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In March 2019, Alexander Gabyshev, a 51-year-old Yakut man, announced that he was going to march through more than 8000 kilometers on foot and reach Moscow. Gabyshev called himself a shaman — that is, a person who, according to beliefs still widespread in Yakutia and other Siberian regions, can communicate with the spirit world. While usually shamans refrain from getting involved in politics, Gabyshev's project was openly protest: the purpose of his march was to “exorcise” the “demon” — that is, Vladimir Putin — from the Kremlin.
For Russia, where, by that time, opposition politics was suppressed, Gabyshev's march was an event so extraordinary that the federal media soon began to cover it, as if the threat to the president was real. In the meantime, the shaman was gaining supporters. Soon he was walking along the road with a whole team of people ranging from former criminals and factory workers to hippies and curious bloggers: together they formed a kind of group portrait of the Russian popular protest outside of Moscow. Along the way, they met rural old-timers and truckers, cops and lunatics, priests and other shamans, argued about the fate of Russia, and kept going to the west, until the authorities stopped them. 
Gabyshev’s story is a tragic one. After several attempts to resume his march to Moscow, he was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to involuntary confinement in a psychiatric clinic, where he remains to this day.
Why did Gabyshev's march attract such attention? What traditions did this project grow out of,  and how does it relate to the role that shamanism plays in the lives of contemporary Russians? How does the shaman's march fit into the traditions of Siberian  resistance to Moscow and into the context of Russian grassroots protest? What does this story say about the state of minds in Putin’s Russia?
In his book, anthropologist Mikhail Bashkirov, who in 2019-2020 spent 9 months alongside the shaman and his team, closely observing what was happening, tells Gabyshev's remarkable story, and through it, examines the larger Russia beyond Moscow, the people in it, and the methods by which the modern Russian state suppresses those who try to oppose it. 
The book is organized as a travelogue. In the first part, which is available as a sample, we follow the walking route of Gabyshev and his squad through several regions of Siberia, simultaneously exploring social backgrounds of Gabyshev’s supporters and the life of regions they pass. In the second part, we follow Gabyshev’s actions after his first arrest and his desperate attempt to start another march, while exploring how the Russian law enforcement and judicial system are used to suppress dissent. In the third and final part, we find Gabyshev’s supporters trying to start yet another march, while the shaman himself is being involuntarily placed in a psychiatric facility; this chapter explores the mechanics of Russian grassroot protests as well as the system of the Soviet punitive psychiatry rebuilt by Vladimir Putin’s government. The three parts are accompanied by the author's introduction and afterword.
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After the start of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, Bashkirov left Russia with his family. He currently lives in Paris and works at Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne.
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[bookmark: _7jko7dvkp3gj]Through Sad Lands

The Baikal federal highway links Eastern and Western Siberia. It threads through the steppes of Zabaykalye and Buryatia, curves along the southern shore of Lake Baikal, and continues northwest towards Irkutsk. From the window of a passing car, a tent camp comes briefly into view. Just a few hundred metres away lies Lake Baikal itself, fed at this point by the small Osinovka river. From here to the Irkutsk Oblast border is a little under thirty kilometres — less than a day’s walk.
In the few seconds it takes the car to speed past, there’s barely time to make anything out: a couple of dozen multicoloured tents, a campfire, some scattered domestic gear. In a word — tourists. The camp’s inhabitants glance after the passing vehicle, but within moments return to their tasks. Someone’s pitching a tent, someone’s feeding wood into the fire, someone’s peeling potatoes for dinner. Mostly men. Many are unshaven, bearded after days on the road. The Baikal wind is bitter, and the “tourists” are dressed for real cold: jumpers layered thick, winter jackets, telogreyki — padded Soviet-era jackets — and military bushlats.
At the centre of the camp stands an unusual structure — a yurt, made from a dozen poles and wrapped in scraps of brightly coloured waterproof fabric. Lifting the cloth from the bottom, a small man with Asian features crawls out and, with quiet authority, surveys the camp. He’s dressed in camouflage and a teleogreyka, his long hair and beard ruffled by the wind, a knife hanging at his belt. He looks to be about fifty. Faded ink marks his forehead just above the bridge of his nose: three lines like a lightning bolt, and a cross inside a circle. Around his neck hangs a chain with a large Orthodox cross. Tattooed across the fingers of his right hand is the word DOMM [footnoteRef:0] and on the left, AMIN’ (“amen”). The crude quality suggests they weren’t done in any proper tattoo parlour. Behind the yurt, a two-wheeled cart is “parked”. It’s not factory-made but home-welded, cobbled together from mismatched metal parts. Bolted to the rear is a souvenir licence plate that reads Yakutia 14. Two aluminium tubes have been fused to the frame, joined at the ends by a wooden crossbar and a pair of leather straps — a harness rig. Too narrow for a bull or a horse. You could just about hitch a donkey to it. Or a man. [0:  Domm is a word that is said at the end of algyz, a traditional Yakut blessing.] 

The sun drops below the horizon fast — in a matter of minutes. It turns sharply cold. The “tourists” and the man from the yurt gather around the fire. Sitting on logs, they eat, drink tea, smoke. Music plays from a small portable speaker. Their faces glow in the firelight, like in Van Gogh’s The Potato Eaters. The small man with the tattoo on his forehead suggests they each put on a song. When he speaks, it’s clear he has almost no teeth left. He barely listens to what the others play. But when his turn comes, he puts on something different. “It’s Indian,” he says. Then he stands, begins to move to the rhythm of a drumbeat. Slowly at first. Then he takes up an axe and starts swinging it in time with the music, spinning round and round on the spot.
The “tourists” stop eating and stare, spellbound. The axe slices through the air just inches from their faces — a young man, startled, falls backwards off the log. Beside him, a man in his forties with sky-blue eyes and a several-days’ stubble bursts out laughing. The little man turns to the one with the blue eyes.
“What's wrong, Wolf — not afraid of the dance of war and death? Seen it before?”
“I have,” he says.
The little man sits back down without a word. Around the fire, no one says anything. They go on drinking their tea as if nothing had happened. The wind sharpens. He’s the first to say he’s turning in for the night. He disappears into the yurt. After he goes, it’s as if the others no longer need to stay by the fire. One by one, they drift off to their tents, all but two who stay on duty till morning.
Night. Silence. Now and then, in the distance, the sound of a car passing. Around four in the morning, the camp is suddenly lit up by headlights. At that hour, it could be fishermen. And it is — an old Niva rumbles along the rivulet toward Baikal, slips under the bridge and disappears. A few minutes later, more cars come off the highway. Headlights cut through the pitch-black dark. The two on night watch, sitting by the dying fire, assume it’s a proper artel — a fishing crew — arriving to cast nets at dawn. The light grows stronger. The way it floods the scene — it’s how alien landings look in films. But these are men. They leap from the vehicles fast — dressed in the same camouflage as the people in the tents, only they’re armed. Kalashnikovs in hand, helmets on their heads, black balaclavas covering their faces. They say nothing. They fan out around the camp. Several run straight for the yurt. The structure collapses sideways, reduced in seconds to a heap of poles and tarpaulin. Behind the armed bodies, in the dark, nothing more can be seen.
It’s done. The intruders drag the small man off — his feet scraping across the ground, his hands cuffed behind his back, his long hair hanging down. The last man with a rifle hauls the empty cart behind him. One of the women screams. A few seconds later, he’s inside one of the vehicles. The others, confused and afraid, drift toward the headlights like moths to a flame, but they don’t come too close.
“Can someone explain what’s happening?”
“Who are you?”
“Where are you taking him?”
The masked men with rifles say nothing. Somewhere behind them, just out of sight, the one in charge of the whole operation remains unseen. Radios grunt and crackle. The convoy of armed men and vehicles begins to move slowly toward the highway. Now it becomes clear: the road is blocked at both ends by police cars, their red and blue lights flashing across the dark.
Then everything stops. Out of the shadows, several more men appear. They run to the ruins of the yurt, sweeping torchlight from their phones as they search for something. The gathered “tourists” stay silent, shifting uneasily in place. Only one man—a large, white-bearded elder with long hair—shouts at the security forces. They do not respond.
