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Abstract

This contribution consists of excerpts from the diary of a missionary-priest, preceded
by an introduction to him and his descendants. Mikhail Suslov was a central figure in
the Enisei Missionary Society in the late nineteenth century. He had a deep sympathy
for the peoples with whom he came in contact, attempting to understand the shamanic
world-view as well as to spread Orthodoxy. His son, also Mikhail, served a six-year
apprenticeship with Evenki reindeer-herders before following in his father’s footsteps.
The third in the line, Innokentii Mikhailovich, became an early Bolshevik adminis-
trator, adopting an approach, recalling that of his grandfather to an earlier stage of
modernisation. The excerpts from the diary evocatively describe the harsh conditions
of the natural setting, the way of life of the native peoples, and aspects of their recep-
tion of Russian culture.

Keywords: Siberia, ethnography, Orthodoxy, missionaries, travel-writing, reindeer-
herding, shamanism, Soviet administration.

This article serves as an introduction to a unique diary documenting the 1883
journey of missionary-priest Mikhail Suslov from Turukhansk to the chapel at
Lake Essei. Lake Essei was the most remote outpost of Turukhansk diocese,
located above the Arctic Circle roughly between the Enisei and Lena rivers (see
Czaplicka 1994/5: 78–9). The purpose of this 3,000-mile journey was a sort of
reconnaissance, where Father Suslov set out to evaluate the faith and loyalties
of a widely dispersed set of aboriginal nations now known as the Evenkis,
Dolgans, Nias (Nganasans) and Sakhas. What the diary gives us is a striking

ISSN 1361-7362 print; 1476-6787 online/02/010088-25 © 2002 Taylor & Francis Ltd
DOI: 10.1080/1361736022000007417

Sibirica, Vol. 2, No. 1, 2002: 88–112

David G. Anderson, University of Aberdeen, UK
Nataliia A. Orekhova, Krasnoiarsk Kraevedcheskii Museum, Russia

08 Anderson (jr/d)  9/9/02  2:39 PM  Page 88



firsthand account of ethnicity, colonisation, and the struggle between faiths in
north-central Siberia in the late nineteenth century. The text also foreshadows
many of the transitions which would transform the region after the revolution
and the civil war. In a fashion, the diary gives us a glimpse into the nexus of ideas
which formed the peculiar social and political zeal of the early days of the
Russian revolution.

Father Mikhail Ivanovich Suslov (1844–1918) was a central figure in the
Enisei Missionary Society in the late nineteenth century. He devoted his entire
life to serving one of the most remote corners of Imperial Russia and did so with
a great sensitivity to local language and custom. Born into a church-reader’s
family near Minusinsk, he graduated from the Krasnoiarsk Church School,
beginning his career assisting in services in the village of Batai in 1861. In 1869
he became a priest to the Dudinka church at the mouth of the Enisei river.
Although the details of his personal life are not clear, it seems that in this year
he married Efimiia Botulu, a local woman, and she gave birth to their first child,
Mikhail.1 Father Suslov went on to serve as a priest in two of the main settle-
ments of the Enisei North country, at the Verkhne-Inabatsk church (1871) and
the Taz church (1874), where he served Sel’kup, Ket and Evenki parishioners.
In 1877 he became the Head Priest at the Turukhansk Cathedral, the capital of
the district and one of the historic centres of Russian expansion into Central
Siberia.

From this base, Father Suslov began his fervent missionary activity, which
this translation in part records (Figure 1). He travelled extensively throughout
the region, making frequent trips northwards to Dudinka and Khatanga as well
as southwards to Verkhne-Inbatsk and Krasnoiarsk. After the death of his wife
in 1884, it is said that he poured even more energy into his travels. He sent his
daughters to a church boarding school in Krasnoiarsk, and his son on a six-year
apprenticeship with Evenki reindeer-herders – a decision which will be of great
importance to our story. In 1900 he was transferred to serve in Khatanga, in what
was then the most northerly church in the world, where he and his son Mikhail,
who by this time spoke the Evenki language, worked as a team to bring the
mission into the interior of the Putoran plateau. In 1901 he was made a monk
with the name ‘Makarii’ and appointed simultaneously Head Priest of the
Turukhansk Holy-Trinity Monastery, and a catechist to the parish churches in
Dudinka and Khatanga. According to his obituary, between 1870 and 1914 he
brought 387 pagans into the faith over an enormous region. In recognition of
his missionary efforts he was named the Head Priest of the Eniseisk Monastery
of the Saviour in 1913 and honoured with the title of arkhimandrite. He died in
1915 in Krasnoiarsk.2

Father Suslov’s works were characterised by a deep sympathy for the natives
(inorodtsy) as well as a vehemently strong vision of how their lives could be
improved. In the words of the biographer who wrote his obituary, ‘most of his
attention was focussed on the natives, anchored in spiritual slavery to their
shamans’ (Suslov, m 1915, 33). However, in translating this vision into action he
developed very original techniques, many of which were ahead of their time. The
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travel diary, translated here, documents his attempt to redesign the architecture
of Orthodox ritual by creating a ‘mobile church’ out of a covered sled of local
design, in order better to serve his nomadic parish (Figure 2).

In 1885, Suslov authored both a Russian–Evenki dictionary (GAKK 667-1-
45: 2–15) and a Russian–Sel’kup dictionary (GAKK 667-1-45: 16–32). In 1890,
he opened one of the first Russian-language schools for aboriginal people, within
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Figure 1 Father Suslov in Turukhansk in the 1910s

Source: Middendorf (1869: 576)

Figure 2 A covered sled similar to that used by Father Suslov as a mobile church
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Turukhansk Cathedral. He, his wife, his daughter-in-law, Liubov’ Afanas’evna
Podgorbunskaia, and her mother, Tat’iana Ivanovna, were the builders, teachers
and caretakers of the school, and according to Suslov’s correspondence, they
garnered supplies for the undertaking at their own expense (Figure 3). Suslov
opened a similar school in Khatanga in 1902 (GAKK 667-1-136: 4–7). Finally,
in 1907, he and two other priests spearheaded attempts to create a mobile school
based in Khatanga where the teachers would travel with Sakha reindeer-herders
between their summer and winter pastures. Interestingly, the stated aim of this
school was not solely to teach herders to read scripture, but instead to give them
elementary literacy so that they would no longer suffer ‘exploitation’ in their
relationships with Russian traders (GAKK 667-1-136: 2v–3).

Through his extensive travels, and his concern for the health, economic well-
being and education of the natives, Suslov set himself firmly within that aspect
of Russian Orthodoxy which was most open to tuning Christian belief to local
customs (Znamenski 1999: 63–5). An early Bolshevik surveillance report on
Khatanga district in 1926 credits Suslov for single-handedly being responsible
for the handful of literate Sakhas in the region (GAIO R565-1-78: 22–4).

There is one important biographical note which makes this text, and other
writings by Father Suslov, of extreme interest. Whether or not Father Suslov
was successful in inspiring others to the calling of serving the remote north of
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Figure 3 The family of Innokentii Suslov in his flat in Krasnoiarsk in 1926
(left to right: (1) Liubov’ Afanase’evna Podgorbunskaia – mother; (2) Elizabeth – sister;
(3) Mikhail Mikhailovich Suslov – father; (4) Vera Aleksandrovna Suslova – wife (5)
Innokentii Mikhailovich Suslov
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Turukhansk Territory, he passed on his sympathy for the native peoples of
Siberia, as well as his hatred of idolatry, to his son and grandson, who carried
his project much further than he would ever have dreamed.

