„ZIMNIK”
the Ice Road

Russia, Siberia. The Krasnoyarsk region lies along the
polar circle. Area: 767,660 km2 (~1.5 France). Capital:
Tura. According to statistics collected in 2010, there are
a total of 17, 264 inhabitants in Evenkia. The majority of the region’s fuel supply reaches the region by the
“zimnik“, the ice road that vanishes in the summer
months. During the polar nights, the northern lights
provide an extra, otherworldly, source of illumination.

Cars also cross the “zimnik“ at night. During the polar
nights, the northern lights provide an additional source
of illumination.

In the north of Evenkia, the “Zimnik“ “says“ goodbye
to the vast taiga forests and traverses the tundra.

The huntsman’s day begins at 5 a.m. At daybreak,
it’s always worth checking around the hut to see if
there’s any easy prey lying within a bullet’s distance.
If there’re no plans to hunt that day—shortly after
breakfast the preparation for dinner begins. Soon after, the host Oleg Timofejevich and his helpers gather
by the dinner table as if they were one family.
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There are two of us—two men alone in a boat, rowing to escape civilization
and its rules. It’s easy to lose track of time under these white polar nights in amongst wild nature and the all-embracing flow
of the lake, with a wolf gazing from one shore, an
elk—from another. A few more miles and a herd of
reindeer emerge. Hundreds of kilometres behind
us and hundreds more ahead... It has been raining
for a week, the cold needles at tired bones. Diupkun Lake is a place where “civilized“ humans would
find it hard to survive. That’s why the few dogs
that run alongside the boat on the shore, and the
modest hut that looms, fairytale-like behind them
seems like such a vision.
It’s 3 o’clock in the morning, and the owner of the
hut, Oleg Timofejevich Odnolko, emerges to invite
the strangers inside. “It’s too small for all of us,
so I’ll leave earlier today. You can take my place.
Warm up and get some rest“,—he says without any
questions or surprise, as if he has been expecting
guests. “By the way, it’s my 57th birthday today“,—

Wild reindeer migrate and return each year: in the
meantime the hunters continue to find themselves
lost in the labyrinthine world of hunting legislation.

adds Oleg, a bearded hunter with weather-beaten
cheeks, perky eyes and a frost-bitten nose which
protrudes from his warm fur hat.
In that moment, under a buzzing cloud of a thousand mosquitoes, a new friendship is born.
Since then, I have returned to that hut in the
Evenkian forests time and time again; that place
where spring, summer and autumn each lasts only
a month, and where the remainder of the year is
composed of a frozen, and seemingly endless white
winter. I have heard a thousand stories from the
weathered lips of Oleg Timofejevich, who lives,
fishes and hunts there. It was through him that I
discovered that a road is laid in this wild region
each winter, the “zimnik“, as locals call it, or simply—the winter road. The word “zimnik“ originates
from the Russian word “zima“ meaning “winter“. It
is only by this road that the hunters can transport

The system of hunting licenses is far too complicated
for the local hunters, while the system for meat trading and transportation is not developed.

The most valuable part of the reindeer is the fur from
its legs—the so-called called “kamus“. “Kamus“ can be
easily transported; the government has little control
over its trade. The fur from one leg sells for around 10
Euros. The hunter Piotr Sofjenikov set up his tent for
the winter season right on top of the “zimnik“.

