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Introduction
Siberia, with its sweeping taiga forests, frozen tundra, and mighty rivers, is a region
both formidable and wondrous—a place that has long existed at the peripheries of the
world’s consciousness and yet lies at the heart of Eurasia. This book, The Siberians:
Portrait of a People, aims to bring Siberia's native inhabitants and their stories into
clearer focus, weaving together their rich past, vibrant culture, and pressing
contemporary challenges. 

Often romanticized as a land of exile and extremes or reduced to blank stretches on a
map, Siberia is, in truth, a cradle of remarkable human diversity. Its indigenous
peoples—numbering nearly two million in our day—anchor unique traditions,
languages, and beliefs forged by adaptation to one of the planet’s harshest
environments. Against the backdrop of conquest and change, from ancient migrations
to the imposition of Russian and Soviet rule, these peoples have shaped, and been
profoundly shaped by, the land they call home.

The story of the Siberians is one of endurance as much as loss. Every chapter in their
shared history captures adaptation: the emergence of reindeer herding and
nomadism, the rise and fall of local kingdoms, intermingling with steppe empires, and
resistance to foreign rule. Yet it is also the story of cultural displacement and struggle,
marked by centuries of colonization, forced settlement, and rapid industrialization.
Despite these pressures, Siberia’s indigenous communities have retained elements of
their spiritual and material cultures, some of which stretch back unbroken for
thousands of years.

Today, Siberia's native peoples stand at a crossroads. Economic shifts, environmental
degradation, and climate change threaten traditional ways of living, even as legacy
policies continue to undermine language and cultural survival. At the same time, a
renaissance is underway—communities are reclaiming sovereignty, revitalizing
languages, and reasserting identities, drawing strength from both ancestral wisdom
and innovative activism.

In this book, we journey across both time and the vast Siberian landscape: from the
Baltic-like forests of the west to the Pacific reaches of the east, and from the Arctic
coast to the Mongolian borderlands. We will encounter the Nenets driving reindeer
across tundra, Buryat shamans invoking spirits on Lake Baikal’s shores, and Sakha
blacksmiths working iron in the far northeast. Each people, each language, and each
tradition add a vital thread to the complex web of Siberian identity.

The Siberians’ stories are not merely those of survival, but of adaptation, creativity,
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and deep-rooted connection to land and heritage. Understanding Siberia’s indigenous
peoples is not only key to grasping the region’s past and present—it is essential to
imagining a different, more inclusive future for one of the world’s last great frontiers.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land: Geography and Climate of
Siberia
Siberia. The very name evokes images of immense, untamed wilderness, of frozen
landscapes and endless horizons. It is a land that has captured the human imagination
for centuries, often associated with exile and stark desolation. Yet, to truly understand
the peoples who call this formidable territory home, one must first grasp the sheer
scale and profound influence of the land itself. Siberia is not merely a region but a
geographical titan, stretching from the Ural Mountains in the west all the way to the
Pacific Ocean in the east, and from the Arctic Ocean in the north down to the steppes
of Kazakhstan and the borders of Mongolia and China in the south.

Its colossal dimensions mean that Siberia encompasses an area larger than the United
States and Canada combined, or roughly 77% of Russia’s total landmass. This
vastness translates into an extraordinary diversity of landscapes, climate zones, and
ecological systems, each presenting unique challenges and opportunities for life. From
the marshy lowlands of the west to the rugged mountain ranges of the east, the land
shapes not only the environment but also the very fabric of human existence within its
bounds. It is a canvas upon which countless stories of adaptation and survival have
been painted over millennia.

The most striking feature of western Siberia is the West Siberian Plain, an immense,
low-lying expanse that ranks as one of the world's largest continuous plains. This
colossal basin, primarily formed by sedimentary deposits from ancient seas and glacial
meltwaters, is characterized by its exceptionally flat topography and an abundance of
bogs and swamps, especially in its northern and central parts. The mighty Ob River,
along with its major tributary the Irtysh, meanders sluggishly across this plain,
creating vast floodplains and a network of interconnected waterways that have
historically served as vital arteries for both human and animal movement across this
otherwise challenging terrain.