His son, Mikhail Mikhailovich Suslov (1869–1929), at a young age began
following in his father’s footsteps. Apparently not showing much aptitude at
church school in Krasnoiarsk, he was dismissed in 1885 and sent to serve as a
cantor to the Evenki reindeer-herders near Lake Chirinda. The intention of his
father was to send him into what must have been a harsh apprenticeship in order
to establish a new parish for the Evenkis, who at the time were one of the most
isolated groups in the region. Mikhail Mikhailovich, or Mikha, as he was known
in Evenki, reappears sporadically in the documents by the early 1890s as the
‘cantor who speaks Tungus’, in many travel diaries and missionary reports.3 He
was named a catechist to the Essei church in 1894, with the special task of
serving the Evenki population at Lake Chirinda, where he and Father Pavel
Popov supervised the building of a chapel (GAKK 667-1-101). He worked in
that modest capacity, it seems, until the civil war. In the case of the son of Suslov
the missionary, it is unclear who converted whom. According to one popular
account he was more comfortable speaking Evenki than speaking Russian
(Lazbenikov 1967), and he appears in the accounts more often as a guide, pilot
or labourer than as the leader of church services.

At the time of the revolution, Mikhail Mikhailovich continued in his role as
a cultural broker, being now a batrak (indentured labourer) elected to represent
the Ilimpei Evenkis at the first Congress of Native Peoples in Omsk in 1921. His
signature notarises early Soviet documents concerning the formation of
nomadic Soviets in the Agata region in 1928 (GAKK R1845-1-117: 5). Finally,
he is credited with founding and directing the first Soviet outpost at the mouth
of the Kochechum river, deep in Central Siberia, in 1925. The site of this outpost
is now the capital of the Evenki Autonomous District, becoming, as envisioned
in the words of its founders, the ‘Tungus City’ of Tura (GAKK R1845-1-20:
112–23). The scattering of huts first known as the Tura kul’tbaza was first built
to bring literacy and medical services to poor Evenki hunters and herders. The
Soviet literature noted the Tura kul’tbaza for its innovative educational
methods, where teachers would travel with hunters and herders, teaching the
alphabet and elementary political education in mobile ‘red teepees’ (krasnye
chumy). The first incarnation of this ‘base’ and its unique pedagogical technique
can be read back into Father Suslov’s early dream of forming an independent
‘parish’ to the remote pagans of the Putoran plateau, as well as in his 1905
proposal for a mobile school. The first incarnation of this dream can be read here
in his earlier description of his ‘mobile church’.

Mikhail Mikhailovich’s son, Innokentii Mikhailovich Suslov (1893–1972), in
turn became one of the more famous officials and modernisers in the early Bol-
shevik administration, also showing the same strong concern for the moderni-
sation of the Evenki and Sakha peoples. He, like his grandfather, showed a
complex attraction to shamanic ritual, qualified by a desire to transform it into
a different form – an attribute which in itself is somewhat shamanic. The pattern
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of his life in a sense also does not differ from that of his grandfather, except that
he served a different faith and he worked on a much larger scale.

Innokentii began his career as an ethnographer-geographer in the school of
natural sciences within the Physics and Mathematics Department of St Peters-
burg University, where he studied under the radical ethnographer Lev Iakovle-
vich Shternberg. At the age of 21 he took part in an ethnographic expedition
from the Academy of Sciences to Turukhansk district, bringing back a collec-
tion of shamanic songs recorded on wax cylinders (now held in the Pushkin
House Museum in St Petersburg). His undergraduate thesis, on forms of
shamanism amongst the Evenkis of the Chuna and Podkamennaia Tunguska
river valleys, has become somewhat of a classic, having been translated partially
into German (Suslov 1983) and French (Suslov 1993).

Like his grandfather, Innokentii poured his youth into an energetic, mod-
ernising organisation by joining the Communist Party in 1920 and helping to
establish the Nationalities Department in the Siberian Revolutionary Commit-
tee in 1921. He organised the First Congress of Siberian Native Peoples in
Omsk, at which his father made a significant plea for emergency assistance to
Evenkis suffering famine. In 1922 the father and son travelled to the mouth of
the Kochechum with supplies, on the Tobol – the first mechanised Soviet ship
to sail the Nizhnaia Tunguska river. From this point on, Innokentii chose to
serve the same parishes as his forefathers – the Evenkis and Sakhas of the
Kochechum, Chuna and Olenek rivers – but from an even more remote urban
base camp.

In 1924, Innokentii became the chair of the Krasnoiarsk Committee provid-
ing Assistance to the Natives of the Siberian Frontier (known as the komitet
severa) for all of Siberian Territory. From Krasnoiarsk he continued to make long
journeys northwards and to keep travel diaries. During the building of the Tura
kul’tbaza he personally visited the site three times – in 1926, 1927 and 1928 –
collecting genealogical data on the Evenki groups of the region and observing at
least one shamanic seance (AKKM 10994/1, 2 and 5). He served the Commit-
tee of the North until its liquidation in 1935, playing the role either of architect
or of witness to both its early populist projects as well as its increasingly harsh
policies of resettlement and collectivisation. From 1938 to 1949 he became the
director of the Museum of the Arctic, his academic research alternating with
terms spent on the front. He received his Candidate’s degree in 1949 from
Leningrad State University, and the honorary title of Professor. He completed
his career as the Director of the State Museum of the Ethnography of the
Peoples of the Soviet Union in Leningrad, from 1953 to 1957.

Like his grandfather’s, Innokentii’s keen interest in the Evenki and Sakha
peoples can be felt in his writing. His ethnography shows a keen sympathy for
local ways of life and local culture. Yet his actions show an equally keen concern
to ‘civilise’ the northern frontier. Innokentii is most well known for his booklet,
Shamanism and the Struggle with It, in which he gives a very angry account of
the way in which shamans exploit poor and ignorant hunters and herders (Suslov
1936). In the conclusion to the booklet he makes what seems at first a misplaced
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and forced long argument (pp. 137–48) supporting the newly formed ‘Union of
Militant Atheists’ (Soiuz Voinstvuiushchikh Bezbozhnikov). One would be
tempted to dismiss this part of the booklet as simple propaganda, or strategic
earnestness, but for the fact that its accent on public education and concern for
the social organisation of ‘missionising’ activity greatly remind one of his grand-
father. Moreover, the booklet, like his grandfather’s manuscript, can be read on
a second level, since it is richly illustrated with photographs of an Evenki
shaman’s tent (taken from his travels in 1926), and in between the slogans the
younger Suslov gives very exact observations of how shamanic rituals were con-
ducted.

The at times eerie similarity between the diary of the grandfather and the
political and administrative work of his grandson gives us a chance today to
reflect on the historical mentalité that became Soviet socialism. V. G. Bogoraz
(1925) was perhaps the first to make explicit reference to the relationship
between Orthodox missionary work, the calling to become an expert in rural
modernisation, and what today is undeniably a growth industry in development
assistance. Comparing the diary of Suslov, the grandfather, to the published and
unpublished work of Suslov, the grandson, we can read a strong continuity in
the faith in education and ‘enlightenment’, the technique of travelling and living
among the poor living on the Russian frontier, but also a concern to keep
accounts of the numbers and movements of Siberian minorities and to identify
the best centralised places from which to access them. Innokentii Suslov was
able to go the furthest in realising the vision of the applied ethnographer, or of
the field missionary. During his reign as the head of the Committee of the North
for Siberian Territory, he not only set up the very first kul’tbaza, nomadic
school, and the nomadic soviets which grew into collective farms, but he spear-
headed the movement to carve up the taiga into homogeneous autonomous dis-
tricts for traditional native people. There are several examples of this work of
‘state ethnography’ in the archives (Anderson 2000). In each case it remains
unclear whether the initiative for these exercises in ‘ethnic tidying’ was the idea
of Innokentii Suslov, or whether he merely tried to moderate larger forces
beyond his control.

