of wilderness, describing Siberia as one
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of the last great frontiers unspoiled by modern civilization. This untouched

wilderness evokes a sense of mystique and exploration, drawing adventurers

and nature lovers alike. The author reflects on the implications of this

vastness—its capacity to instill both fear and wonder, and how it speaks to

the human desire to connect with nature on a primal level.

Towards the end of the chapter, Thubron introduces the concept of

geographical diversity as a reflection of cultural diversity. The varying

landscapes not only shape the ecological inhabitants but also influence the

cultural narratives of the peoples who inhabit them. From the nomadic

traditions of the tundra dwellers, who rely on reindeer for survival, to the

forest-based lifestyles of other indigenous groups, the cultural identity of

Siberian peoples is intricately woven into the fabric of their geography.

In conclusion, Chapter 4 serves as a profound exploration of Siberia's

geographical diversity. Thubron encapsulates the concept that the essence of

Siberia lies not just in its physical terrains—from the dense taiga to the stark

tundra—but also in the stories of resilience and adaptation that these

landscapes foster within their inhabitants. Through rich descriptions and

evocative storytelling, readers gain an appreciation for the complexity and

beauty of Siberia, understanding that its geographic diversity is as much a

part of its identity as its cultural narratives.
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5. Chapter 5: Reflections on Isolation and
Resilience: The Spirit of Siberia

In the fifth chapter of "In Siberia", Colin Thubron delves deeply into the

themes of isolation and resilience that characterize the Siberian experience.

This theme is not just one of survival in a harsh, unforgiving landscape but

also touches on the broader implications of human tenacity and the spirit of

communities that have adapted through centuries to the challenges posed by

their environment.

Thubron paints a vivid picture of Siberia as a land that, due to its vastness

and harsh climates, often instills a sense of loneliness in its inhabitants.

Traveling through the region, he encounters vast stretches of wilderness

interspersed with small settlements, often hours apart. This physical distance

emphasizes not just the geographical isolation but also a profound emotional

distance from the bustling urban centers of Russia. The narrative describes

the experiences of various individuals — from reclusive old miners to young

families living in remote villages — and their relation to this seclusion.

Thubron notes how the isolation becomes a double-edged sword, offering

both the peace found in solitude and the stark loneliness that can come from

disconnectedness.

Central to this discussion is the resilience exhibited by the people living in

Siberia. Stories of survival abound, often highlighting innovative adaptations
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to the extreme conditions. For example, Thubron recounts the traditional

methods of the indigenous peoples, who have developed techniques for

hunting and fishing that allow them to thrive in an environment where

resources can be scarce. The Yakuts and Evenks, for instance, rely on their

intimate knowledge of the land and its seasons, showcasing an adaptive

culture built through generations. Their traditional yurts are not just simple

homes but are adeptly designed to withstand the punishing cold and heavy

snows of winter, illustrating a profound connection between culture and

environmental demands.

Moreover, Thubron reflects on how these communities embody a resilience

not just to physical hardships but also to socio-political turmoil. The legacy

of the Soviet Union's governance left many areas in Siberia neglected and

impoverished, yet the inhabitants have forged an identity rooted in defiance

and survival against the odds. One poignant example he provides is that of a

small Siberian village, which, despite dwindling resources and an exodus of

younger generations, has maintained its traditions and communal ties,

illustrating that resilience is deeply entwined with cultural identity.

The author also explores the psychological aspects of isolation that can lead

to both despair and strength. The silence of the Siberian landscapes, often

described as overwhelming, reflects a juxtaposition between the external

calm and the internal struggles of its people. Thubron shares personal
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encounters with individuals who express a paradoxical affinity for their

solitude, having found strength in embracing the challenges it brings. For

example, a single elderly woman living in a wooden cabin shared her

thoughts on solitude, describing how it has shaped her spirituality and

connection with nature, reinforcing that isolation can breed introspection and

emotional resilience.

Thubron’s reflections conclude with an acknowledgment of the spirit of

Siberia — a complex interplay of hardship and endurance that shapes the

regional psyche. He does not shy away from addressing the psychological

scars left by history, including the memories of forced labor camps and the

struggles of indigenous rights. Yet, he ultimately acknowledges that within

this context, there exists a profound sense of belonging and determination:

the Siberians are not merely survivors of their geography but stewards of a

rugged legacy that binds them to their home and history.

Overall, this chapter encapsulates the spirit of Siberia as one of paradoxes —

isolation versus community, hardship versus resilience, despair versus hope.

It invites readers to ponder the broader implications of how landscapes shape

human experience and how isolation, while challenging, can also ignite the

flames of resilience and creativity.
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