their catch. To survive the forest depths, you need
to possess some basic yet important supplies.
Snowmobiles, boats, kerosene (only kerosene
lamps alone, which provide light inside a hut, consume around 200 litres of kerosene a year), food,
etc., all arrive “from the continent“, as the locals
say, by “zimnik“.
The “zimnik“ is a road of perpetual ice and
frost. It only operates during the coldest months of
the year, making it Evenkia’s main artery of communication. “The road gives us life“, – says Andrej
Meroshka Jurievich, the head of the airport in
Eseiy, the northernmost village that can be reached
by the “zimnik“. “It’s via the “zimnik” that we get
our food and fuel,“—he explains.
During the cold season, around 1500 tonnes of
fuel—diesel, petrol, jet fuel—is brought to Chirinda
and Eseiy. To get to these remote northern villages
—which together account for 800 residents—
around 650 km of the “zimnik“ has to be traversed.
Around 10-20 tonnes of fuel can be transported
during one trip. However, during the cold season,
additional trips are needed in order to transport
food and other products. On their way back from
distributing this much needed food and different
staff, the trucks are laden with the local hunters’
spoils—venison—around 250 tonnes of which is
distributed via the “zimnik“ each cold season. The
reindeers’ bodies freeze an hour after they have
been shot and disembowelled—allowing nature to
preserve the rich meat, and making refrigeration,
an otherwise costly necessity, unnecessary.

The preparation process is particularly important
in the North—every step has to be thought over. A
well-sharpened pickaxe saves a lot of energy. When
making a hole in the ice—a saw is of little use as
its blade length is less than one meter. It takes four
hours of hard work to cut three holes in the ice.

When he speaks of hunting, Oleg often
uses the word “dikiy“ which in the local language
means “wild“ and is ubiquitous: wild land, wild
nature, wild animals, even—wild man. The locals
simply call reindeer “dikiy“—alluding to their wild
and free nature.
When I ask him what we’ll be doing today, Oleg
answers—“dikovat“. From this I understand that we
are going “to hunt“. He is hoping to come across a
herd of migrating reindeer.
Oleg has hunted the shores of Lake Diupkun for
thirty years. Ready to shoot, he waits for the reindeer to reach the centre of the frozen lake. That’s
when he opens fire. If the reindeer, taking fright,
turn and run from the hunter, he will aim at those
in front or at the branches of the trees on the shore.
The frightened reindeer often turn on their hoofs,

creating chaos, confusion, and death.
“In such confusion it’s impossible to avoid mistakes“,—whispers Oleg sadly, after hitting a young
reindeer.
The wild reindeer population is more than 1 million and for now is quite stable. The fur and horns
of hunted reindeer will most likely not be used or
sold. The average reindeer produces around 5070kg of meat. Their tongues—a local delicacy—will
probably be eaten the same evening, while the frozen row reindeer liver—“Siberian chocolate“—will
provide solace for the rest of winter.
Evenkians rarely raise reindeer these days. It’s
exhausting work, especially guarding them from
wolves. The milk and meat that the locals can farm
from the reindeer is not worth the trouble, they say.
For that reason, the men have chosen to hunt. Wild
reindeer migrate from and return to the same area
every year.
Neither is there a need for travelling by sledge any
more—they have been replaced by the legendary
Russian snowmobiles “Buran”. Besides, there is nowhere to travel to anyway, as the local inhabitants
are couched around the helicopter-landing sites.
The legendary snowmobile, the “Buran“, still
remains the main means of transport and is much
favoured by the locals, with many of them maintaining that none of the imported snow vehicles
are as good as “Buran“ at getting to the remotest
regions of the forest. The “Buran“ has only one ski
at the front, making it less likely that will get caught
in the trees—a common problem for more modern
snowmobiles. On top of this, the caterpillar tracks
of the “Buran“ are much wider in comparison to
its western counterpart. Although the “Buran“ is
neither very fast nor particularly economic, the
locals have been using it for over 40 years. There’s
also the fact that the “Buran“ is easy to dismantle;
something that can come in very handy if you are
The resourcefulness and thrift of the locals is best
illustrated by the ordinary tin sheets that they use
instead of sledges and, of course, by the “burzhuika“—the special small stove that they use to heat
their tents or caravans. The word “burzhuika“
originates from “bourgeoisie”—ironically bringing
to mind associations of a warm and wealthy life.
There are around 4 thousand of Evenks
scattered across the territory of Evenkia (they comprise around 20% of the inhabitants of Evenkia).
The rest of the inhabitants are Russians (60%),

It’s so cold that even the liquid that is being used to fight
a fire in Evenkia’s capital Tura has frozen. Residential
fires caused by alcoholism and carelessness are, unfortunately, a common phenomenon.
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Evenkia is one of the sparsest inhabited land surfaces
of the planet. Its southern and central parts can be
accessed via its rivers, and even barges manage to
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make the journey. The two largest cities are located
next to the rivers: Baikit in the south, and the capital
Tura in the centre. The northern region of Evenkia,
however, remains isolated.