Moving eastward, the landscape gradually rises into the Central Siberian Plateau, a
more elevated and ancient geological formation. Unlike the flat plain to its west, this
plateau features rolling hills, broad river valleys, and isolated mountain ranges, all
carved out of ancient crystalline rocks and volcanic deposits. The Yenisei River, one of
the world's longest and most powerful waterways, carves a dramatic north-south
divide through Siberia, separating the West Siberian Plain from this rugged plateau.
The plateau's higher elevation and different geological composition contribute to a
distinct set of environmental conditions, including vast coniferous forests that stretch
for thousands of kilometers.
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Beyond the Yenisei, particularly in East Siberia and the Russian Far East, the terrain
becomes increasingly mountainous and tectonically active. Here, a complex array of
mountain ranges dominates the horizon, including the Verkhoyansk Range, the
Chersky Range, and the Stanovoy Mountains. These ranges, often steep and jagged,
are punctuated by deep valleys and dramatic gorges. Volcanic activity is a notable
feature in some far eastern areas, particularly in the Kamchatka Peninsula, where
active volcanoes and geysers add an element of geothermal dynamism to the icy
landscape, creating a stark contrast with the frozen wilderness.

Siberia’s sheer longitudinal stretch also means it traverses several distinct natural
zones, or biomes, each dictating the type of vegetation and animal life it can support.
The northernmost reaches are dominated by the tundra, a treeless, frozen expanse
characterized by mosses, lichens, dwarf shrubs, and resilient grasses. Here, the
ground beneath the surface remains perpetually frozen, a phenomenon known as
permafrost, which profoundly impacts drainage and vegetation growth. This harsh
environment, where strong winds whip across the open terrain, supports a specialized
array of cold-adapted wildlife, such as reindeer and Arctic foxes.

South of the tundra lies the taiga, or boreal forest, which blankets the vast majority of
Siberia. This immense coniferous forest, primarily composed of larch, spruce, fir, and
pine, forms the largest forest on Earth. The taiga is a relatively untouched wilderness,
a seemingly endless green sea broken only by meandering rivers and scattered lakes.
It is a habitat for diverse wildlife, including brown bears, wolves, elk, and various
furbearing animals. The taiga’s dense canopy and often boggy ground present their
own formidable challenges, yet they also offer crucial resources for those who know
how to navigate and live within its depths.

Further south, particularly along Siberia’s southern fringes bordering Kazakhstan and
Mongolia, the taiga gradually transitions into areas of forest-steppe and ultimately, the
steppe grasslands. These regions, characterized by open plains and less severe
winters, have historically supported nomadic pastoralism, offering fertile grazing
lands. While less extensive within Siberia than the tundra or taiga, these southern
steppes provided crucial historical connections to the broader Eurasian steppe belt,
influencing migrations and cultural exchanges throughout millennia and contrasting
sharply with the frozen north.

The climate of Siberia is perhaps its most defining, and certainly its most infamous,
characteristic. It is overwhelmingly a continental climate, marked by extreme
temperature differences between summer and winter. This vast landmass is far
removed from the moderating influence of oceans, allowing temperatures to plunge to
staggering lows in winter and, somewhat surprisingly, to rise considerably in summer.
The average annual temperature across much of Siberia is below freezing, a
testament to the pervasive cold that grips the region for much of the year.
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Winters are extraordinarily long and brutally cold, particularly in the central and
eastern parts of Siberia. The city of Oymyakon in Yakutia, for example, is famously
known as one of the coldest inhabited places on Earth, where temperatures can
plummet to -60°C (-76°F) or even lower. The air in these frigid conditions becomes so
dry that it can create a pervasive, biting cold that feels far more intense than
indicated by the thermometer. Snowfall is abundant, and the land remains blanketed
in deep snow for many months, transforming the landscape into a vast, silent white
expanse that tests the limits of endurance.

A key geological and climatic feature underlying much of Siberia is permafrost, a
layer of soil, rock, or sediment that remains frozen for at least two consecutive years.
In many areas of Siberia, permafrost extends to depths of hundreds of meters, forming
a permanent, impermeable frozen layer beneath the surface. This frozen ground
greatly affects water drainage, creating the widespread bogs and swamps prevalent in
the lowlands, and also dictates what kind of vegetation can take root. The presence of
permafrost is a constant, subtle force shaping the environment and has profound
implications for any human activity.

Despite the punishing winters, Siberian summers can be surprisingly warm, even hot,
albeit typically short. Temperatures can reach above 30°C (86°F) in some regions,
leading to rapid snowmelt and often creating temporary marshy conditions. This
dramatic seasonal shift is crucial for the ecosystems, allowing for periods of intense
biological activity. However, the warmth also brings a formidable adversary in the
form of swarms of mosquitoes and other biting insects, which thrive in the thawed,
wet conditions, making even the most beautiful summer landscapes challenging for
those unprepared.

