The many-faced, the one and only, the mystical
and magical Baikal… I lost my heart to it on my
first trip. Getting acquainted with Baikal is not
just an encounter - it is a revelation. Experiencing it is like discovering a new planet, a new galaxy, a new universe. You can’t see Baikal, you can
only feel it.
Adventurers and heroes cover hundreds of kilometers, conquering the ice fields on their bicycles, motorcycles, SUVs, skis, and even on foot.
Only a few are lucky enough to penetrate the
depths of the lake, hear the ringing silence of
the clear icy waters, luring them with mysteries
and secrets. There lies another life, invisible and
unknown to humans, where everything is harmonious and interconnected, where man is the
guest, not the master.

Situated in south-east Siberia, the 3.15 million
hectare Lake Baikal covers an area the size of
Belgium. It is the oldest (25 million years) deepest (1,642 m) and largest by volume of any other lake in the world. It contains 20% of all fresh,
running water on the planet - more than all five
of the USA’s Great Lakes combined - and is so
vast that Siberian people call it a sea.

The surface of Lake Baikal is completely frozen
by late January. It freezes very differently from
local rivers and smaller lakes. When the weather is fair, the ice is perfectly smooth and clear.
Although it is up to 2 metres thick in places,
Baikal’s ice is so clear that it is possible to see
the depths below. Even the tiniest stones can be
seen on the bottom at depths of 15 to 20 metres.

Conversely, when strong winds from the Primorsky and Baikal Mountains thrash the frozen
banks, the ice fractures or breaks up completely, forming ridges over 10 to 15 metres long.
Baikal’s ice cover is like a patchwork quilt:
smooth ice alternating with fractured regions
covered with ice boulders.
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Lake Baikal boasts some forms of ice cover that
cannot be seen anywhere else. An appreciation
of its multiple forms is much like the realization
from childhood that all snowflakes are different.
[1] Perfectly clear ice, resembling crystal, is the
result of exceptionally clean waters with low
mineral content. Any additions, like calcium or
sodium salts, would make the ice opaque. Lake
Baikal’s water is so clean it can be considered
distilled.
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[2] Ice stalactities and stalagmites are often
seen in caves, formed as a result of water droplets freezing.
[3] Blocks of ice appear to glow blue as they
catch the sun and reflect the sky.
[4] On warm days, the sun gnaws at ice blocks,
transforming them into natural sculptures.
[5] Sun-thawed ice can take on the appearence
of delicate needles.
The ice is like a wonder in itself, the work of an
invisible sculptor.

Travellers and ice fishermen tell a lot of stories about their ice travels: how car doors were
opened by strong winds, how their cars unexpectedly turned over on ice, and how a car can
suddenly sink, without notice, into a previously
invisible crack.

Travellers never risk crossing the lake on cars
without guides, even in cold weather. Locals,
too, have a habit of walking only where they
know every small crack. The Baikal ice is not a
solid mass. It is all dissected by cracks, and only
a seasoned guide can determine which area can
withstand the weight of a car and which will
not.
The cracks are formed as the ice expands and
compresses due to temperature changes between day and night. It breathes and rattles,
converging and diverging, providing the lake
with a respiratory system that allows the absorption of oxygen to sustain aquatic life during
the winter months.
The cracking ice makes noises similar to cannon
shots. If one is standing on the ice, it is unclear
where the noise is coming from. It can be quite
scary, giving you the feeling that you could fall
through into the water at any moment.

Crystal clear water attracts tourists from all over
the world. But few of them have the courage to
go into the water where the temperature ranges
from 8 - 10 dagrees Celsius.

The underwater part of Baikal’s ice is carved no
less intricately than its upper part. Above the
surface, it is shaped by strong winds, polished
by snowstorms and firmed by the frost. But underneath the surface, the ice is sculpted by water
into extravagant underwater palaces, whose only
guests are the Baikal seals, fish and other underwater creatures... occasionally, human!

One of the biggest attractions of Lake Baikal is
the Baikal seal, the world’s only freshwater seal.
This species is found nowhere else in the world
and has a population of 60,000.
According to biologists, the Baikal seal found
its way to the lake from the Arctic Ocean
during the Ice Age, when rivers were choked by
ice blocks moving from the North. The reports
of the first explorers who arrived at Baikal in
the first half of the 17th century, mention the
freshwater seal.

To give birth, mother seals make a lair in the
snow and ice. As soon as the freeze-up begins,
they rake the ice with their claws, making and
maintaining various breathing and haulout
holes

Baikal seals are usually born in late February to
early March, within their snowy lairs.
The mother feeds her pup with a high-fat milk,
and it quickly gains weight starting to look like
a rounded float!

On flat shores, ice blocks often pile up chaotically, forming barricades to vehicles and sled
transport. In strong winds, the ice can “creep
up” 20 to 30 metres on the shore or rise up to
the height of a three-storey building. Ice-thrust
masses can easily move stones weighing 5 to 6
tons and present big risks to engineering structures.