500 Km

The inventiveness of the Russians does
not go unnoticed. Ordinary tractor
caterpillar tracks can, with a little
modification, be transformed into road
levelling tools. The huge K700 tractor
(known as the “Kirov“ amongst the locals) is the main means of transportation for those working on the “zimnik“.

The state provides Chirinda village with enough fuel
to keep its electricity generators going even at night,
providing light for around 150 people behind the
polar circle. The huts are heated up by wood. Rising
chimney smoke, undisturbed by the wind, creates a
phantasmagorical view.

The hunter Konstantin and his friend return to
Chirinda village with their catch via the “zimnik“
road. The hunting party was successful—the bodies
of 8 reindeer, already skinned, are draped across
their sledge. The cold preserves everything. The meat
is ready to be sold. As the hunters often have to travel
across long distances, sometimes over 100 kilometres,
it is important they take fuel along with them. A 200
litre barrel is, therefore, a common companion.

Kerti po savimi, bet tai ne perdaug pavojinga, nes
ledas prie vandens pavirsiaus keicia savo struktura
ir yra spaudimas is apacios, prakirtus skyle vanduo
galinga srove uzpildo ekete iki pat virsaus. Ekete
reikia uzdengti kailiu kad neuzsaltu.

Yakutians (5%) and a few smaller ethnic groups—
around 18 thousand inhabitants in total.
Tura, the capital of Evenkia, has around 6 thousand
residents, while the second largest town Baikit
numbers around 4 thousand. Both settlements are
situated near the two largest rivers of the region.
Ships are only able to operate down these rivers
when the ice flows have melted—so during the
coldest months of the year the frozen rivers provide
a solid surface for trucks.
Tura can be reached via the 1000 km “zimnik“ that
begins at Angara river Bridge—the point which
connects the “zimnik“ to the roads that operate
throughout the year. The city is built on a permafrost zone, making the construction of houses a
complex and difficult process. This is also why all
thermal pipelines have to be erected above the
ground. These pipelines, which are etched onto the
faces of the towns, sometimes hang 4 metres above

the road, causing problems for heavy transport.
Following World War II, from the 1940s to the
1970s, the territory of Evenkia was intensively
explored by Russian geologists. The geodesic signs
that have survived from those times can be seen
on a number on mountains. The highest of the
mountains—Kamen—reaches 1700m above sea
level. At present, there are a few oil wells in the
southern part of the region. This is where the “zimnik“ begins, and it is here that the winter road is of
especially good quality: it is wide with some broken
stone strewn across its steeper and more slippery
slopes.
The Putorana Plateau covers the northen part of
Evenkia’s territory which doesn’t surrender to be
fasten by road’s belts. In the local language “Putorana“ means “flat as a table“. The plateau is divided
into hundreds of valleys engraved with brooks and
rivers.

Evenkia lies at the geographical centre of Russia.
It’s also the location of the legendary and largely
unexplained Tunguska meteorite event. The southern and central parts of this huge territory can
be reached by the Nizhnyaya and Podkamennaya
Tunguska Rivers. Due to frozen temperatures and
insufficient water levels, the navigation season is
very short—lasting only a matter of a few months.
The northern reaches of Evenkia, meanwhile, are
completely subject to the powers of nature—none
of its rivers are navigable; leaving the winter road,
the “zimnik“, as the only connection that exists
between the civilized world and this wild and
inhospitable land.
According to Kim Gubariov Kimovich,
a worker from the road maintenance company, the
“zimnik“ for whole Evenkia began daily operations
in the north in 1987. Currently, the overall length