In 1927 and 1928 he worked, together with the ethnographer Bernard
Eduardovich Petri, on the controversial resettlement of the Titur Evenkis of
Irkutsk Province (Petri 1930; GAKK R1845-1-131). This project, designed for
the Commission for the Colonisation and Territorial Formation, set itself the
goal of removing people who would be more efficient at hunting to areas where
the climate did not permit grain-growing. The Commission as a whole set itself
the modest objective of internally resettling over one and a half million peasants
to lands more ‘rational’ to their lifestyle. Suslov took advantage of this project
to argue for the creation of protected areas which would be reserved for the
reproduction of traditional Evenki culture, on the Chuna river, in what would
later become the Evenki Autonomous District. It could be argued that his
genealogical research in Irkutsk Province and in Evenkiia in 1926 and 1927 was
also oriented towards this experiment.4 The level of rationalisation expressed in
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this project clearly crossed the border between syncretism and assimilation
because of the level of protest it generated. The correspondence files
accompanying the project form one of the earliest Siberian examples of a North
American-style ‘land claim’, where they document the views of authoritative
elders on the depth of their feeling for their traditional lands despite the adverse
effects of Russian encroachment (GAKK R1845-1-131; GAIO R528-1-25).
Again it is difficult to judge whether Petri and Suslov were the architects of this
plan or merely unwilling passengers who may have tried to mitigate its effects
by collecting statements against it. Fortunately, the resettlement never took
place, mainly due to the strength of the local testimony aimed against the project.

The second prominent example rests in the late collectivisation (1934–5) of
Sakha-speaking Evenki peoples in the Olenek region of the Sakha Republic.
Here Suslov went further than merely forming new economic institutions – he
also tried to homogenise ethnic identifiers by arguing that the state should
rename Evenkis Iakuts on the basis of their language and material culture
(Suslov 1952).

The final example of the unsteady engagement of Suslov the grandson with
the powerful forces that were reshaping Northern Siberia is his rationalisation
of the collectivisation of reindeer. Suslov’s article of 1930 is widely cited as the
normative document that launched this unfortunate chapter in Siberian history.
In this source he defined after how many head of reindeer a native herder became
a kulak exploiter, and how few animals represented the structure of a poor,
bedniak, household. The upshot of this policy, which admittedly was imple-
mented by people other than Suslov, was a wave of migrations across Central
Siberia as Evenki, Nenets and Sakha herders travelled to avoid collectivisation
parties. The expropriation of reindeer was the direct cause of the armed
Volochanka rebellion of 1932, led by the charismatic Dolgan ‘shaman’, Roman
Barkhatov. Ironically, Barkhatov was one of the promising students to whom
Father Suslov first gave literacy lessons in the Khatanga mobile school, with the
goal of protecting him and his people from ‘exploitation’ (Ustiukov 1923: 169;
GAIO 565-1-78: 12–13). With these skills, Barkhatov drafted a plea addressed
to all the states of western Europe, informing them of the expropriation of their
reindeer and belongings during the first wave of collectivisation. Barkhatov was
shot by an NKVD agent while en route to read his message at the Polar shipping
long-distance radio transmitter at Dikson. He and his collaborators were acquit-
ted for their actions following an investigation in Krasnoiarsk, which deter-
mined that they were indeed unjustly stripped of the goods that they and their
families needed to survive (Troshev 1998).

Knowing Father Suslov’s history, and that of his descendants, allows one to
make an interesting read of the abridged version of one of Father Suslov’s travel
diaries, which follows this article. In terms of the aspects of the diary that fore-
shadow the modernisation efforts of the Soviet state, we would draw the reader’s
attention first and foremost to the concern of Father Suslov to obtain surveil-
lance data on the population and movements of native people, as an example of
the intelligence economy which would be perfected during collectivisation by
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Innokentii Suslov among others. One can also detect a certain critical judgement
in the way Father Suslov evaluates the praying habits of the Sakhas and Evenkis,
as if he is measuring the length of their path away from their native faith. The
conclusion of the diary gives an example of the already heavy-handed methods
by which shamanic ritual was treated by missionaries and their Cossack helpers.

Nevertheless, we would also draw the attention of the reader to numerous
examples of syncretic innovation which still mark Suslov-the-grandfather as a
sensitive implementer of the state religion. In this translation are examples of
blessing animals and rivers, and the performing of prayer-services to ease the
weather, much in the same way that Evenkis and Sakhas still make offerings to
the land. Znamenski (1999: 220–1) identifies the blessing of natural objects as
one of the stronger examples of Orthodoxy, which strengthened its communi-
cation with indigenous nations. Furthermore, this text provides a strong
counter-example to Znamenski’s argument (1999: 256 ff.) that pastoral peoples
like the Chukchi and the Telengits were resistant to Orthodoxy, due to their
economic autonomy. In this corner of the Russian Empire, Essei Sakhas still have
a strong hold on their reindeer-pastoralist traditions, but they also show as much
enthusiasm to mix their beliefs with Orthodoxy as they did at the time this diary
was written. In writing a sociology of the successes and failures of Orthodox mis-
sionising, the secret seems to be to identify how open the practitioners of each
nation are to compare and share their rituals, rather than to restrict the analysis
to one of socio-economic strength.

In the accompanying English version of the diary, the translator, David
Anderson, chose passages to highlight Father Suslov’s keen eye for the complex
set of ethnic identifiers in this region of Siberia. The manuscript is full of first-
hand observations of ‘hyphenated’ individuals who are part Tungus, part
Russian and part Sakha. This rich approach to identity would disappear as the
rationalising Soviet state legislated national identity into fixed standardised sets,
with much of the credit or blame for this tidier but harsher system going to
Suslov-the-grandson (Suslov 1952; Anderson 2000).

The translated version also highlights the ethnographic account of travel at the
end of the nineteenth century by including a large set of local terms for traders
and guides, as well as accurate data as to the types of distances that could be
covered by using reindeer travel. It is one of the better descriptions of travel in
the region. Father Suslov’s prosaic descriptions of the pyramid-like escarpments
of the Putoran plateau are perfect examples of the missionary use of metaphor,
which transformed Siberian spaces into homologies of the Holy Land (Znamen-
ski 1999: 52–5). As is common to this genre, Father Suslov amplifies the hard-
ships of his own travels as a way of advertising the missionary calling, but also to
communicate some of his affection for this remote part of Siberia. The eerie
descriptions of the blood-red sunsets, which accompany bad weather, are as effec-
tive at communicating the power of the land as they are at describing Taimyr’s
landscape, which can immediately be recognised by this feature. As an anthro-
pologist who has travelled by reindeer and balok in the region, the abridged text
I (DGA) find to be extremely accurate, communicating what in my mind is a
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familiar balance of loneliness, charm and wonder that a traveller finds in this place
of extreme weather and sparse population. Indeed, if one transposes the church
lexicon for the rousing lexicon of Soviet socialism, or indeed the categories of
modern non-governmental organisations, the text can be read as if it were
describing a journey which happened not that long ago. In its abridged form it
still represents one of the best accounts of travelling the tundra of Taimyr.