Finally, they find it: in the beam of a flashlight, a page, then another. Yes—this is it. The passport. That’s it now.
The men with rifles make their way back onto the highway and drive off towards Ulan-Ude. The police cars keep flashing red and blue for a while longer—then, after half a minute, they vanish too.
The arrest, in the early hours between 18 and 19 September 2019, marked the end of Yakut shaman Alexander Gabyshev’s long walk from Yakutsk to Moscow—a journey he had begun in March. In six months, he had managed to cover more than 2,800 kilometres. Over the next year and a half, he planned to walk another five thousand. His goal was to reach the Kremlin and exorcise the president of Russia, Vladimir Putin, whom he believed to be a demon.
When journalists contacted the police to ask what had happened to Gabyshev, they received the following reply: “On 19 September, at the 202nd kilometre of the M-53 Baikal federal highway, officers acting on the orders of an investigator detained a man born in 1958, who was wanted in connection with a criminal offence in the Republic of Sakha (Yakutia).” The shaman’s name was not mentioned in the official statement.
By this point, hundreds of thousands—if not millions—already knew about “the shaman walking to exorcise Putin” and were following his journey almost in real time. In the weeks leading up to his arrest, he had become a focus of media attention: people were talking about him on social media, new videos of him and his travels appeared on YouTube daily, and memes were spreading across high-traffic platforms. After the arrest, international media picked up the story: Le Monde, BBC, The New York Times, The Guardian, Paris Match. Russian state media mostly kept silent—but when the propaganda machine did switch on, the messages were familiar: Gabyshev was mentally unstable, in plain terms, mad; someone must have worked with him, possibly liberals or Western agents, to plant a political agenda. That kind of thing. As the scandal grew, even Putin’s press secretary, Dmitry Peskov, was forced to comment: “We don’t know how he was detained, or who detained him—we have nothing to do with it.” From the Kremlin, this line—“we know nothing about any of it”—is routine. But it’s rare for the Russian authorities to deny involvement in a political arrest. So had Putin been afraid of Gabyshev the shaman? All signs pointed to yes.
The anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss once wrote that for magic to “work,” three things are required. The sorcerer must believe in his own power. The victim must believe in the sorcerer’s power. And society must believe in magic itself. Together, these form a kind of gravitational field—an invisible pull in which the magical becomes real. In Gabyshev’s case, the supposed victim of the magic began to resist it. And in doing so, confirmed its reality.
A shaman walking to Moscow to cast out the demon Putin from the Kremlin was so far outside the norm that no one quite knew what to call it. A political act? Not really—Gabyshev had no programme, no coherent political message, beyond the single idea that Putin had to be expelled. A pagan ritual, perhaps? Maybe—but if so, it was one unknown even to specialists. Or was it just madness? But madness is a slippery category. “A city madman.” “A holy man.” “A voice of the people’s pain.” “A true Sakha shaman.” “A self-declared shaman.” The labels came quickly, each saying more about the person using them than about Gabyshev himself. If you wanted to, you could see anything in him.
The opposition saw in him a man standing up to the regime. Just a week after his arrest, Alexei Navalny mentioned Gabyshev by name—alongside other political prisoners—at a Moscow rally against repression. It was striking how quickly the figure of the shaman had broken through. In the space of a few months, a local Siberian story had taken on national weight. Clearly, something in Russian society—twenty years into Putin’s rule—had resonated with the ideas of a man who declared he would drive the president out of the Kremlin.
At the time, the writer and political figure Eduard Limonov wrote: “Shaman Gabyshev has a spiritual kinship with Rasputin.[footnoteRef:1] You’ll notice—he’s of the same field, the same fruit. A mystical phenomenon. It means the soul of the people has reached a point where it begins to grow such shoots. We’ve gone a hundred years without a Rasputin, and now—here they are.” A skeptic, or a pessimist, might have said instead that the Russian soul is less mystical than childish—still clinging to its unshakable faith in avos’ (the Russian belief that somehow, against the odds, things might just work out) and miracles. But few doubted that if Gabyshev hadn’t been stopped, he would have made it all the way to Moscow. [1:  A Siberian peasant who in the 1900s entered the inner circle of the royal family as a "man of God" and healer. Rasputin made many pilgrimages—he walked thousands of kilometres across the Russian Empire, reaching Mount Athos and Jerusalem. Disputes about who was Rasputin in fact and how much he influenced the decisions of the last Russian Emperor Nicholas II, are still ongoing.] 

[bookmark: _dbb7n7qgnk0i]Yakutsk — Neryungri
Alexander Gabyshev set out from home on 6 March 2019. On the calendar it was already spring, but in Yakutsk the deep freeze still held. At night, temperatures could fall as low as –40°C. He covered the first few dozen kilometres by hitching a ride on a passing lorry. After that, he continued on foot, dragging behind him a two-wheeled utility cart. In it he carried everything he needed: a small supply of food, an axe, a sleeping bag, a compact burzhuyka stove (a wood-burning heater often used in yurts or cabins), and cloth for a yurt. To stop things from falling out, he tied the cart up tightly with rope. Sometimes, for safety, he wore a bright green roadworker’s vest over his winter coat. He almost always slept beside the road. He would clear a flat patch of ground with a shovel, pitch the yurt, and set up the stove inside. With him was a dog—a three-legged mutt named Rex. Where the fourth leg had been, Rex had a homemade prosthetic, like something out of a pirate story. Gabyshev carried no maps. No phone either. He navigated by the sun, the stars, and the road signs.
There are few roads in this part of Russia. Most are little more than narrow strips of earth, flanked on both sides by endless stretches of wild taiga. Because of the permafrost and the extreme temperature swings—minus fifty in winter, plus thirty-five in summer—the roads are often in terrible shape. The asphalt simply cannot cope. Locals place their faith in old, second-hand Japanese four-wheel drives; European and American cars are too expensive, and too quick to break down.
Geographically, Yakutia—also known as the Republic of Sakha—covers much of northeastern Russia. Its landmass is nearly the size of six Frances. On the map, the region is threaded with so many rivers they resemble a circulatory system. The main artery, running from south to north, is the Lena—the largest river in Russia. In winter, much of the republic is overlaid with zimniki: temporary roads laid directly along frozen riverbeds. In many cases, these winter roads offer better access to remote settlements than the permanent infrastructure does. But Alexander Gabyshev chose to walk along the official highways.
The only route west from Yakutsk first heads southeast, into the Amur region, and then—skirting the borders with China and Mongolia—turns back westward toward Zabaykalsky Krai, Buryatia, and Lake Baikal. There’s no way to cut directly across to Irkutsk or Krasnoyarsk. You have to take the long way round—a detour of two and a half thousand kilometres. That was the path Gabyshev and Rex followed through the spring, heading steadily south, walking fifteen to twenty kilometres a day. The three-legged dog limped faithfully behind his master. If Gabyshev became too tired or unwell, he would rest for a day—then set out again.
By coincidence, the federal media were talking a lot about Yakutsk around that time. Usually, when Yakutia makes national news, it’s because of natural disasters—floods, fires—but not this time, and it had nothing to do with Gabyshev. Three Kyrgyz migrants had raped a Yakut woman on the outskirts of the city—in a car repair shop, between dismantled engines and piles of tyres. In response, protests erupted, quickly turning into pogroms. Urban Yakuts and villagers alike began attacking Kyrgyz, Tajik, and Uzbek migrants—mostly market sellers dealing in fruit and vegetables. With nearly one in ten residents of Yakutsk officially recorded as a migrant, tensions escalated fast. It fell to the city’s mayor—Sardana Avksentyeva, then in opposition—and the head of the republic, Aysen Nikolaev, to try and calm things down. Several thousand angry men were gathered in an indoor sports arena called Triumph, where local officials delivered speeches aimed at defusing the situation. For pre-war Russia, it was a startling moment: the scale of the conflict between locals and migrants—something last seen in the early 2000s, and usually in majority-Russian regions—and the sight of senior officials speaking directly to an inflamed crowd. Their words, it seems, had some effect. The city slowly returned to a fragile normal. Ironically, 2019 had been declared the “Year of Good Neighbourliness” in Yakutia.