The beautiful turquoise colour of these Baikal
ice blocks seems to reflect the colour of the
blue skies above. These piles of ice are the living proof of autumn storms. Having bumped
into each other, the blocks have frozen together
into a large ‘reef ’ and will remain like that until
spring.

In wintertime, Baikal diligently beautifies its
palace: first, it covers local cliffs with a thick
layer of ice, then hangs myriads of short clear
icicles on cave ceilings, and finally, paints delicate frost flowers over all that splendour.
Locals use the word “sokuyi” to describe the icy
splashes on the lake cliffs, which look like frozen waves or stark-white porcupine quills.

According to various studies, there are over two
dozen caves on the shores of Lake Baikal. In ancient times, many of them were inhabited by humans: archaeologists have found stone arrows,
scrapers, knives, and pieces of plates here. Some
caves are still visited by hunters and fishermen.
They are wet and cold even in the summer, but in
the winter the walls and ceilings are covered with
extensive ice growth.

When the frost becomes intense, everything,
gets covered with thin coating that the locals
call curja. The higher the cliffy shore, the more
precise and premeditated the work of nature
seems to be.

Bright blue, white, and dark brown are the three
colours that the Baikal winter can use to paint
any nature scene. And it never spares the most
eccentric sculptural forms.

Spring warmth melts the icy cover in a rather unusual way. Its entire depth is pierced by
thin “needles” - air bubbles in the ice that expand when warmed by sunshine, stretching
into channels that fill with water. Gradually, the
number of these hollows increases until the ice
block breaks into pieces. Since it is very risky
to walk on this ice, transportation across Baikal finishes three to four weeks before the lake’s
break-up.
By May, the lake begins to free itself of ice. But
it is possible to see ice floats even in June.

Because the ice cover remains until late spring,
newborn seals stay with their mothers and feed
on their milk for twice as long as other seals.
This helps them quickly gain weight and grow.
At the age of one month, the baby seal weighs
10 to 15 kg already and actively sheds its white
fur to reveal a silvery grey coat underneath.

After the solid ice break up, seals spend quite a
long time on drifting ice fields, where they are
protected from predators like bears. Only when
the ice has melted will they leave for rocky
ground lairs within coastal cliffs.

Known as the ‘Galapagos of Russia’, Lake Baikal’s age and isolation have produced one of the
world’s richest and most unusual freshwater
faunas, which is of exceptional value to evolutionary science. The lake’s nature is unique: up
to half of its fauna and flora, the inhabitants of
deep waters and surrounding mountains, cannot be seen anywhere else.
There are more than 1,000 species of plants and

over 1,500 species of animals and 60% of these
are endemic, including the Baikal seal, 27 species of fish, 80 species of shellfish, about 200
species of anthropods, 100 species of worms
and 133 species of algae.
Scientists constantly discover new species of
plants and animals in Lake Baikal, most of them
invertebrates living in deposits at the bottom of
the lake.

The Baikal Reserve carefully protects its flora
and fauna, most of which are included in the
Red Book. Delicate Baikal orchids, rare medicinal herbs, beautiful primula: many of them are
endemic to Baikal.

[Far right] Lichens feed on mineral and partially organic substances found in the environment. These delicate plants cannot survive
even the slightest air pollution. The abundant
growth of lichens on the shores of Lake Baikal
proves that the air there is crystal clean.
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[1] Рulsatilla turczaninovii is often called the
snowdrop on Lake Baikal. In late April, as soon
as the snow melts, these lilac flowers are the first
to bloom. Despite being toxic, Siberian people
pick them as a medicinal herb. When the flower
is being dried, the poison is destroyed, allowing
it to be used as a relaxation or sleep aid. Locals
call it the sleep herb.
[2] A species of cornflower, Centaurea scabiosa, grows on the Eastern shore of Baikal. In
the spring, these fragrant flowers are frequently visited by the bees. Cornflower honey has a
greenish yellow colour and a pleasant almond
scent.
[3] Cornflower fruit looks like cedar cones.
Soon they will fall apart and the weightless
seeds will float away, bearing next summer’s
blooms.
[4] These fuzz-covered heads are the fruit of a
Baikal primula, one of the most beautiful (albeit poisonous) local plants.
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Baikal is located almost 500 metres above the
sea level. For locals, mountains are not just uplands and lowlands, valleys and individual rough
cliffs, but the personification of cosmic forces,
the celestial axis. Magic rituals are performed on
mountain tops, including worshiping masters of
the mountains and asking for protection from
different misfortunes. Some mountains are forbidden: the buryats and other indigenous people
never climb their tops, so as not to infuriate the
gods or the spirits.