The manuscript

This travel diary is a good example of many types of official accounts kept by
Orthodox missionaries working in Turukhansk Territory from 1862 to 1915,
when the region fell under the Enisei diocese. Travel diaries (putevye zhurnaly)
were intended to be both official documents and reflections on the moral lessons
of difficult journeys. In addition to recording the daily activities of the mission-
ary, they were also used to record data on the numbers and movements of non-
Russian minorities, which would later be used by officials in the missionary
society, and imperial civil servants, in planning their future work (Figure 4). The
diaries were filed alongside registries of births, deaths and baptisms and other
notarised documents. Most travel diaries are simple summaries of places and
numbers of people met. The several surviving travel diaries of Father Suslov are
unique for their attention to detail, for their observations on the customs of local
people in the region, and for their adventurous and sometimes romantic tone.5

Although it would be an exaggeration to say that Father Suslov created a new
genre out of this official form, it is easy to argue that his writing looks more
towards ethnography than it does towards simple record-keeping. In this vein it
joins the thin ranks of other translated travel diaries, which have become a source
of information on the history and the peoples of Russian America (Eliel and
Gerasim 1989; Netsvetov, Black and Pierce 1984; Townsend 1974; Veniaminov,
Kisslinger and Mousalimas 1993).

The primary text used for this translation was not the original handwritten
diary but an abridged and edited version of the diary, published in instalments
in the journal News of the Enisei Diocese.6 The original handwritten diary is in
the correspondence archive of Enisei diocese in the State Archive of Krasnoiarsk
Territory (GAKK 674-1-1744). It is a large folio-sized manuscript, handwritten
in black ink with a broad even hand, on parchment-like paper. An unknown
editor corrected the original manuscript in pencil to remove certain local expres-
sions, syntax and grammar, and evidently to prepare it for publication. The
version, which was published in Russian in 1884, is a shortened version of the
text corresponding to the pencilled-in annotations. For the English translation
I (DGA) have checked both the 1884 published version against the original text,
and my annotated translation against the original text. With very few exceptions
I found the content to be unchanged. The few errors or significant omissions
from the manuscript I have corrected in square brackets and have emphasised
to indicate that their provenance is the handwritten version.
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Audiences for travel diaries change over time. The original publisher of the
diary shortened the text considerably, to about one-half its original length. The
translation reproduced here, in turn, represents only about one-third of the
original. The original editor was writing for an audience of missionaries. He or
she chose passages to emphasise the hardship and distances travelled, and to give
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a full account of the church services successfully performed in the face of these
difficulties. The published Russian text reads more like a page out of the life of
the saints rather than the more open-ended and discursive text of the original.
In the original handwritten account, Father Suslov does not show a hypochon-
driac obsession with the cold and his failing health. Although comments on the
weather and his health exist, more characteristic are long angry passages where
he collects evidence against a Father Iakim Pushkarev, who served at the
Khatanga church in 1882, and who apparently charged extortionate rates for
marriages, baptisms and prayer services. This is a typical passage:

The natives who arrived yesterday made several comments in passing to
Father Iakim Pushkarev who forced out of them extraordinary rates for
services (treby). For example, the Dolgan-Tungus elder Evdokim declared
‘For Tungus Anufrei’s wedding he took seven [arctic] fox furs. In 1882 they
were worth three rubles fifty kopeks each. He also took one [red] fox fur for
four rubles and one reindeer bull worth six or seven rubles. All of this came
to 35 rubles! From another he took five [arctic] fox furs. From a poor man he
would take four [arctic] fox furs. For a song he would charge one arctic fox.
For a baptism also one fox.’ The Tungus Vladimir added ‘whatever you would
give him he would always say “give more” – there was never enough.’ (folio
34)

Verbatim affidavits of this type occupy a dozen folios of the original text. Obvi-
ously the editor felt that they referred to an exceptional case and would not put
the romance of the endeavour in the best light, and thus he or she left them out.
However, without knowing this history it makes it difficult for the reader to
understand the caution and reticence with which hunters first greeted Suslov,
in the text below.

Other portions edited out are of a miscellaneous character. The original text
has long, detailed tables giving names, ethnicity and population statistics (folios
73–82). The published translation often omits or glosses over dates, using
expressions like ‘the next day’, or ‘later’, while the original is very precise. I did
not correct these, as the general sense of time is maintained. Omitted in the pub-
lished version are exacting descriptions of the terrain and routings between
Khatanga and Essei, and of the return journey (folios 28–31, 33–4 39–44). For-
tunately for our purposes, the original editor included and printed faithfully all
interactions with Sakha and Evenki people up until the return journey from
Essei back to Turukhansk. Thus I can confidently state that the published
Russian version, and this translation, give us an almost complete rendering of
Suslov’s ethnography of these two peoples. On the return voyage (correspond-
ing to folios 45–73), Suslov chose a more northerly route which took him
through the territory of the Nias (Nganasans). There is only one, particularly
poignant, vignette of his interactions with the Nias in the published account,
and translated here. This, from our point of view, is unfortunate since these
passages are some of the rarest ethnographic observations of this native people
for this period of time. Folios 53–63 of the manuscript relate descriptions of the
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interiors of Nia tents, and the way in which they fed and treated their idols, and
contain many debates about the nature of their belief. Unfortunately this is not
the place to publish these pages for the first time.

This abridged translation of an already abridged diary obviously is a poor
replacement for the original. Although it does not represent a primary document
in a historian’s sense, it does represent an important firsthand account in an
ethnographic sense. It is highly unusual for ethnographers to reproduce their
field diaries in original form. Most choose to reflect upon their experience in
order to draw out their experiences into lessons for a broader audience. Thus,
as illustrated in Andrei Znamenski’s (1999) epic analysis of published travel
diaries of Orthodox priests in Altai, Chukotka, and Russian America, the
secondary published text itself is an artefact of a peculiar engagement between
agents of an official church and native peoples. While the genre of edited and
published travel diaries is not rare in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
Russian literature, there are very few examples of this type of secondary
document in English. Almost all of these relate to Russian America and have
been translated due to the interest of English-speaking Alaskans in this region.
To my knowledge there has been little analysis done of the handwritten manu-
scripts in general, and there is no English translation of any of this work for
Central Siberia. For those hungry for the full details of the journey, I am
pursuing a full Russian-language reprinting of the diary in book form in
collaboration with the State Archive of Krasnoiarsk Territory.

In this translation I have chosen several English glosses for nineteenth-
century Russian terms. Several Russian terms have to be used in the original, in
italics. Definitions are also given below in the glossary. Page and issue numbers
from the original journal are in square brackets. All dates are in the Old Style.

I would like to thank Svetlana Aleksandrovna Minina, the assistant director
of the State Archive of Krasnoiarsk Territory, for sharing with me her research
into the unexpected fond where the original manuscript of the diary was filed.
The research for this project was supported by a doctoral fellowship from the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (1991–6), and with
travel funds from a Major Collaborative Research Grant (No. 412-2000-1000)
from the same Council (2001). I thank the SSHRCC for their continuing
support.
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All in-text references give the Russian acronym of the archive followed by the fond, opis,
delo and list in an abbreviated format separated by hyphens.