The shaman, staging his own kind of protest, knew nothing about these events and kept walking. When Gabyshev first set out, he had just three thousand roubles to his name. The food he and Rex had would last no more than a week, and in that part of the country, there were few places to buy more. But the road began to feed them. People driving along the highway noticed the strange figure on foot—stopping to offer what they could: food, water, money.
But a journey like that required more than just food and water. It demanded something else—at the very least, willpower and courage. In 1974, Werner Herzog walked on foot from Munich to Paris so that Lotte Eisner, the great German film critic, then seventy-eight, would not die of illness. The German director believed that if he reached her by a certain date, she would recover. Herzog described the walk as a kind of inner compulsion—something he simply couldn’t resist.
Perhaps Gabyshev felt something similar—that same irrepressible urge—and it kept him moving, gave him strength. But unlike Herzog, who passed through tightly clustered towns and villages in Germany and France, Gabyshev walked for weeks along the edge of an endless, still-barren spring taiga. Later, he would say that in those first weeks he prayed constantly, reciting algyssy—a Yakut rite of blessing—and that it helped him keep going. So did Rex, the good-natured dog Gabyshev truly loved, and often called his son.
Sometime in late April or early May, he reached Neryungri—a relatively large industrial city of around 50,000 people, something like the capital of southern Yakutia. A family he met along the road took him in for a couple of days. He had a chance to rest, visit a banya (a traditional Russian steam bath), and repair his clothes and boots. In Neryungri, he left behind the heavy felt he’d been using for his yurt, bought a summer tent, and continued south.
[bookmark: _9jrsp0uhk19f]Neryungri – Skovorodino
Almost immediately, Gabyshev—this lone figure on the road with a clumsy handcart and a three-legged dog—caught the attention of the long-haul truckers. In Russia, truckers are a tightly knit group, almost a caste. They’re one of the few professional communities in the country that has managed to organise and stand up for its rights. Back in 2015, strikes had swept across Russia in protest against Platon—a government system that charged heavy trucks extra for every kilometre they travelled and imposed punishing fines for violations. Using their massive rigs, truckers blocked highways, caused kilometre-long traffic jams, and set up makeshift camps in the parking lots of shopping centres, where supporters brought food and supplies. The system wasn’t scrapped entirely, but the protests forced the government to cut back the fines and lower the tariffs—one of the rare instances when public pressure in Russia forced real concessions. At the same time, however, Vladimir Putin signed a law equating motor convoys and tent camps with unsanctioned protests.
Truckers inhabit a world of their own. It's a road-bound network held together by personal ties, endless group chats, fixed meeting points along the highway, and even old-school radio channels. So when word got out about a man walking with a cart along the roadside, the news spread instantly. Gabyshev was, as people say, approachable. He struck up conversations easily, and could talk at length—calmly, openly. Like many Sakha, he spoke both Yakut and Russian fluently. He quickly became a local roadside celebrity. News of him filtered into regional social media groups and chat forums. Most people, of course, found his journey puzzling. As one Yakutian news site put it, “the purpose of his journey is not entirely clear.”
The first phone videos taken by truckers began to appear on YouTube. The people filming are almost never in the frame, but you can hear their voices—curious, surprised. In one of the clips—maybe the very first—shot somewhere in central Yakutia, Gabyshev stands among deep white snowdrifts, holding a shovel. “I’m not just a traveller,” he says. “I’m a shaman. Nature told me: Russia has become filthy, there’s too much evil—cleanse it as you go. Moscow is the centre of the evil—drive it out from there.” In the background, a yurt is visible. Rex, his dog, barks now and then. The man filming responds warmly from behind the camera: “God bless you. Good luck.”
People he met along the road tended to ask the same questions, and he answered each of them patiently. Many offered him a lift, but he always refused.
"Where are you coming from?"
"Yakutsk."
"And where are you headed?"
"Moscow."
"Want a lift? I can drive you part of the way."
"No need. I have to go on foot."
"We could chip in—buy you a plane ticket."
(He heard that at least once a day.)
“I have to walk,” he said.
“How long do you plan to keep going?”
“Two years.”
“In winter too?”
“I’ll go in winter. Definitely.”
At the beginning of his journey, Gabyshev spoke only cautiously about some evil rooted in Moscow. But before long, that evil began to take on a much more concrete shape. “I’m a shaman,” he said in one of his roadside videos. “Not just any shaman—a warrior shaman. He appears when the people are under the weight of evil. He teaches the people how to fight, how to stand against it. We go with weapons in our hands. We’ll fight Putin. He isn’t a man—he’s a beast. He only understands force. […] It’s a sin to negotiate with a beast. You can’t make deals with it. You have to drive it out, destroy it.” He didn’t say exactly what kind of fight he meant, or what sort of weapons he carried. Maybe it was a mystical battle—a spiritual duel between shaman and demon, somewhere out in sacred space. If someone else had said these things, the truckers probably would’ve dismissed it as madness or nonsense. But this small, toothless man with long hair hadn’t just been talking about a demon in the Kremlin—he had been walking the highway for weeks, dragging his cart behind him. And for many, that was enough to earn respect.
In one of the roadside videos, Gabyshev explains his goals in more detail: “Really, I’ll get there in the second year. But the first year—big changes will come to Russia. There’ll be a struggle for good. A hard struggle. That’s the prediction God gave me. In the second year, the people will win. But there’ll be trials, a lot to get through. And there’ll be blood—maybe even I’ll die. But it’s worth walking for. Worth living for. I’m walking for our future. For our children. They’ll have a better world—bright, kind, without hatred, without war.”
Around April, Gabyshev began placing a “shaman’s emblem” next to his yurt—a wooden board in the shape of a rhombus, mounted on a stick and driven into the ground with a sharpened tip. In each corner of the rhombus there was a symbol or word: at the top, god-light; at the bottom, the sign of divine lightning (the same symbol was tattooed on his forehead); on the right, the word Spas, meaning Christ; on the left, Kös khohun — northern nomad in the Yakut language. In the centre he had fixed a sheet of paper with a drawing of a white horse, representing Dyosohoi Ai, the Yakut god of horse breeding. To protect it from the weather, he had sealed the image with clear tape. Gabyshev invented this emblem himself—nothing like it exists among other Siberian shamans, in Yakutia or elsewhere.
Not far from the Evenki village of Iengra, something tragic happened. A car struck Rex and killed him. That same day, Gabyshev buried his three-legged companion. He grieved deeply, but the dog’s death didn’t stop him—by the next morning, he was back on the road. Then, strangely, a few days later, a new dog appeared. A half-wolf came out of the forest and walked up to him. Gabyshev named him Tolstyy—Fatty. The animal never accepted him as a master, kept to himself, slipped in and out of the taiga. Gabyshev respected that. He never tried to tame him, only made sure he was fed. Still, the half-wolf stayed with him for nearly a month. They covered almost four hundred kilometres together. And then, following whatever logic half-wolves follow, Tolstyy decided his task was done, and disappeared back into the forest.
In early May, another important thing happened. Word of the unusual traveller had reached a group of mechanics at a car workshop in Yakutsk, and they decided to build the shaman a new cart—made of aluminium, light and practical, with large wheels like those on a bicycle. It could carry far more than the old, clunky garden wheelbarrow he’d been dragging behind him. The cart was brought out to the highway by a group of long-haul truckers.

Skovorodino — Mogocha
Encountering a shaman was not, in itself, anything unusual for the people of Eastern Siberia. In the so-called “national republics”—regions with large non-Russian, often Indigenous populations—the figure of the shaman is familiar. People hear about shamans from relatives or neighbours; local newspapers even carry small ads for “shamanic services.” The word shaman comes from the Tungusic languages of Siberia and has since travelled into many languages around the world. Broadly speaking, a shaman is understood as a mediator between worlds. Many researchers believe that shamanism as a practice dates back to the Neolithic, or even the Paleolithic—and it’s no surprise that across such a vast and varied territory, many different forms of it have developed, both regionally and culturally.