The waters of Baikal rest in a fracture within the
earth’s crust called the Baikal Rift Zone. Over
seven kilometers deep, most of the fracture is
filled with sediment, but the water itself reaches an impressive depth of 1,642m (near Cape
Izhimay). What is surprising is that, in some
place, the fracture penetrates the Earth’s crust,
reaching the upper mantle, at a depth of 60 km!
There are hot springs under the lake and magma is very close to the surface, making the water warmer than would otherwise be expected.
Vertical walls, canyons and caves are everywhere, creating a magical underwater park that
can be enjoyed at a depth of up to 80 meters.
Even if Lake Baikal does not greet you with
thousands of colours of the Great Barrier Reef,
one can still find incredibly beautiful faunal
and floral forms that are just as good as their
flashy counterparts in tropical seas. The elegant
green sponges growing on the rocky terraces
make for a truly unfogettable sight.

Diving around the big cliffs and underwater
canyons, one feels like a tiny helpless bug in an
immense world. This scary feeling of insignificance, like in the outer space, causes many people to fear Baikal’s depths. That is why diving in
the deepest and lake on the planet is not for the
inexperienced.
Even here in the abyss, where no rays of sun can
ever reach, there is life. Animals have adapted to
living at monstrous pressure and the complete
absence of light. Some side swimmers are completely blind and have long, sensitive antennae
functioning as tactile organs. Other species living at that depth reach gigantic sizes, helping
them withstand the pressure.

Sponges are the oldest inhabitants of Lake
Baikal. Studies have shown that they have not
changed much over 10 million years. In other
words, they are true living fossils, from a time
when Siberia was inhabited by woolly mammoths and sabre-toothed tigers.
Lubomirskia baicalensis is the most abundant
sponge species in the lake, but all 14 species in
the family Lubomirskiidae are endemic to Lake
Baikal.
By filtering the water and feeding on suspended
food particles, sponges play a vital role in the
ecosystem, It has been determined that a 5 to
6 cm high sponge can filter up to 20 litres of
water per day.

The tongue of snails, called a radula, has many
teeth, which allow it to scrape organic matter
off the surface of sponges.

Sponges are the natural habitat for many species of the Baikal fauna. Some species of side
swimmers even bite small cavities out of the
sponges to shelter in; parasitic amphipods stick
all over the ‘branches’ in clusters. Worms find
shelter at the base of the sponges while snails
perform the role of cleaners, collecting everything that settles on the surface.

This is one of the subspecies of endemic Baikal cork sponge. It does not branch out like the
Lubomirskiidae but instead develops strange
growths on the rocks, which sometimes look
like mushrooms or hummocks and at other
times – just thick green pads.

In Lake Baikal, there are at least 690 different
species of crustaceans. The most interesting of
them is the giant spiny amphipod, or sideswimmer (Acanthogammarus victorii), which feeds
on decaying organic material. The Baikal side
swimmers are often bright-coloured, and their
bodies are adorned with spines and barbs. They
do indeed swim sideways, hence their funny
name. Green, red, orange, yellow, or purple,
there are all kinds of them here! Some species
live in shallow waters, others - the biggest of
them all - in deep waters.

Just like sponges, side swimmers are a natural
part of the lake’s ecosystem that helps preserve
its initial purity. While sponges filter water, side
swimmers collect trash on the bottom of the
lake. Their favourite food is decaying organic
remains. Drowned insects, dead fish or even
small animals become delicacies for these small
crustaceans.

Baikal snails reproduce during summer, usually in June and July. Eggs can be seen laid on the
stumps of drowned trees, at the base of a sponge,
and even on the shells of other snails!
Eighty per cent of the Baikal snail species are
endemic to Baikal, which means they cannot be
found in any other lakes in the world.

In Lake Baikal, there are 61 species of fish, 27 of
which can be found nowhere else.

Legends say the shores and bottom of Lake Baikal conceal countless treasures. The lake is located on the route of trade caravans so even thinking of how much silver, gold, and precious jewels
were transported through these areas can make
one’s head spin. The last of “forgotten treasures”
that people are still looking for is the Kolchak’s
gold. They say, approximately four tons of precious metal were hidden around the lake in the
Civil War. But Baikal keeps its secrets in silence.

When, in 1996, Lake Baikal was included in the
UNESCO World Heritage list, the Committee
noted: “The lake’s largely unseen underwater
features are of greatest value to both science
and conservation. The surroundings of the
lake, with its taiga-clad mountain scenery and
wildlife resources still mostly existing in a natural state, is an added bonus. Lake Baikal is a
limnological wonder.”

Baikal never repeats itself. The colour of its waters absorbs all weather changes, be it a storm,
a quiet sunset or a light breeze. Its tones change
from light blue and silver to deep emerald and
bluish black. One can stand on the shore for
hours watching the play of the water and the
sky, the waves and heavy shore stones.

Not a single one of my Baikal photographs was
made to be published. Time after time, year after year I returned to Baikal, hoping that someday I would take a perfect picture that would
encapsulate all my feelings, and I would finally
be satisfied.
It is now clear that one can never end the dialogue with Lake Baikal. The feeling of satisfaction will never come. Despite having walked
hundreds of kilometres on the lake and made
thousands of shots, I have only touched upon
its mystery. The future holds new encounters,
discoveries, and insights...
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