AKKM – Archive of the Krasnoiarsk Kraevedcheskii Museum
Manuscript fond: 10994 Innokentii Mikhailovich Suslov 

GAIO – State Archive of Irkutsk Province
Fond 565 Eastern Siberian Division of the Russian Geographical Society
Fond R528 Kirensk Division of the Committee of the North

GAKK – State Archive of Krasnoiarsk Territory
Fond 667 The Committee of the Orthodox Mission Society of Eniseisk Diocese
Fond 674 Correspondence Archive of Enisei Diocese
Fond 1845 Krasnoiarsk Committee of Assistance to the Peoples of the Northern
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GAEAO – State Archive of the Evenki Autonomous District
Fond 1 Khatanga Blagoslevenaia Church

Glossary

1 verst = 0.66 miles
1 chetvert’ = 1.8 feet
argish: a caravan of harnessed reindeer and a sled (also oboz, transport, vozok).
balok: an insulated sled pulled by harnessed reindeer.
batiushka: an affectionate name for ‘Father’.
chum: a conical tent built from poles and reindeer-skin coverings, with a fire in the
centre of the dwelling.
iurt: literally a circular dwelling made from felt, used by Mongolic people. Most likely
in this manuscript it is used incorrectly to refer to a large conical tent.
izvozhok, iamshchik: guide, a trail-finder and master of an argish.
kazaki: mercenary frontier fighters of the Tsar. In this manuscript this most likely refers
to the descendants of Cossacks who by the nineteenth century considered themselves to
be an ethnic group, and who were engaged in trade.
katalizator: praver-reader.
moliben: a short prayer-service.
inorodets: native literally a member of a national minority ‘born’ to a foreign or different
stock.
paskhal: a palm-sized engraved cylindrical ritual calendar made by Dolgan hunters.
psalomshehik: cantor.
put’: trail, a habitual corridor of travel.
shaitan: a wooden or metal idol with magical power.
stanka: station a cabin or settlement along a recognised trail.
Tungus: the pre-revolutionary name for Evenki and Eveny people.
zimov’e: a group of cabins used as a base camp for hunting and trapping.

Notes

1 According to one popular fictionalised account of Suslov’s life (Lazbenkikov 1967),
his wife was a ‘Iakut woman from the Botulu clan’.
2 For the foregoing biographical data see Father Suslov’s obituary in Eniseiskie
Eparkhial’nye Vedomosti, 1915, no. 19: 32–5; Eniseiskie Eparkhial’nye Vedomosti, 1896, no.
16: 117; 1901, no. 18: 415; 1909, no. 14: 2; and GAKK 667-1-118.
3 He was formally attached as a cantor to St Nicholas Taz Church in 1885 and to the
Khatanga church in 1888. For these biographical details see GAEAO 1-1-39: 8; GAEAO
1-1-25: 17; and Eniseiskie Eparkhial’nye Vedomosti, 1886, no. 8: 121–3; 1894, no. 2: 31.
4 Suslov’s statement of his goals was to ‘collect genealogical material on the blood
relationships of Tunguses since it has not been possible to establish the relationship
between the Tunguses of the Enisei drainage and the Lena drainage’, AKKM 10994/5:
3.
5 Other Suslov travel diaries can be found at GAKK 667-1-20: 37–93 (1880); 667-1-
16: 41–93 (1880); 667–1-118 and 119 (1904 and 1905).
6 Eniseiskie Eparkhial’nye Vedomosti, 1884, no. 13: 182–5; no. 14: 207–11; no. 19: 262–9;
no. 20: 275–9; no. 21: 292–6.
7 According to pers. comm. from J. Lawton Haney, these are references to the Nicene
Creed.
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The travel diary of the
priest and missionary
Mikhail Suslov on his
expedition to Lake Essei

[start No. 13]
[182] [. . .]
On the morning of September 7th [1883] we moored at a winter settlement [on
the shores of the Enisei River]. The residents of this settlement are full-blood
(prirodnie) Iakuts. After the conquest of the wild peoples of Northern Siberia
these Iakuts had wished to escape the approaching kazaki and had decided to
settle in-between [the Kazak villages] and had gone off to this place around 1700.
After fifty years (around 1754) they accepted the Holy Baptism from the priest,
Nikifor, of the Taz monastery. At the present time they are so Russified that they
do not even understand their native Iakut language. They live a settled life and
farm just as the Russian peasants do. They are quite strong in the Christian faith.
They receive the Mysteries of Confession and the Holy Eucharist almost every
year. They know the elementary prayers. However, they have learned them from
the words of their parents in such a way that some of the words of the prayer are
pronounced incorrectly. For example, in the Lord’s Prayer instead of the words
‘and forgive us [our trespasses]’ (i ostavi), they say, ‘don’t forgive us’ (ne ostavi);
in the prayer to the Holy Virgin Mary, instead of ‘blessed progeny’ (blagosloven
plod) they say ‘blessed raft’ (blagosloven plot). They do not know the Symbols of
the Faith and the responses.7 But on the whole they are very godly and of kind
custom. By contrast, the same Iakuts who live across from them in the settle-
ment Monastyrskii, right amongst Russians, barely know the Jesus Prayer and
the Lord’s Prayer – and even these they know incorrectly.
[184] [. . .]
On the 13th, 14th and 15th of September, I stayed at Nosov station. [. . .] Among
the worshippers there were two natives: one Ostiak and the Tungus whom I had
baptised previously. He had freed up time from his work to come to me to learn
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prayers. It must be said that Tunguses are encountered rarely on the River Enisei
and only during the winter period. In the summer they are not here at all, with
the exception of two or three families who remain amongst the Russians [in
order] to pasture their reindeer. Tunguses of Turukhansk Territory travel
(kochevat’) exclusively in the forests and among lakes, occasionally travelling on
the backs of reindeer through those places where a Russian has not even set foot.
On the 16th of September I prayed the Morning Prayers together with the resi-
dents and set sail from Nosov station. That night, we lay ourselves to sleep by
a campfire on the banks since the [185] cold North wind [was so strong] that we
were unable to sail 40 versts to the next station.
[. . .]
On the night of September 22nd we reached Dudinka village. I had only moored
on the icy banks of Dudinka for not more than an hour when my boat was com-
pletely immobilised in ice. But thanks be to God! The most difficult water
journey was done! And now, if God be merciful, I will go on from here on
[reindeer] sleighs along a trail that presents less danger.
[end No. 13]
[start No. 14]
[207] [ . . . ]
[208] On the morning of October 11th I set on the trail with two guides. For 5
versts we travelled along the River Dudinka and then afterwards into the tundra.
We travelled 60 versts and camped for the night in the middle of the tundra. On
the 12th of October my guides left me alone amongst the tundra and for exactly
six hours searched for the chumy of the natives. I lost myself in speculation and
came to the thought that they wanted to abandon me completely in this bound-
less tundra, perhaps because their reindeer were too tired and could not travel
further. Happily, my fears turned out to be unjustified. My guides returned and
explained that they had found the chum. We arrived at it in the evening. We were
greeted by two native Dolgans (a mixture of the Iakut and Tungus clans) who
were expecting us. The Dolgan people are quite submissive, but are not fools.
To the south of our trail by 50 versts the Dolgans travel in numbers of up to 300
souls by the Naril’sk [Noril’sk] lakes. Previously, God helped me administer
Holy Baptism to some fifty of them. At the present time they are all Christians
belonging to the Dudinka parish. They are considered to be the best parish-
ioners of all of the natives.
[209] [ . . . ]
On the 15th of October we managed to go a little way onwards [. . .]. On this
day my guide, Iarotskii, refused to carry me any further due to the fact that his
reindeer were exhausted. He asked the trusty [Cossack] Daurskii to take me to
Zaostrovka winter camp. We travelled [argishili] all day of the 16th and 17th of
October with the Daurskii caravan (oboz) and on the evening of the 17th arrived
safely on the [river] Piasina and the winter settlement of Zaostovka. Peasant huts
are scattered all along the banks of the river Piasina and are known by various
names. The first station at some 200 versts from Dudinka is called Vvedenskii (1
hut (izba)). It is followed by Polovinka (1 hut) at 25 versts, and then by
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Zaostrovka with 3 households, then [4 versts or so downstream from the winter
settlement Chernoe there are] 2 huts and finally 1 hut. [. . .] The residents are
peasants mixed with natives through marriage. All of them belong to the
Dudinka parish. At Zaostrovka there are at least 5 boys as well as the parents
who it would not be a bad idea to instruct if there was only such a possibility.
The fathers and children speak more in Iakut than in Russian. In general, the
Iakut language dominates (gospodstvuet) not only among natives but amongst
Russians, starting from the Naril’sk lakes to the rivers Piasina, Avam and others
right to the Iakut province.
[. . .]
[210] Today a native came to me who was supposed to take me across the Big
Tundra. He asked 3 rubles for clothing and he promised to return with his
reindeer in a day. Today is the 20th of October.
[. . .]
[211] On the next day my guide hurried to catch up with the argish of Daur so
that we could join him on the road through the dangerous tundra. We travelled
all day along the trail of his argish but we were unable to catch up. Night fell,
and my guide started to lose the tracks, which were barely noticeable in the snow.
Having exited on to the tundra we were caught by a sudden storm. The reindeer
collapsed from exhaustion and we had nothing to feed them. There was not even
a single rotted tree or anything else with which to light a fire and warm our-
selves. In order to lighten the load to the sleds we were forced to run behind our
reindeer. In the end, out of sheer exhaustion I collapsed on the sled. At this
moment my guide cried out ‘Batiushka! I found the argish!’ Indeed, before us
there were tents and harnessed reindeer digging in the bare tundra searching for
food. I was very happy and ardently thanked God for this happy arrival. I would
have been less fearful if I did not already know the inescapable dangers along
this road. If a traveller is stranded by a blizzard in the place that they call the Big
Barren Tundra then he can not only lose all of his reindeer, even if there are a
thousand of them, but he might perish from the cold. Here there is no place to
find any fuel unless one takes it oneself. Today we had travelled no less than 70
versts.