Unlike sorcerers or magicians, a shaman works through techniques that induce altered states of consciousness. Ideas about what a shaman is—or should be—can vary widely, even within a single region of Russia. There is no strict canon. Still, most shamans are involved in healing, divination, and predicting the future. A shamanic session might resemble a visit to a therapist: the patient describes what’s troubling them, and is then subjected to various manipulations or “energetic” interventions. In some cases, a shaman might carry out a ritual animal sacrifice—offering up a ram, for instance—so that the spirits take the animal instead of a person. Gabyshev didn’t practise any of this. He said so openly, without hesitation, to anyone who asked.
I first heard about him sometime in May 2019. By then, I’d been living in Yakutsk for about three years, though I’d spent most of my life in Moscow. Personal circumstances had brought me to the far side of the country — my ex-wife was from here. I was also working on Yakutia as a historian and anthropologist. One of my Yakut friends sent me a link to a short video: a toothless man on the roadside. I watched it and took it for a curiosity. Later, through conversations and online posts, I learned that he called himself a warrior shaman, that he was walking to Moscow, and that he intended to drive Putin — whom he called a demon — out of the Kremlin. It was hard to take seriously. Russia has no shortage of eccentrics. But around that time, I had started to take an interest in shamanism — though not because of Gabyshev.
My English friend Carol, who — like me — worked in anthropology, mentioned that she knew a Yakut shaman. I asked her to introduce me. Why? I’m not really sure. There wasn’t any clear reason—maybe academic interest, maybe just curiosity. The shaman, Anatoly, turned out to be a small man, looked to be around forty-five (though I later found out he was over seventy), and his eyes, without exaggeration, seemed to shine. We met in the lobby of a hotel. He showed me a few “tricks.” He named, almost without error, the origins of my ancestors—what lineages I came from and in what proportions. A few times, giggling, he seemed to lift words from my tongue—saying them just before I could. Right after the meeting with this “neo-shaman,” as he called himself, I was hit with a terrible migraine—so bad I couldn’t even walk and had to sit down right there on the pavement. The whole experience left a deep impression.
Looking back, I think there was another reason I became drawn to shamanic stories. In February of that same year, 2019, a group of Buryat shamans led by Artur Tsybikov performed an unusual ritual, said to be for the “strengthening of Russia and its peoples.” As part of the ceremony, they killed and burned five camels. The story was shocking. It set off a large-scale scandal—almost national in scope. The ritual was condemned not only by environmental activists and members of the public, but also by other shamans. To them, it was a complete distortion of tradition—an act of barbarism invented by Tsybikov himself. What struck me were the images from the ritual: the skins, the butchered carcasses, the camel heads, a massive bonfire blazing against the dark. Dozens—maybe hundreds—of people in ceremonial costumes and masks, beating out a steady rhythm on drums. It was a phantasmagoric scene. And it made me wonder: what was driving these people? What were they part of?
Meanwhile, Gabyshev—by then already walking through the Amur region—kept appearing more and more often in my Facebook and Instagram feeds. His journey as a “shaman-warrior,” his image, the things he said—all of it still struck me as strange. And yet I felt a kind of sympathy for him. There was something compelling about him, though I couldn’t quite say what it was.
In one improvised interview, filmed by a truck driver on the roadside in the Amur region, Gabyshev gave the following speech:
“I want to speak to the intelligentsia. How you stood up for us at the rallies—how they beat you, how it was all for nothing. How you spoke on television—and they shut your mouths. You did everything for the people, and no one listened. Russian intelligentsia, forgive us—us, the ordinary people. Now we’ve understood: there’s a bloody demon sitting right in front of us. And now we’re asking you—our dear intellectuals—stand behind us. A working man with a weapon will go forward. And when we win our freedom, then you, kind ones, please write the laws in such a way that we never lose that freedom again.”
It was unexpected to hear something like that from a man who called himself a shaman—it already sounded like a political statement. I think it was those words that struck me most at the time. Maybe it was some long-held intellectual resentment surfacing—something carried quietly through all those years under Putin. Around the same time, Gabyshev called for volunteers to join what he called his action. Anyone could take part—in a car, on foot, with a cart and a tent.
He kept walking, even as potential volunteers hesitated over whether to join him. The Amur region gave way to Transbaikalia. The highway here was far busier than in the north, in Yakutia. In fact, it connected all the major cities in the region—Khabarovsk, Birobidzhan, Vladivostok, Chita, and Ulan-Ude.
Administrative borders inside Russia don’t carry the same weight as they do in places like the United States, where differences between states can be stark. But in this respect, the Russian Far East has more in common with the U.S. than with the rest of Russia. It’s not about laws or governance so much as local mentality. When regions are separated by hundreds—or even thousands—of kilometres, this kind of distance naturally shapes a sense of difference.
Zabaykalye, unlike the more “national” Yakutia, is considered a “Russian” region—though these open plains once belonged to the Mongols and the Buryats, and served as vast pastures for nomadic herders. According to one version of the story, Genghis Khan was born somewhere in this land. The Russians arrived in waves. First came the Cossacks in the seventeenth century—pioneers, the "tentacles" of the Moscow state, pushing northeast across the continent in search of new sources of fur. Later, during the tsarist era, came several waves of peasant settlers, brought in to farm the fertile land. In Soviet times, the region was targeted for industrial development—its territory holds significant reserves of coal, uranium, gold, and silver.
Zabaykalsky Krai has a long-standing criminal reputation. In tsarist times, it was a place of exile for convicts—like much of Siberia—including political prisoners such as the Decembrists. In the early 2000s, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the former oligarch who lost his business and freedom after clashing with the Kremlin, served part of his sentence here. In the second half of the 2010s, a term began to circulate more widely across the region: AUE—an abbreviation that stood for something between a subculture, a movement, and a criminal code of honour. It was variously explained as “Arrestants’ Come Together” or “Criminal Unity of the Imprisoned”—shorthand for an older prison-world ethic that, in truth, had never really left the margins of Russian life. With the rise of social media, the idea of AUE—a kind of prison cult built around contempt for law—gained new life and, for a time, became fashionable among teenagers from deprived areas. And it wasn’t just slang—some of the crimes attributed to teenagers in Zabaykalsky during those years were enough to make your blood run cold.
In 2017, the Russian authorities declared AUE—a criminal youth subculture rooted in prison codes—an “extremist movement” and officially banned it. But crime didn’t go anywhere. By 2022, Zabaykalsky Krai ranked among the top four regions in Russia for criminal activity. Gabyshev, clearly, wasn’t deterred by the region’s reputation. If anything, it was in Zabaykalye that he became something of a star—and where he gained his “wings”: the two companions who would become his closest allies.

[bookmark: _nshnwbpgoqkc]Mogocha — Chita
The first to join the shaman was a young man also named Alexander. They met almost by chance. Alexander had been hitchhiking from Sakhalin Island, where he was from, heading toward Mongolia with plans to begin a round-the-world journey. He’d heard about the shaman from a passing driver and decided, on the spot, to go and find him—hoping to witness historic change in the country, perhaps even in the world. He hadn’t heard the shaman’s call for volunteers; he was travelling on instinct. Long hair, a beard, bright sportswear, dark sunglasses—he looked like the kind of modern-day hippie you might see on the National Geographic Channel. The type who wanders through American national parks explaining on camera how the grizzlies are behaving this season. Still, in the landscapes of Zabaykalye, he somehow looked right at home. Alexander saw himself as a conscious person. He didn’t eat meat, and he liked to talk—about energy, cosmic spheres, space, spirituality. He travelled light: just a twelve-kilogram rucksack on his back. He and the shaman quickly understood one another and began walking together. The shaman gave him a new name—Angel—and Alexander didn’t object.
[bookmark: _rq6l2ud826ns]A couple of weeks later, the shaman gained another companion: Yevgeny Rostokin. He was nothing like Angel. Thin, deeply tanned, dark-haired—there was something restless and birdlike in the way he moved and spoke. Not much was known about him. He was from Orenburg, had done time in prison, and had probably worked as a long-haul trucker. Most of what he said about his past didn’t inspire much trust. Rostokin had travelled across the country to reach the warrior shaman, hitching rides on cargo trucks all the way from Orenburg to Yakutia. He seemed not to have heard the call for volunteers either. He had come, it appeared, simply because something in him told him to.
