" twas the first turn of the day. As I moved the
handlebars,  applied a dab of throttle so the
snowmobile’s front skids would dig into the snow —
and suddenly we were careering towards a fence.

~ Zivile, my pillion passenger, let out a shriek. [ had just

“onz enough to realise that we were going to crash — then we

“were on our side in a huge bank of snow, engine screaming.

Xarelia is a frontier land spanning the border between
=orthern Russia and Finland, a natural paradise of birch trees
=nd shimmering lakes. It's steeped in folklore; along with
Christian beliefs, many pagan traditions remain. Locals tell of
zhosts in the forest and spirits in their houses. The necklaces
worn by older womenfolk aren’t just to look attractive — they
ward off evil spirits with the jangling noise they make.

Idiscovered a Karelian spirit of my own: the ‘Sprite of the
Snowmobile’. He sits on the handlebars and cranks the
throttle when you're not looking. Slightly dazed, I turned to
check Zivile was OK; thankfully, she was fine. We let out
bellows of relieved laughter. The snowmobile was
undamaged. The fence? A total right-off. Ouch.

Karelian culture in Russia survived the dour years of
communism, but the unique language was on the verge of
extinction and ancient Karelian villages were abandoned for
the modern conveniences of big cities. Today. only 10%: of the
population in the Russian administrative region of Karelia |
Karelian; the rest is a mishmash of ethnicities from all over the
old Soviet Union.

However, in recent decades, as modern Russia has strugzled
with its identity in a new, more open world, there’s been
renewed inferest in ‘original’ cultures that pre-date
communism and Christianity. Many Russians now see Karelia
as a place to discover ancient roots and reconnect with the
natural world. Karelian is being taught in some schools; there's
even some Karelian language TV. I had set out to find this ‘real
Russia’ — to learn about a culture teetering on a knife-edge.

IN ST PETERSBURG WE BOARDED AN OVERNIGHT TRAIN
to travel nearly sookm north to Petrozavodsk, Karelia's
regional capital. Zivile, my translator and fearless snowmobile
passenger, and | shared our compartment with Anya, who'd
been to St Petes to let her Soviet-style peroxide hair down for
a weekend of clubbing.

A city girl on the outside, Anya was definitely from Karelia.
Seeing a picture of a brown bear in a magazine I was reading,
she declared: “Bear meat has magic properties! I visited a

shaman lastweek He made bear stew for us, saving fat from
the b ca== so we could keep it to rub on our chests if we feel
sick. Wsvery powerful.”

Aswe pulled into the station early the next morning, we fell
0F the rain in the streetlight glare of a dark winter morning.
That afemoon we drove along fir-lined roads to Kinerma, a
inz of umbledown wooden houses with a tiny church.

0 vears old and almost dead, the village has been virtually
abandoned as vounger generations move to the city. The
current population is six: Nadezda, her husband Igor and kids
Yegor and Vanya comprise two-thirds of it. Nadezda’s family
lived here for generations, but she’s only recently moved back
to stay. “I couldn’t let this little place die,” she explained, her
blonde hair, high cheekbones and bright blue eyes strikingly
un-Russian, typically Karelian.

After perestroika (Gorbachev’s economic reforms), Finnish
Karelians began coming here to search for traditional villages
and customs that had disappeared in Finland. “I started doing
tours around the village.” Nadezda said. “Natives of Karelia
are coming from all over Russia to retrace their origins.”

Although Karelians retain their beliefs in the spirit world,
they embraced Christianity when it arrived in the 12th century,

Wanderlust February 2009 93

age: Kizhi's jaw-
dropping onion-dome
Churchofthe
Transfiguration and
the wooden houses of
Kinerma were built
withouta single nail -
now they’re cherished
remnants of Karelian
‘culture, along with
indulgent desserts

—"







Spirits & superstitions

Although Karelians converted to Christianity

centuries ago, ancient beliefs persist. Visitors
can expect to hear about or encounter at least
some of the following:

wise women Shamans are still
consulted for their knowledge of natural remedies.
Communication with the dead occurs through
ritualistic lamentations performed by the older
womenfolk.
Spirits Karelian homes and the outside world are
stillinhabited by spirits, it’s believed. One hides
underthe bed, steering your dreams; anotheris
behind the cooker, keeping the fire burning — milk
is left out for him at night. Karelians chantto the
house spiritsto help them find lost things. Banyk
the banya (steam bath) spiritis consulted about
possible marriage partners; after each sweat,
clean soap and water are left for him. My guide’s
grandmother avoids the river after midnight for
fear of disturbing the river spirits.
Animalsacrifice Achicken is killed at the spot
where a new banya is going to be built, whilea bull
orram is sometimes slaughtered to blessthe
offspring of other livestock orto appease the
spirits of the forest.
Superstitions Allmanner of folk beliefs persist to
this day. Pregnant women should never siton
burntwood or their child will have a black face;
clothes should always be washed outside -
otherwise they will still be dirty; ancestors should
be buried beneath the threshold of your house to
protectthe home.

Paws applying their unique woodworking skills to create beautiful aheritage zone on the island of Kizhi in the middle of
forthought - that's

avery blawil churches, Nadezda showed us the village's tiny chapel, its Lake Onega, one of Europe’s greatest expanses of water.
astonishing icons dome fashioned from delicately carved wooden tiles. You can reach Kizhi by boat from Petrozavodsk in summer,
line Kizhi's Church “Our buildings are made completely from wood and without ~ but getting there in winter is more of a challenge. It’s either
Efal: ;?;T;:::S'Om nails,” she explained. We stepped inside a house just opposite  along drive around the lake, or an exhilarating snowmobils
inthevillage and discovered a kitchen billowing hearty aromas, a huge ride across its flat, frozen expanses and ice-bound islands.

of Kinerma — brick oven atits cen
population: six —
flavoursome stew I've
just along, long cooki
water and mushrooms co

Nadezda dished up the most We were taking the quick route, and so next morning, afies
d. The secret? No mysterious herbs,  a detailed safety briefing, we pulled on cold-weather gear,
. “Beef and pork with alittle salt,  crash helmets and boots, and climbed aboard our 'mobiles.
ked overnight,” she said. trundling slowly down onto the frozen surface of the lake.
: “Just stay in my tracks,” shouted Slava, our guide. “If I pus
KARELIAN CRAFTSMEN DIDN'T LIMIT THEMSELVES my hand in the air, slow down and prepare to stop.” Then e
to modest, single-domed chu s. Over centuries their was gone, the sled carrying our bags and canisters of fuel
constructions became & - E level zigzagging from his tow bar. I squeezed the throttle. The
complex towers and adds machine bucked forward and the speedo swiftly ticked up
without the use of nails. Th to 20 then 30km/h. The noise and vibration were immense.
in the 18th century with mas s not )

Sadly, many of these unig
fell into disrepair, but in the lat
rescued and restored a number o

ied from hard and rutted to slopps
nd s h.Oner = caterpillar track at the
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