For all of the next day (the 22nd of October) we travelled across the tundra
for a distance of 60 versts not encountering a single village. The reindeer became
so tired that we stopped on the Eastern edge of the Barren Tundra not even
reaching the forest. Here we unexpectedly met with a Tungus, hunting the
tundra for wolves, who told us that not far away there were more Dolgan-
Tunguses travelling with their elder. My guide, hoping to hand me over as
quickly as possible, hastened to travel out in search of people who could under-
take to carry me onwards.
[end No. 14]
[start No. 19]
[262] On the 23rd of October at midnight a south wind started to blow which
by midday had become significantly stronger. The natives, gathering up sticks
(zbruiu) and their travelling possessions to the sleds, made long, drawn out calls
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‘Eiiii, it’s a blizzaaaard! Batiushka, take wood . . . lots . . . it’s a blizzaaaard!’ The
leader of the argish warned me [too]. [He started to pass wood over to me so that
I could heat my little stove.]

Soon everything became covered. It was not possible to hear a human voice.
Only the thunderous noise of the blizzard broke the wordless tundra. Sitting
alone in the balok became for me sort of melancholy and unbearable. I started to
worry, but God unexpectedly sent me a companion.

‘Hello batiushka!’ said an approaching Dolgan from the caravan [we] met yes-
terday.

‘Hello friend! Is everything okay at home in your chum?’ I asked the Dolgan.
‘Everything is all right, batiushka. Well it’s a blizzard. A thick one (gustoi). Too

bad! I came to visit you. You don’t need anything?’
‘Thank you friend! Crawl in to the balok. You’ll be my guest.’ I offered the

man I had not met before some tea and had a discussion with him.
[263] ‘What’s your name?’

‘Afanasii’, he replied.
‘Do you have family?’
‘Yes, many. But only two brothers by birth [the others being cousins].’
‘Do you know when the feast days are?’
‘I know. From here (otsiuda) the third day [the third day from today] will be

Mitrii Day. We cut a stick and measure the days. My older brother has a paskhal
and we know every feast day.’

‘Do you know prayers?’
‘Of course! We pray to God every day!’
‘Tell me how you pray: do you pray together or everyone separately?’
‘We all pray at the same time. A man can’t pray by himself.’
‘My friend, it is good that all pray together. That is what God wants. He

himself said that where two or three pray he is present in between them (mezdu
nimi). This means that if you pray together, God is together with you.’

‘And do you know God?’ I asked.
Since the native did not answer my question, I gave a lesson in the simplest

of words about the One God, the Trinity of the Persons of the Godhead, the
creation of the World and of man, and Holy thoughts about God.

‘And do you know prayers?’ I asked.
‘I do. “In the name of the Father”, and “Holy God”.’ The Dolgan recited

both prayers, although with several mistakes.
Unfortunately our conversation did not last long. While we spoke, such a

strong wind started to howl that the natives had to take measures so that the
chum would not collapse. My companion had to rush to their aid. Again I was
left alone in the balok. All night I could not close my eyes from fear. All night
the wind raged and threatened each minute to carry me away with the balok. But
thanks be to God! In the morning (October 24th) the storm calmed and one of
my partners came to dig the snow away from the balok. Others went
[264] to find the reindeer who had run off during the storm. Only on the next
day did we head off on a short journey. Our reindeer turned out to be very poor.
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I was forced not only to steer them on but also to run behind the balok for several
versts. [Father Suslov collects four affidavits on the prices charged by Father
Pushkarev for services – DGA.] I was completely exhausted and had a strong
pain in my legs. In the evening, we reached some chumy. We travelled that day
about 40 versts. In the morning of October 26th, at the request of the Dolgans,
I presided at a prayer service commemorating the Saviour and Saint Dmitrii
Solunskii. It turned out that it was the name-day of the master of that tent who
was called Dmitrii. Taking advantage of the opportunity, I offered to speak about
how Christians spend feast-days and about the Guardian angel. But the strong
smoke within the chum forced me to go back to my balok. Two Dolgan brothers
followed me there.

‘You must be bored, batiushka’, they said to me, ‘we came to visit you.’ Having
looked around the balok they discussed among themselves; ‘It’s kind of like a
church . . . there’s an icon . . . and there’s an icon . . . and here’s another one.
And which one is this?’ asked one of the natives pointing at the image [hanging]
on the door of the balok.