[bookmark: _vfn8szykzljx]The shaman didn’t turn the former convict away—and he too was given a new name: Raven. He spoke of their meeting with real awe. He described the shaman’s energy as magnetic, unlike anything he’d known. He compared him to a father, a brother, a friend. “This is probably the brightest moment of my life,” he said. “There’ve been three: the first was when I was born. The second—when I got out. And the third—when I met the shaman.”
[bookmark: _k0opdsr8b4v2]We’ll never know for certain, of course, but it’s entirely possible that without Alexander and Yevgeny, Gabyshev’s story might have unfolded differently. In his view of the world, the arrival of these two—Angel and Raven, almost complete opposites—meant a great deal. Almost at once, he began calling them “my wings.” Angel—the white wing—stood for the spiritual, the shamanic force. Raven—the black wing—carried the warrior side, the darker one. If the wings had come, if God had sent such companions, then it meant He was listening. Now there were three of them. The city of Chita lay ahead.
Preparations were already underway there. Local activists had visited him several times, along with an opposition blogger known by the nickname Lekha Kochegar (i.e. Lekha the Stoker)—a huge, rough-edged man with a kind of charm, like a giant out of a folktale. Kochegar ran his own YouTube channel with nearly sixty thousand subscribers. The nickname wasn’t just for show—his real name was Alexei Zakruzhny, and he really did work in one of Chita’s boiler houses. On his channel, he mostly talked about local problems: crumbling apartment blocks, overflowing dumps, abandoned Soviet-era factories. He filmed himself everywhere with a selfie stick, delivering raw, profanity-laced monologues. That was his style. He spoke in a language his audience understood. And for the region’s failures, he blamed not just the local authorities, but Moscow, the Kremlin, and Putin himself—by name.
[bookmark: _b8az4eamk8hv]The news that the shaman was moving through Amur Oblast caught Lekha’s attention, and he set out to film Gabyshev. It was most likely Kochegar who stirred up local concern in Chita—at the edge of the city, a small crowd of about a dozen people came out to meet the shaman. Not just to welcome him, but to make sure he could pass through the local DPS checkpoint—the regional traffic police—without trouble. People in Chita were worried he might be arrested. But Gabyshev, along with his strange companions, didn’t seem to interest the police at all.
[bookmark: _fk3mfoz1ilwd]In Chita, they found the shaman a flat where he could rest for a day or two, recover from the road, and regain his strength. On 12 July, local opposition activists, communists, and the group Civic Solidarity organised a rally to mark his arrival. It was held in the city’s so-called “Hyde Park”—Truda Square. The main organiser of the event was Lekha Kochegar.
[bookmark: _s3mnse6hn7pq]The day before the rally, Roman Viktyuk—a representative of the Chita diocese of the Russian Orthodox Church—called the event a provocation, and described the shaman as a dangerous madman. “The information about Gabyshev circulating in the media and on social networks portrays him as a person with a syncretic, quasi-religious worldview, marked by elements of demagoguery and extremism,” he said, “and gives reason to doubt his mental health.” But it didn’t end there—Viktyuk formally appealed to the mayor’s office, demanding that the rally be banned, as it fell on the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul, and the planned gathering was to take place just across the road from the Church of the Exaltation of the Cross.
Strangely enough, the church official wasn’t heeded—and the rally went ahead. Two or three hundred people gathered in the square to see and hear the shaman. Alexander Gabyshev stepped onto the stage wearing a bright yellow T-shirt with Che Guevara on it. Behind him hung a banner: Let’s give the city and the country back to the people! That day, his scattered remarks—about himself, his march on Moscow, and the demonic nature of Putin—took shape at last, forming something close to a spiritual-political manifesto.
[bookmark: _f2wg10siq2xu]“Greetings to you, free people! Greetings to you, free nation! I bring you the laws of God, by which you shall live! The whole Earth—this planet—shall live for a thousand years in peace and plenty. So listen, take heed, and repeat after me!
The People’s Assembly is the highest authority on Earth! That is the law! The People’s Assembly in Russia is the supreme power in Russia! That is the law! The People’s Assembly in the Transbaikal region is the supreme power in the Transbaikal region! That is the law! The People’s Assembly in a district is the supreme power in that district! That is the law! The People’s Assembly of a city is the highest authority in that city! That is the law! The People’s Assembly of a village is the highest authority in the village! That is the law!
[bookmark: _fv2vytokvmp4]The decisions and demands of the People’s Assembly have the force of law and must be carried out by all branches of state authority. This is the law! The People’s Assembly is an emergency form of popular power—called into being when the organs of government and public institutions stop serving the people. This is the law!
When life in society is functioning as it should—when the government works as it’s meant to—the People’s Assembly won’t meet for ten years, won’t meet for a hundred years, won’t meet for a thousand years. This is the law!
And from now on, Putin is no authority over you—live freely! This is the law!” 
Each time he said “This is the law,” he brought down his raised right hand with a sharp gesture. On stage, Gabyshev no longer looked like a strange roadside wanderer from a YouTube clip. He looked like a burst of energy. The crowd followed his rhythm, repeating in unison: “This is the law!” After the rally, dozens came up to offer support, to take a photo with him. But for now, no one was ready to join him on the road.
[bookmark: _4n8672nqb8lc]That same day, in a short interview with reporters, Gabyshev added: “God has said it—[Putin] is a demon. You can see it in how nature reacts to him. Wherever he goes, there are disasters, terrorist attacks. He leaves a filthy trail behind him, and nature immediately tries to cleanse it—storms, hurricanes, earthquakes. Nature doesn’t accept him at all. He’s an outsider, not one of us, not from this earth. The people around him are lost, and he’s led half the country into delusion. That’s why his second name is the Deceiver.”
[bookmark: _jpopb1fkfk0n]Almost a hundred years earlier, another shaman had spoken in a tone and spirit not unlike Gabyshev’s. In 1932, on the Taimyr Peninsula in the Far North, a rebellion broke out against Soviet rule. It was led by a young—just over thirty—but respected shaman of Dolgan origin named Barkhatov. The uprising took place in the midst of Stalin’s campaign of mass collectivisation, which aimed to fold private peasant farms into collective ones. In some regions, this brought catastrophic consequences: famine, displacement, and unrest. In 1930 alone, according to some estimates, over two million people were involved in peasant uprisings.
In the conditions of the Far North—with its distinct form of subsistence agriculture and reindeer herding—collectivisation, officially described as a policy “to eliminate the backwardness of the northern peoples,” often meant not just ruin, but death. The rebels chose Barkhatov as their leader for two reasons. First, among the Evenk and Nenets communities of Taimyr, the shaman was still a central figure in the social fabric, a natural point of cohesion. And second, Barkhatov belonged to a new generation of literate shamans—he could speak to the outside world in fluent Soviet bureaucratic language. This was how his shamanic address began:

[bookmark: _4cogxtjgj1t5]“TO ALL! TO ALL! TO ALL!
The tribes of the small peoples of the Taimyr Peninsula—formed just a year ago into an autonomous district by the Soviet government—have, from the very beginning, felt the full force of the measures imposed by the dictatorship of the proletariat. [...]
In the name of Almighty God, we, the oppressed tribes of the Taimyr Peninsula, appeal to all European powers: protect us, and stay the hand of the authorities from unjust retribution.
We know well the civilised concern the European powers show for their own peoples. Across these vast distances, we—the native peoples of the Russian North—reach out to you in firm conviction, in the hope that help will come soon.
[bookmark: _bzzov9a78yps]On behalf of the indigenous tribes of the Taymyr.
Leader of the movement,
R. Barkhatov.
7 May 1932.”

The uprising was swiftly crushed, and Barkhatov was executed. But the sacrifice was not in vain. That September, the Politburo of the Central Committee of the Communist Party adopted a secret resolution “On the distortions of party policy in the Far North,” in which the actions of local officials were described as “criminal excesses in the field of collectivisation.”
Both shamans had tried to change the course of history. But Barkhatov spoke for a small group of northern reindeer herders, cut off from the rest of the country by immense distances, and he fought for their future alone. Gabyshev, by contrast, was speaking not only—or even primarily—about the problems of Yakutia. He spoke of a far greater affliction named Vladimir Putin, one that had spread across the whole of Russia. And people were listening: Yakuts, Buryats, and Russians alike.