The rivers of Siberia are not merely geographical features; they are the lifeblood of the
land, carving pathways through the wilderness and influencing settlement patterns for
millennia. The Ob, Yenisei, and Lena are the three monumental rivers that dominate
the Siberian landscape, all flowing northward into the Arctic Ocean. These rivers are
frozen for many months of the year, transforming into vast ice roads that are vital for
winter travel. During the brief summer thaw, they become powerful, navigable
waterways, serving as crucial arteries for transport, trade, and traditional fishing
practices, connecting remote communities.

The Ob River, with its intricate network of tributaries, drains the expansive West
Siberian Plain. Its relatively gentle flow and vast floodplains contribute to the swampy
character of much of the region. The Yenisei, a far more powerful and turbulent river,
cuts through the Central Siberian Plateau, often flowing through deep, narrow valleys
before fanning out into its wide delta. To the east, the Lena River dominates Yakutia,
carving a massive basin through the permafrost-laden lands and forming an
impressive delta at its mouth, supporting unique ecosystems adapted to its seasonal
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rhythms.

Further to the east, the Amur River forms a significant part of Russia’s border with
China, flowing eastward to the Pacific Ocean. Unlike its Arctic-bound counterparts, the
Amur’s drainage basin supports a different climatic regime and unique flora and fauna,
including temperate forests. Its waters and floodplains have historically been vital for
diverse communities, serving as a dynamic frontier and a rich source of sustenance.
The Amur basin represents a distinct ecological and cultural zone within the broader
Siberian context.

Siberia's vastness also translates into a remarkable range of natural resources, shaped
by its geology and climate. Beneath its frozen surface lie immense reserves of oil,
natural gas, coal, and various valuable minerals, including diamonds, gold, and nickel.
These geological riches are a testament to ancient geological processes that have
shaped the continent over eons. While the exploitation of these resources is a modern
phenomenon, their presence has fundamentally influenced the land's perceived value
and its interaction with the outside world, creating both opportunities and profound
environmental consequences.

The biodiversity of Siberia is surprisingly rich, adapted to its extreme conditions.
Beyond the iconic reindeer of the tundra and the brown bears of the taiga, the region
is home to unique species like the Siberian tiger in the far east, snow leopards in the
southern mountains, and various endemic fish species in its countless lakes and rivers,
including Lake Baikal, the world's deepest freshwater lake, which is a marvel in itself.
The plants, too, show incredible resilience, with many adapted to short growing
seasons, poor soils, and permafrost conditions.

The very concept of "The Siberians" is intrinsically linked to this immense and
demanding physical environment. The land has dictated where people could settle,
how they could travel, what they could eat, and what materials they could use. It has
shaped their spiritual beliefs, their social structures, and their daily routines. The
rhythm of life in Siberia is governed by its seasons, its river flows, its permafrost, and
its vast distances. To understand its peoples, one must first appreciate the formidable,
yet profoundly generous, character of the land itself.

This landscape, simultaneously harsh and bountiful, has forged a deep and intricate
relationship with its inhabitants. The challenges of extreme cold, vast distances, and
resource scarcity have fostered ingenuity, resilience, and a profound respect for the
natural world. From the subtle shifts in the wind that herald a coming blizzard to the
intricate patterns of ice formation on a river, the land constantly communicates with
those attuned to its language. It is a land that demands respect, and in return, offers a
unique way of life for those who understand its profound rhythms.

The immense scale of Siberia also contributes to its ecological significance on a global
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level. The vast taiga forests act as a crucial carbon sink, playing a vital role in
regulating the Earth's climate. The undisturbed wilderness areas serve as critical
habitats for numerous species, some of which are found nowhere else on the planet.
The integrity of Siberia's ecosystems, therefore, has far-reaching implications,
extending well beyond its geographical boundaries and highlighting its importance as
one of the last great wildernesses.

In essence, Siberia is a land of extremes and contradictions: searing cold and
surprising warmth, vast plains and towering mountains, frozen ground and rushing
rivers. It is a place of immense geological age and continuous geological activity. Its
physical characteristics are not merely a backdrop but an active participant in the
story of its peoples. To comprehend the indigenous Siberians – their history, their
cultures, and their enduring spirit – one must first acknowledge the foundational
power and omnipresent influence of the land that has shaped them.
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