‘That’s God’s Last Judgement.’ I then explained the meaning of the painting.
The natives discussed the icon in their own Iakut dialect, pointing at the image.
[. . .]
[267] [. . .]
On the 5th of November I arrived in Boganida but was unable to find a single
person. Everyone was on the tundra. One of my guides (iamshik) set off to look
for people. Another gathered the reindeer out on to the tundra to pasture. I
remained completely alone. While they were gone, a blizzard started and with
every hour it got stronger and stronger. I anchored my balok to the corner of the
[fixed] storage platform (ambar) so that it would not be carried away by the wind.
I went into the empty and cold cabin and waited there for the guides almost an
entire day. All night the fierce wind howled. The sky became illuminated with
a deep red colour, after which the boundless, snowy desert seemed doused in
blood. Not being used to this phenomenon, I became filled with a horror which
intensified as I was thinking of [how people get] ripped apart by wolves in situ-
ations such as this. The night seemed endless to me. It lasted exactly 20 hours
since here the twilight only comes for four hours out of twenty-four. The sun
does not even come out from above the horizon from the beginning of October
to the first days of January.

The winter settlement of Boganida is composed of three black huts. The resi-
dents are peasants but they all live in the fashion of the natives (po inorodcheski).
In accordance with the climate they are fur trappers and eat only animals for
their food.
[. . .]
On the 9th of November four Essei natives arrived here to buy reindeer and
reindeer skins. With regard to my journey they said they must discuss the matter
amongst themselves and with the [other] Iakuts and promised to give me an
answer in a week. I stayed at this winter settlement until the 15th of November.
In the small, white cabin which had a cast-iron stove, I hung up four icons from
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the iconostasis of my mobile church (pokhodnaia tserkov’). The room became just
like a real chapel. The Iakuts from the nearby tents came here to receive bless-
ings, to request services, and to converse. On the evening of the 15th of
November the Essei Iakuts returned with an old man and announced that they
would take me in two weeks’ time. In order not to waste time living in one winter
settlement, I decided to travel to the Khatanga church which was located 200
versts from here.
[end No. 19]
[start No. 20]
[275] [. . .]
[Khatanga, November 22nd] The Church is decrepit and in want of repair. The
inside is black. The tower is already unsound and the bell was moved on to
wooden poles, which had collapsed, and as a result the bell was hung back up in
the tower. It seems that this arrangement could last another few years if only it
were fixed. At the church there is a house for the priest and Cantor built 80 years
ago by the priest Ioann Kozhevnkov. But this could in no way be called a house
now but a disintegrating blackened hut. The former priest who had been here
not long ago was unable to live in this hut but sought shelter in the cattle shed.
The latter is exactly four paces in length with one small window and one door
of six chetverti in height. The shed is heated by one poor stove which emits
smoke constantly. The Cantor was nowhere to be found. He had departed along
the Khatanga river to check on the parish members. It must be mentioned that
Father Suslov intended to take with him to [Lake Essei] the Khatanga layreader
as an interpreter since he spoke Iakut fluently. [Father Suslov comments exten-
sively on the importance of using native languages.]

On the 24th, Father Suslov conducted the [Divine] Liturgy with the help of
the church elder who was only able to sing [the response] ‘Lord have Mercy’!
Sixteen people came to pray. From the church, Father Suslov made his way with
his cross to the four
[276] smoky cabins which comprise the whole village of Khatangskoe. In the
evening of this day the Khatanga cantor arrived, but he was unable to go with
Father Suslov to [Lake] Essei due to the illness of his wife.

The conditions of the orphaned Khatanga church and the poor parish made
Father Suslov think. This was the most northerly church. Not a single priest
would agree to stay with it in the winters and to spend their summers in
Dudinka. This parish was stretched out over 2,000 versts and the priest must
travel across it from December to April. With such a pace, one can scarcely be
punctual in satisfying the need for services (treby), not to speak of the impossi-
bility of religiously edifying the parishioners. In addition, some of the traders
wandering across the parish spoil the morals of the natives and to a great extent
exploit them materially. The natives are becoming spoiled and are growing poor
to a greater and greater degree. Here there is a need for a priest who has a calling
of a missionary. Here there is also the need for a school. But such desires are
choked by sad reality. Any priest would be forced to live a lonely life with the
parishioners, travelling nomadically from place to place, for several reasons: the
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parishioners are scattered over an immense frontier; in the summer they live
isolated on the tundra and along rivers; this in turn implies that there is no com-
munication between them; and finally the parish is isolated from the Enisei river
– the only place where one can trade or obtain the things you need to live. Who
would agree to such a life?

I left Khatanga on the 26th of November. My inexperienced guide lost the
trail and we circled for a long time on the river Khatanga. In the space of 13
hours we travelled 40 versts. We continued travelling for all of the following day,
only stopping at winter settlements. On the 29th we arrived at the winter settle-
ment Baikalovo. Here I presided at a prayer service with a blessing of water, and
administered marriage to a Iakut who had been living with his fiancée since the
summer. From this winter settlement my trail turned towards Essei. We now
travelled through trees.
[277] [. . .]
The journey progressed very slowly. Father Suslov was forced to stop either by
reason of the illness of his partners or to wait for new guides. In addition, the
road was in poor condition. Thus the caravan only arrived at the river Med-
vezh’ia on the 6th of December. Along this river he would be forced to make an
even longer journey. There were long, hard frosts. Along the trail there were
deep snow-drifts, making travel difficult. Occasionally a blizzard blew up. The
balok became stifling to an intolerable degree. Finally, his guides were constantly
falling ill. Often they were forced to camp in one place. At such stops, Father
Suslov either spoke with his partners, or tended to the sick, or sewed a robe from
Chinese fabric (kitaiki) for his guide the Iakut.

The banks of the river Medvezh’ia are in places extremely scenic. The wild,
grand beauty of nature leaves the viewer in amazement and wonder. One either
sees large hills with utterly bald peaks and lush, black, forested foothills, or tall,
grand, conical mountains of perfect form, or gigantic four-sided pyramids.
Almost all of the mountain ridges have amazingly regular terraces broken into
three rows. The river itself occasionally runs through absolutely sheer cliffs.

On the 17th of December, Father Suslov left the Medvezh’ia [river]
[278] and headed along one of its tributaries along the right bank. ‘In evening
discussions with Iakuts’, writes Father Suslov, ‘I found out that the natives of
old, when heading out from here across the wide mountainous pass, offered the
earth as a sacrifice various objects such as a piece of coloured fabric. To my
question of the meaning of this ritual, the natives answered: “The Earth also
listens, [and might] also offer help.” Having explained to them the supersti-
tiousness of such a ritual, I proposed that we all pray together on the next day
to the Lord God. The interpreter, having led me to the caravan, asked me in the
name of all the accompanying Iakuts “You batiushka pray fervently! May God
give us a good day tomorrow! Let there not be a blizzard.” It is true that travel
for the natives through the escarpment known as Labuka is considered as
dangerous as sailing the sea during a sudden gale. Accidents heighten the sense
of fear amongst the easily-impressionable (legkovernye) Iakuts. They tell of one
Iakut who, having headed out over the ridge, was stranded by a blizzard which
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lasted several days on end. Having tied up his reindeer so that they would not
flee, he waited out the end of the blizzard. The reindeer perished of hunger. The
Iakut, feeling his isolation, returned back to the river Medvezh’ia and waited for
the spring thaw. He floated back to the Iakuts on a raft. Another native froze
while crossing the escarpment and his children died of hunger.