[bookmark: _8zq0noypcgvw]Chita – Gorekatsan
The authorities made no response to Gabyshev’s speech—no one was detained, and the day after the rally, the shaman quietly left Chita. It was only a few days later that they decided to punish Lekha Kochegar. A report was filed against him for violating the rules on public assembly: the rally had been officially approved on 2 July, but Kochegar had begun calling for people to join it as early as June. 
The next major stop on Gabyshev’s journey was to be Ulan-Ude, the capital of the Republic of Buryatia. There are two routes from Chita to Ulan-Ude—one north, one south. The southern road is longer, around 670 kilometres, but more travelled. Gabyshev chose that one.
The summer of 2019 in Eastern Siberia was unusually hot. The taiga was on fire, rivers were drying up, and the pitiless Asian sun scorched the grass across the steppes. As usual, local authorities were unable to bring the fires under control. In the towns and villages, the air was thick with the smell of smoke. This happens almost every year across the region—in Yakutia, Buryatia, Zabaykalye, and Irkutsk Oblast. In Eastern Siberia, many say the fires are man-made: the taiga is deliberately set alight to make illegal logging easier, since burned forest can be written off on paper. Environmentalists point to global climate change and the authorities’ mismanagement. Others claim that the fires are started by the firefighters themselves, hoping to unlock extra funding from the federal budget. Whatever the cause, the fires begin in spring and can burn for months, doing immense damage to the ecosystem—often for years at a time. In the summer of 2024, nearly six million hectares of forest (territory size of one and half Switzerlands) were once again burning across Yakutia, Zabaykalsky Krai, and Amur.
[bookmark: _aqmqgbgpktsx]Shaman Alexander Gabyshev walked on through the grey-yellow haze. Everything seemed unchanged: the same road, the same endless steppes and forests, the same “support group”—Angel, Raven, the truckers, and the occasional passing motorist. But within a few days, something began to shift. New people started to join him. The speech in Chita had landed. The YouTube clips had done their work.

One of the first to appear was a tall, broad-shouldered man in sunglasses named Kirill, from the Siberian town of Tulun. Just a month earlier, Tulun had become a drowned city—after days of rain, the Iya River had risen several metres, and people had died. The shaman gave Kirill a new name: Warrior. In Tulun he had worked as a loader, and before that, he’d served in the army. Beyond that, not much was known about him.
The shaman’s next companion was a YouTube blogger from Chita, Andrei—a heavy-set man in his forties, completely bald and round-faced. His content focused on travel. Unlike Angel, Andrei liked to move in comfort: he had an old Land Cruiser and a homemade camper with all the essentials. He was a capable man, not rich but well-off, a small-time businessman who knew how to make things work. He said he ran an advertising agency in Chita, and that he’d decided to back the shaman after a run-in with the local authorities. But it was the central government—and Putin himself—that Andrei seemed to loathe even more, something he repeated often and loudly. He, too, was given a name: Owl—the Owl. As a blogger, Owl clearly saw Gabyshev as a lucky find, good for clicks and visibility. He planned to make a YouTube series about the journey and was constantly filming on his camera. He didn’t walk much, preferring to drive. Sometimes he didn’t eat with the others, stopping instead at roadside cafés—buuznayas, places that served Buryat dumplings. In Chita, Owl always had errands, and often disappeared back into town.
[bookmark: _wfviht6tqgm1]Then came a pensioner from Tyumen, Viktor Alekseevich Yegorov. In one of his video messages around that time, the shaman had joked that it would be good to have twelve people join him—one for each of the apostles. It was said lightly, but Viktor Alekseevich worried the places might soon be filled. He quickly bought a one-way ticket to Chita. His monthly pension—15,000 rubles, around $240 at the time—was just enough to cover it. Because of his striking appearance—long grey hair and a thick white beard—he was given the name Ded Moroz, or Father Frost. In fact, he had already gone by that name. In recent years, he had dressed up as Father Frost for children’s New Year parties as a kind of personal charity. So Gabyshev had chosen well.
Viktor Alekseevich stood apart from the others—not only in age, but in experience. In his early youth, at the very start of the 1990s, he had witnessed the birth of parliamentary democracy in post-Soviet Russia, serving as a People’s Deputy in the RSFSR. He had seen the events of the 1991 coup with his own eyes, and again the October Crisis of 1993. Back home in Tyumen, he was known as an opposition activist and journalist, as well as a writer. Among other works, he had published a novella titled Jol, about his adventures alongside a shaman. There was another detail, too. Father Frost had travelled twice to Donbas, to Donetsk—at a time when it was not yet formally occupied by Russia, but was already functioning as the capital of the self-proclaimed “Donetsk People’s Republic,” a grey zone where Russian security services effectively ran the show.
[bookmark: _x279nxa5z8x3]“From the very start—since January—2019 was the year I said goodbye to the hope that I might live to see a happy country called Russia,” said Father Frost. “At the end of January, I travelled to Donbas for the second time. After my first trip in 2017, I still believed that a way out of the military deadlock might soon be found. But that hope has finally gone. I didn’t take up arms, didn’t sit in trenches, didn’t take part in the fighting—I just watched, listened, thought.”
It seemed that the urge for adventure had always been in him. Father Frost said that back in the 1990s, he had dreamed of meeting Subcomandante Marcos—the anti-globalist writer and guerrilla leader in Mexico. But he had never dared to cross the ocean. Now, after his journey to Donbas, an adventure just as compelling awaited him in his native Siberia.
[bookmark: _3fcjbjhzs24s]Around the same time, another man appeared beside the shaman: Boris, a stocky taxi driver from Chita, somewhere close to fifty. The shaman gave him the name Baloo the Bear, after the character from Kipling’s Jungle Book. Boris, by all accounts, had had a hard life. He said he’d spent the last fifteen years in prison and had only recently been released. The tattoos covering his arms backed that up. Whether because of a travel restriction or some other administrative ban, Boris was not supposed to leave Chita. But now and then, he came out to see the shaman in secret. Like Owl, he didn’t walk the road—but he helped in his own way, loading the squad's belongings into his white, right-hand drive Toyota and driving them ahead to the next planned stop.
[bookmark: _y9zesqbhxx6v]Instead of Boris, it was his daughters who walked with the shaman—ordinary girls from Zabaykalsky Krai, dressed in sports jackets and leggings. One soon returned to Chita; the other stayed until the end. The shaman never gave her a nickname. Everyone just called her Natashka. She looked very young—barely past twenty—but already had children. A couple of days after Baloo, Misha joined them. He was an alternative musician: tall, thin, with a beard and long hair. On the road, he became Koschei[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  The nickname refers to a gaunt, deathless sorcerer from Slavic folklore—Koschei the Deathless.] 

All of them had appeared within the span of a single week. The shaman welcomed each one with warmth, asked about their past, checked if they needed anything for the journey—a tent, for example. But most came already prepared, with their own gear.
By now, Gabyshev was no longer just a solitary wandering shaman, not even one with “two wings.” He had become the leader of a small group. Soon, he began to call them his heavenly squad. At first the name was half a joke, but over time the irony faded. The members of the squad said the shaman inspired them. They felt something powerful in him—some kind of strong energy. Father Frost had worried he wouldn’t be able to keep up, not at his age, with his old aches and illnesses. But somehow he adjusted. Within a couple of days, he was walking alongside the others, steady and sure.
[bookmark: _qlz2tufs1qsy]They moved along the highway at much the same pace as before—fifteen to twenty kilometres a day. But now it was a small procession, hugging the edge of the road to avoid the passing cars and heavy lorries. The shaman walked not at the front, but in the middle, his cart surrounded on all sides by his “apostles.” The squad kept to the oncoming lane. When the shoulder narrowed, they had to step out onto the tarmac itself, and when a truck came flying toward them, it could be terrifying. For safety, a few members of the squad began wearing high-visibility road vests—though even without them, this strange little procession was hard to miss.