of the “zimnik“ stretches to around 4300 km.
“It’s the hare making its way through the forest that
first starts the trail, then the reindeer running by,
and after a while along comes a tractor and here it
is – you have your “zimnik,““ K. Gubariov laughs.
According to the state representative for winter
road building at the Upravlenije avto dorog (Auto
Road Administration), the price of maintaining
one kilometre of the “zimnik” is around 2 thousand
dollars each season. It’s hard to predict how long
each season will last as everything is determined
by nature. Commonly the season begins in the
months of November-December and ends in April
or May.
Once temperatures drop to -30C, in beginning
of winter the river ice can freeze down to 5 cm in
twenty four hours. However, it’s necessary to clean
the snow off the road or at least compact it down,
as loose snow slows down the process of freezing—

which is, of course, essential for the formation of
“zimnik“. In Tunguska, where the snow is removed,
the ice is 110cm thick, while in places where it isn’t
removed it is 24-40cm thick. There is another way
that the ice can be thickened—using specialized
equipment the river water can be pumped straight
onto the ice. This process is, however, quite rare.
As the contractor explains it is nigh on impossible
for both practical and financial reasons to implement this method over long distances, especially
considering that the road in some parts reaches
over 500km. This pump method is, as a result, most
often used only at the beginning of the season in
places like special river crossings.
Safety is, of course, a real issue on “zimnik“. The
river ice needs to be at least 70-80cm thick to
support a 25 tonne truck. Accidents are, unfortunately, unavoidable, especially at the beginning of
the season when the ice is still forming. “If the road
workers’ truck doesn’t make it through—it’s too
early to travel!“ laughs K. Gubariov.
Vladimir Pavlovich, who works for “Expedition“, a
road building company, emphasises the importance
of the rules for both workers and regular drivers:
“It’s important not to speed but to drive slowly and
evenly. If you speed there is a danger that a wave
might form under the ice and break it. Quite a few
trucks get trapped in the ice like this.“
“Expedition” is in charge of the maintenance and
upkeep of 1500km of “zimnik“. This is a pretty
mammoth task, requiring the use of a fleet of 26
transport vehicles: 10 heavyweight tractors K700,
4 tank trucks and a couple of SUVs, snowmobiles,
etc. During the warm season, all these vehicles
have to be inspected, fixed and prepared for the
next season’s “zimnik“.
The “zimnik“ is also of great significance for
local aviation. MI-8 helicopters operate continuously between the villages—acting both as buses and deliverers. If it wasn’t for the fuel that is
brought by the “zimnik“ which fills the helicopter’s
tanks, the pilots would be unable to provide this
valuable and frequent service. During the summer,
the village residents can only communicate with
the outer world by air transport.
The MI-8, the pride of Russia, was created 50 years
ago. Despite its very hungry engines—it consumes
800l/hr (during which it can manage slightly more
than 200km)—it’s still going strong. There are currently 8 MI-8 helicopters in Evenkia: 3 in Tura, 3 in
Baikit and 2 in Vanavar. The MI-8 is not equipped
with an advanced navigation system, and this
means it can’t operate at night or under conditions
of poor visibility. It is only in exceptional circum