‘On the 18th of December I performed a moleben and sprinkled the Iakuts
with Holy Water. They also brought forth their reindeer to be sprinkled [with
Holy Water]. We started out on the trail in the early morning. In an hour, sure
enough, we emerged on to a sort of limitless expanse. All around there was
nothing to see: not a single twig, or tree. Here the snowy plain gleamed with a
blinding glare. From here, scattered stones and the ribs of flagstones appeared
from a distance to be huge herds of deer. Travel over such a place can never be
quick. The sleds of the caravan broke, but there was no time to fix them. The
natives just tied up the baggage and pulled it without a sled. My companions
were in such a hurry
[279] that only after nineteen hours of travel we were forced to stop because the
reindeer were too tired. Since there was no wood, we broke up a tent frame to
cook dinner. The reindeer immediately scattered in search of moss [sic – lichen]
in order to stave off hunger. On the second day, again at dawn, I performed a
moleben and we once again headed out on the trail. Thanks be to God that after
ten hours of travel we safely crossed this lifeless expanse.

We let the reindeer rest on the next day (the 20th of December) after such a
difficult passage. The Iakuts by consensus agreed to deliver me quickly by means
of a direct trail without freight (na legke) while they took the caravan by a
different route along which they could find food for the reindeer. The rest of the
journey did not present anything noteworthy. Occasionally the road led over
mountain ridges and through forest. Sometimes we were forced to fell trees in
order to somehow pull our sleds through.
[. . .]
[end No. 20]
[start No. 21]
[292] The chapel at Essei was small, rundown, and cold with a poor roof. One
could not say that it was decorated, except by a cross, three icons, a table and
pulpit. The Vespers and a water blessing were celebrated by me in a yurt beside
the church. This time the response ‘Lord Have Mercy’ was sung by the natives
in Iakut. The morning service of January 1 was served also in the yurt with the
prayers in the chapel. It was so cold within the building that I was barely able to
use it even for such a service. After lunch, I started to tidy up the chapel. When
the Iakuts discerned my desire to decorate the church then several donated their
own icons.

Today, a Iakut arrived from the city of Viliusk and told me that the Viliusk
priest, Father Vinokurov, was preparing to travel [here]. I quickly wrote him a
letter with the request that he record [the names] of all the Iakuts who gather at
Lake Ialtan about 150 versts from Essei. I offered to record all of the natives trav-
elling around Essei myself. On the second of January, after the morning service
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and Reception of Communion [polucheni], I set off to the neighbouring yurts and
offered to hear the natives’ confessions and to celebrate the Divine Liturgy. The
natives readily agreed. In all the yurts there are crosses and icons which the
natives treat with great reverence. Having recorded [the names] of all the natives
and gathered needed information [about them], on the 4th of January I returned
to the chapel. In the evening I installed the iron stove which had been left here
in 1871 by Father [Ioann] Kozhevnikov. I myself had to make a hole in the ceiling
for the stove pipe,
[293] and then cover it with clay, since the natives were completely incompetent
in such affairs. In general they did not understand [how to use] our iron stoves
and drills. We heated the chapel all night, but we still could not warm it up.
Layers of frost fell from the ceiling and walls or melted into water which drained
on to the floor. The smoke was unbearable. [. . .] Today I heard Confession from
150 people.
[. . .]
In the confession, the Iakuts revealed their sins directly, not even waiting for the
questions. It seems that they relate to this Mystery with faith and they promise
with great sincerity not to sin in the future. They took the Holy Confession seri-
ously in great reverence.’

On the 8th of January Father Suslov hired the same Iakut guide (iamshchik)
for 60 rubles to take him back, but only left the Essei Iakuts on the 16th of
January. From the 9th to the 16th of January Father Suslov visited the neigh-
bouring iurty, spoke with the natives, conducted services for them, and worked
on his census.

We will not relate the details of Father Suslov’s return journey. From the
travel diary it is obvious that before reaching the first winter settlement of the
Khatanga parish Father Suslov travelled for 16 days, although only sixty hours
in this period were devoted to actual travel. Covering a distance of 567 versts he
had to travel over swamps, lakes, through forest and over mountainous ridges
and
[294] rivers. During such a difficult journey they had [to stop] to let the reindeer
rest, do chores, and stop to sleep. During this time Father Suslov became seri-
ously ill and even almost died. We will relate this tragic circumstance in Father
Suslov’s own words: ‘For three days we have been stopped as a result of which
I almost died. Already having said goodbye to life, I wrote a will and requested
that they not leave [my body] on the tundra but instead carry it to the Russians
living at Boganida. I suffered from bleeding and constantly fainted. [As a treat-
ment] I asked that they cover me with snow and I lay for a long time in this
horrible snow-bath. Two Tungus translators and the Iakut family of the guide
devoted great attention to me. They prayed, even before icons with lighted
candles. However, like children of nature they did not know how to help me.
When I started to feel better, with thanks to God I read and chanted various
prayers with great joy, and the natives prayed [with me] with [their] lighted
candles. Within me, sinner that I am, I felt a most sincere gratefulness to God
– a special contact with Holiness.’
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[. . .]
Father Suslov visited the tents of the pagan natives as well. For the most part
they received him with great joy but his sermons did not enjoy a great success.
Either the natives did not want to change from the beliefs of their ancestors or
they were dissuaded by the fact that having accepted Christianity they would
have to adhere strictly to Christian teachings, for example in matters of diet.
[295] In their conditions this would be impossible. It could be that the shamans
were also hindering this work. Several natives showed a strong interest in Chris-
tianity. It was obvious that they held pagan beliefs only by the force of habit.
Nevertheless, being under the influence of shamans they could not immediately
shed their centuries-old pagan prejudices. In their understanding, a religious
conversion, or ceasing to obey either the shaman or the shaitan, would lead ‘the
devil to beat us or to curse us to the limit’. Such convictions, which the shamans
supported, held force even amongst the baptised natives.

According to the writings of Father Suslov, the shamans north of Turukhansk
do not differ from their Minusinsk or Achinsk cousins in their profession (po
professii). They travel with their shaitans, which are carried in separate sleighs
covered with the skins of the reindeer killed during the shamanistic acts.

This is what Father Suslov had to say about the Northern Turukhansk
shamans and their shaitans.

‘I only approached the sled with the shaitan when the Samoed woman who
was outside ran inside the tent with great haste. I followed her carrying “the
holy” shamanistic box. The shaman who was inside the tent became extremely
scared, his face became distorted, and with complaint in his voice he exclaimed.
“Friend, why have you taken the shaitan – it’s a sin!” The kazaki who were
accompanying me opened the box in which there was a piece of copper wrapped
in an Arctic fox fur on which was a crude carving of a human face. The piece of
copper was wound in dozens of rabbit-skin threads. On its forehead there was a
thick painted symbol (blakha). As I inspected the shaitan all of the Samoeds and
especially the shaman and the women seemed worried and constantly urged me
“Please, let it go . . . it’s a sin!” I took the idol by one of the threads and with
conviction accused the shaman of deception. Then I pretended as if I wanted to
throw it in the stove. The shaman persistently asked that I “release” the shaitan,
and would not agree to surrender it even for money. He said that he and all of
the Samoeds would “perish” if he surrendered the shaitan. When the shaman
rescued this object of adoration he protected it in such a way that we were unable
to take it again.’

On the 22nd of February, Father Suslov returned to Dudinka and on the 24th
of February he set off back to Turukhansk. In total he travelled for 4,300 versty,
not including his travels to the nomads around Lake Essei.
[end No. 21]
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