Truckers honked in greeting. Right-hand drive Toyotas, Nissans, and Hondas pulled over every ten or fifteen minutes. Everyone wanted a photo with the “star.” Some handed over food or cash. Once, even a Russian army truck stopped, and two soldiers gave the squad tins of stew and cigarettes. With all the stops and conversations, their progress slowed. A distance that should have taken five or six hours on foot sometimes stretched into seven or eight.
[bookmark: _xpy2mqqf9ata]Almost everyone the shaman met on the road approved of his mission—to drive the demon Putin out of the Kremlin. There were few visible supporters of the central government in these parts. One day, a trucker pulled over on the highway—track pants, a pot belly, slippers worn without socks—and came over to meet the shaman. On the side of his lorry was a sticker: To save Russia, we must burn Moscow—signed, with a wink, “M. V. Kutuzov.”[footnoteRef:3] No one seriously wanted to burn Moscow. But for many here, the capital is a distant metropolis that drains life from the provinces. The economy in Russia is deeply centralised, and few on the periphery see that as a good thing. The anarchist thinker Prince Kropotkin, who served in this region in the mid-nineteenth century, once told an old story: the people of Chita tried for twenty-five years to get approval for the cost of building a fire tower. Every time the budget request reached Moscow, the review would take two years—by which point inflation had made the project impossible. After a quarter of a century, the people sent a budget with the prices doubled. And that, finally, got them their tower. [3:  This phrase references the Russian general Mikhail Kutuzov, who ordered the evacuation and scorched-earth destruction of Moscow in 1812 to prevent Napoleon’s army from sustaining itself there. Though he never wrote such a statement, the quote is often used to showcase the brutal strategic logic of sacrificing one's own capital for the greater good. ] 

[bookmark: _rkpa6r806mst]It quickly became clear that the members of the heavenly detachment needed to eat. Only Owl had any money, but a solution was soon found. For one, the shaman had already saved up a small amount—donations handed to him by people on the road. And then Voron started a YouTube channel, which he called Shaman and Voron. On it, he posted short video diaries filmed on his phone. Rain today. We walked twenty kilometres. Someone gave us a few tins of stew. Raining again. Spirits good. Underneath the videos, Voron included his bank details. Money began arriving from people all over the country—people who wanted to help.
[bookmark: _ey2raxy0vmmx]The shaman decided that since Angel was his bright, spiritual half, Raven should take charge of all things material. So Raven became something like a quartermaster, with broad authority. He held on to all the money—both what came in through the donation link and what was handed over along the way. The shaman wanted no part in it. Raven’s job was to buy supplies—food, gear, whatever was needed—and he was constantly on the move (or “flying,” as the shaman liked to say), travelling with Bear Baloo to nearby towns for provisions. He clearly enjoyed the role, and no one else was allowed near the money. To outsiders, it might seem odd to put a former convict in charge of the squad’s finances. But to Gabyshev, it made perfect sense: if Raven was the dark half, then this was exactly as it should be. No one in the squad objected.
[bookmark: _kqn399dy06cf]Near the village of Gorekatsan, the rains began—and lasted for several days. At first, the squad took shelter in the forest, but the tents were no use. The shaman and his “wings” decided to stop at a roadside motel.
[bookmark: _5vwrdphhxbn0]The idea of making a serious documentary about Gabyshev seemed to be hanging in the air. It was first put into words by Vlad Ketkovich, a producer in Moscow. He began looking for a director and chose Beata Bubenets, who had previously filmed, among other things, the 2014 Ukrainian revolution and the outbreak of the war in Donbas, when pro-Russian separatists first appeared. He explained his choice partly by the fact that Beata was half-Yakut—something he thought might offer a distinctive perspective for the project. As it happened, Beata had already been following the shaman’s story for several months and wasn’t indifferent to it. We had met shortly before that and immediately found common ground in our interest in shamanism. We were both drawn to drums and magic and wanted to do something together in that space. A film, it seemed. But what kind of film? And about what, exactly? Life itself began to supply the answer. You wanted shamanism—here it is. We settled, in the beginning, on making a road movie. What came to mind was The Straight Story by David Lynch—the film about an old man crossing America on a lawnmower. Different though they were, both men were singular, and both were driven by a quiet, relentless will to reach their destination. At the time, Beata and I weren’t yet a couple. But in the Transbaikal steppe—with the wind tearing through and the sun churning overhead—we became one, quickly, in the space of just a few days. 
[bookmark: _2ycz06239lt3]But let’s step back for a moment. Vlad had put up the initial funding for the film, and Beata and I flew out to Ulan-Ude, where we rented a car and set off down the highway to find Gabyshev. My role in the project was somewhere between scriptwriter (though what kind of script could you possibly write in advance?), anthropological consultant, driver—and, now and then, cameraman.
[bookmark: _v3bduhailh8e]At one point the rain came down so hard that even the Toyota’s wipers couldn’t keep up. We pulled into the first roadside hotel for truckers we could find. The place looked like something out of an American film—room doors opening straight onto the car park. We had no idea how we were supposed to find the shaman in weather like this. It seemed the start of filming would have to be postponed—indefinitely.
[bookmark: _li0h3tz4izot]Later that night, the rain let up, and I stepped outside for a smoke, careful not to splash through the puddles. From the edge of the forest, a white mare appeared—slowly, deliberately—just like the one on Gabyshev’s shamanic emblem. She stopped in the middle of the car park and looked at me in silence. I took it as a good sign and reached out to stroke her flanks and muzzle. When I turned to go back to my room, she was still standing there, between the trucks.
[bookmark: _13aeb8gupvv]And then morning came—and the first person I saw was the shaman. I opened the door, and there he was, peeling off the harness from his cart like a centaur. Having parked his “transport,” Gabyshev walked briskly toward the roadside café. His squad was gathered in a tight cluster, eating breakfast at two pushed-together tables. They looked like a touring rock band from the American Midwest. The frontman—Gabyshev—took the seat at the centre. We approached, introduced ourselves, and began explaining that we wanted to film a documentary about the shamanic march to Moscow. But no conversation followed. Neither the frontman nor his squad were in the mood to talk. Gabyshev looked worn out. The squad had spent the night sheltering from the rain in the forest, a couple of kilometres away, with no chance to sleep. We learned they weren’t planning to go anywhere for the next few days because of the weather, so we stepped back, for now. In the end, the shaman took the room next to ours.
[bookmark: _86s4zz6c0d7r]Over the next twenty-four hours, Gabyshev would head off somewhere with a businesslike air, then return. Now and then he gave us a smile, and for a moment he seemed perfectly friendly. At one point, Angel came up to me and asked, “What’s the percentage of dark to light in your soul?” I was expected to give exact figures. I don’t remember what I said, but whatever it was, he didn’t seem satisfied. Then Raven started in with his own questions. “I don’t trust you. You’re murky.” “Who even are you?” “Prove you’re really making a film.”
[bookmark: _sjkoi13m14u5]The next day, a meeting was held in the motel room to decide whether we would be allowed to film. Everyone who had joined the journey squeezed onto three beds; a few sat on the floor. They now looked like a circle of sectarian pilgrims. The shaman sat in the corner on one of the beds, legs folded in the lotus position, staring at a fixed point, his gaze unfocused. Gabyshev kept asking the same question—first to Angel, then to Raven—repeating it with theatrical slowness: what should be done with us? Raven said he was against it. He thought we were provocateurs from the FSB. Angel said he trusted us—but only sixty percent. The rest stayed silent, as if they had no voice at all. Our chances of making the film were slipping away.
[bookmark: _kgroesdhx5w2]At last, the shaman delivered a solemn pronouncement. Its meaning was clear: he would now make a decision, and everyone present would obey it. People waited for his verdict with serious, even grave expressions, as if something vital—our very lives—were at stake. In the end, he said we were allowed to film on the road, but not in the camp. The meeting ended as quickly as it had begun. People drifted toward the car park for a cigarette. We went back to our room. It had started to rain.
[bookmark: _ozo01bwnaoz9]The next evening, in the café, the squad watched the news—Rossiya-24, the state’s official channel. Serious political developments were unfolding in Moscow. That autumn, elections to the city parliament were scheduled. Fearing a strong showing from opposition candidates, the authorities took a blunt approach: they simply refused to register them, rejecting the signatures they had collected, and declared the matter settled. But the calculation backfired. The sheer brazenness of it provoked outrage in what was already Russia’s most opposition-minded city. On 14 July, the barred candidates marched with their supporters to the electoral commission building. The march ended in arrests. Then, on 20 July, around 20,000 people gathered for a large protest on Sakharov Avenue. The state responded with raids and administrative detentions targeting opposition leaders and independent candidates.