stances, so-called “San-reis“, or emergency calls,
that the pilot will choose whether or not to take the
risk. In such situations it is not uncommon for the
pilot to take to the air to help only one person..
Impractical fuel use is quite a common phenomenon—one that’s survived from the Soviet period.
Back in Soviet times—according to Jurij Grishchenko Ivanovich, who has worked as a pilot in
Evenkia since 1979—AN2’s (another legendary
Russian aircraft) would take off and land upon the
ice and water to 16 times a day making visits to the
hunters that were scattered throughout the entire
territory of the Evenkia Autonomous District.
The greatest challenge that faces those
who decide to drive across the “zimnik“ is the
section of the road that is composed from ice. This
part of the road can, at times, take on a life of its
own. This is especially true when there are changes
in temperature. When it’s cold, the road contracts,
and when it’s warm it expands. As the ice fractures,
it emits fantastic sounds—in some moments, it
sounds like a giant whip is being cracked. During
the cold period the water that surrounds the “zimnik“ becomes frozen. Water often escapes from
beneath the frozen ice and, unable to support this
extra weight, the surface of the ice breaks, leaving
impressive pock-marked hollows in their wake.
Fresh ice can pose particular problems for drivers.
Potential traps are created by the thick layers of
water that form in between the old and new ice.
Vehicles that get stuck in fresh ice can quite literally
find themselves frozen into the ground and in need
of serious assistance. That’s why you will often see
that people travel in convoys of three cars on the
“zimnik“, as there’s always more safety in numbers.
A single round trip for truck drivers lasts around
one week, during which time they can earn around
650 dollars. Their work is especially hard and there
are dangers and challenges lurking along every meter of the road. Such hardship and danger inspires
unity, which is why the drivers treat each other like
brothers and are prepared to extend a helping hand
to each other no matter what the conditions or
circumstances.
If someone needs to borrow something, like a
“Buran“ caterpillar for instance, they simply take
to the radio. It might be that the nearest person
who has this tool is fifty kilometres away. But this
is no problem, they just arrange with a driver to
deliver it. Distance and hardship creates mutual
inter-dependence, and everyone seems to be eager
to help—no matter how small the request.
A “zimnik“ driver also informs a hunter who has
just emerged from the depths of the forest that his

Pilots are well-respected in community, majority of
local peoples fate lay in they’re hands. Although the

MI-8 is quite old, it is still a well-loved helicopter and
it can easily carry 20 people, including their luggage.

house has burned down: “Yes, brother, the block of
flats that you live in has burned, it was impossible
to save it this time. Unfortunately, it was exactly
your building. It was a very tragic scene... “ The
only reply to come from the hunter’s mouth is:
“Oyo mayo, oyo mayo, oyo mayo...” (Bloody hell,
bloody hell, bloody hell). This is the second time
that this has happened because of alcohol and his
careless neighbours. A look of relief then comes
over his face: “Thankfully my wife and my child
were in the hunter’s hut with me.“
The Russians are not short on holidays. There’re the
boisterous celebrations of International Women’s
Day on April 8th, while on February 23rd they
celebrate the Defender of the Fatherland Day
(originally Red Army Day). This date has recently
become known as Men’s Day. It’s on days such as
these, unfortunately, that the scourge of alcohol is
most keenly felt: houses burn and frozen limbs are
amputated. In the polar village of Chirinda children ride down the hill on their sleds. It’s a warm
day today—only -30°C. Their parents remain out
of sight.

The main inhabitants of the North are reindeer,
wolves, bears... Evenkia’s harsh nature is not particularly suited to mankind, and few can survive
here. Those who choose to live here have to be
able to withstand some serious challenges, the cold
continental climate being the most obvious: once
the anticyclone has set in, temperatures of -50C are
pretty much standard. Evenkia is colder than the
shore of the Arctic Ocean in the north.
With the rise of the sun the ice begins to thin—time
to go home. The hunter Oleg, observing the Putorana valleys, embellished as they are with thousands
of hissing brooks streaming down the mountain
sides, calls them vesenije volosatyje gory (the hairy
mountains of spring). Later it will only be possible
to walk on foot, crossing tricky rivers. Cold provides
freedom—it’s easier to travel on the frozen ground
or ice. In summer, when the ice melts, there’s so
trace left of the “zimnik“. If you didn’t know about
it, it would be difficult to believe that Russian kamaz
and ural trucks, carrying tonnes of cargo, make their
way here during the winter.

“Naledi“ is another important Siberian word; one
which yields no simple explanation. When the river
bed freezes to its bottom, the water which flows from
the mountains has nowhere to go; this places pressure
on the ice underneath, and cracks appear. The water
that flows from these cracks creates a new thin surface
above the old ice. This thin layer can prove especially
treacherous, with the result that unsuspecting travellers
can quickly find themselves submerged in frozen water.

Hegdi Bunikan is a tributary of Lake Harpitch. The falling water level
which follows the onset of ice commonly creates cracks. In some places
the river ice forms impressive “wave“ like structures.