[bookmark: _c38cmzsh5t1r]The opposition’s hope that the situation might still turn in its favour did not seem unfounded. Just that June, civil society had managed to defend the journalist Ivan Golunov, after police brazenly planted drugs on him. Thousands took part in the protests, and for the first time in modern Russian history, several major newspapers ran the same front-page headline: I/We Are Ivan Golunov. In the end, he was released—and criminal charges were filed against the officers who had planted the drugs and beaten him during the arrest. But the matter of the elections, Putin likely saw as far more serious. With Golunov, the whole thing could be chalked up to a few corrupt officers acting on their own. But here, the opposition was challenging the system itself.
[bookmark: _brffzgs21mr5]The conflict was escalating. On 24 July, Alexei Navalny was detained outside his apartment building and, that same evening, sentenced to thirty days in jail. The FSB got involved: the security services were tasked with proving that the protests were orchestrated by the West. A few days later, an unsanctioned rally took place in the centre of Moscow, just outside City Hall. It ended in clashes with police and mass arrests. By the end of the day, police stations were overflowing—nearly fifteen hundred demonstrators had been brought in. It was starting to look like a full-blown political crisis. Even six thousand kilometres away, the echoes of those distant Moscow tensions reached the shaman’s squad, still stuck by torrential rains on the roadside. From their point of view, there could be only one explanation: things were getting worse for Putin because the shaman was getting closer. And that, to them, was a sign of hope.
[bookmark: _dwl7kyg9f3ql]A day later, the rain stopped, and they were able to set off again. The departure from the Svetlana truck stop had a kind of ceremony to it. Diners and café women came out to see off the honoured guest. One of the truckers leaned hard on his horn. The shaman walked at pace. The wheels of his cart sent long, even ripples through the brown puddles. In the west, the sky was starting to lift. And we got our first shots.


[bookmark: _tw3awowuf7c6]Gorekatsan – Khilok
It was strange, a little, to see it all in real life. One moment you’re watching the usual grainy phone videos, and the next, he’s right there in front of you—walking steadily, pulling a trolley behind him. I studied his face: grey at the temples, long black hair falling just past the shoulders, skin darkened by sun, fine wrinkles around the eyes, and above the bridge of his nose, a faded lightning-bolt tattoo.
The shaman didn’t mind the camera—by then, I think, he’d grown used to being filmed almost constantly. We were glad. Our aim was to make an observational film: the kind where the filmmaker immerses themselves in the subject’s life but doesn’t interfere, doesn’t construct situations. In this style of filmmaking, you don’t conduct interviews. Ideally, you don’t even speak. The goal is to find a way of seeing that reveals the quiet dramaturgy within a person or a moment. The method came from Marina Razbezhkina, a Russian documentarian who founded her own school and trained hundreds of students. Beata had studied there. Along with her intuitive feel for when and what to film, she had another gift. Most documentary filmmakers tend to look like urban eccentrics—endless cargo trousers, jackets rigged for batteries and lenses. But Beata was striking. Even on shoots, she was rarely without a dress. Sometimes even heels. Yet with the camera in her hands, she somehow disappeared. People would forget she was even there. I never forgot.
[bookmark: _hwyqmkdvazhu]On the first day of filming, we walked about fifteen kilometres with the squad. The shaman allowed us to film as they set up their tents. He himself began unloading the cart and hammering in the stakes for the yurt. I noticed how deliberate and economical all his movements were. It’s a habit common among people in the north—when you live in constant cold, you learn not to waste energy on unnecessary gestures. Every motion has to serve a purpose, to preserve warmth. Even later, when Gabyshev was in a hurry, there was never any agitation in him. Once the yurt was up, he seemed to remember his earlier rule against filming inside the camp. He asked us to leave. We parted with the squad for the night and headed back to Svetlana.
[bookmark: _tnmehfrmhxzi]The next day brought a change. A man named Leshy[footnoteRef:4] joined the squad—a strange figure in glasses and a military jacket, who had hitchhiked all the way from Novosibirsk without a single kopek to his name. He found the squad right on the roadside and nearly fell at the shaman’s feet, begging to be allowed to join. Gabyshev said yes. Leshy lit up like a child finally handed the toy he’d spent months pleading for. “Guys, thank you, thank you, thank you,” he said, looking around at the others. “It’s like I’ve come home to myself.” [4:  Puck, wood spirit, forest spirit . ] 

[bookmark: _s6eobdu93epc]Angel was quick to try and pin down Leshy’s backstory.
“What’s your favourite thing to do?”
“Saving Russia!”
“Do you believe in miracles?”
“Oh, I make them happen! I’m telling you—there’ll be a miracle in Russia next year!”
Before long, it emerged that Leshy wrote poetry—about Russia, about Putin, about power, the people, God, and the Spirit. He quoted his verses constantly, in every possible situation. He couldn’t resist doing so even during that first meeting. Leshy glanced around as he spoke, hoping to catch a flicker of reaction. But the others just stared down the road, or at the asphalt beneath their feet.
[bookmark: _c4akhr86ra6f]Poets who knew Russia
As she really is—
Vysotsky, Tsoi, Talkov, Yesenin—
There are too many of you to name.
You wrote, and your lines
Were sharper than the sharpest blade.
Like thunder—at times overwhelming—
They struck into hearts and souls.

[bookmark: _oc2sn6sen60l]“Were you born with it, or did it come later?” Angel kept asking.
“No, it started two years ago.”
“And what caused it?”
“What caused it was that people’s money was stolen. I was a builder. I had a crew of twenty, then fifty. A housing construction co-operative. I said the money had been taken. And for that they jailed me—for three years. They shot at me. Did all sorts of things. And then one morning, I stood there and said: Lord, give me a word the people will hear. That’s how I came to know this life. After that came the pain—for the homeland. And now I go only by prayer. I write prayers. I’m so glad to see all of you. Feels like coming home.”
[bookmark: _qhn72luczind]“Bit of a personal question.”
“I’m completely open. Ask anything.”
“What would you say your ratio of dark to light is?”
“I don’t know, percentage-wise. But I hope there’s more light.
The main thing I go by is—I don’t steal. I don’t lie and I don’t steal. I still smoke, unfortunately. Cigarettes. That’s the dark part. I wish everyone well. I love people.”
[bookmark: _sclbg9px8p7y]Instead of a cross, Leshy wore a small icon on his chest. Sometimes, when he saw a roadside cross or the domes of a village church, he would drop to his knees, cross himself, and bow down right there on the highway. Now and then he would pull a notebook from somewhere in his pack and either scribble down a new verse or read one aloud. Much of it he knew by heart. The shaman didn’t mind. It seemed he thought there was no sense in pushing away people who had come from far off, and in general, he was a tolerant man.
[bookmark: _jsy1yoqj2kk5]Cars kept pulling over, and although I could see the shaman was growing tired of the constant, repetitive encounters on the roadside, he still spoke with everyone. One day, a man stepped out of a car—he turned out to be from Belarus. Gabyshev told him that Putin was a demon, but Lukashenko—batya, a strongman, a proper bloke. “Send our regards to Lukashenko,” he said.
This was before the protests of summer 2020, before the mass crackdowns, but the Belarusian man was already angry. “You don’t know anything!” he said to the shaman. “He’s worse than Putin. He’s strangled everything. And he’s no batya to us.”
“Then send him our regards—with meaning,” Gabyshev replied, without missing a beat. The others laughed. The man shook his head, confused, and walked back to his car.
[bookmark: _xp0g7irsjuxh]There was another type of person who joined the shaman on the road—one-day pilgrims, as they came to be known. At one point, an elderly Buryat man arrived at the camp, wearing a telnyashka—the striped naval shirt—and a floppy hat. There was something sly about him. He didn’t join in the evening talk about casting Putin out of the Kremlin; mostly, he just sat and ate in silence. Then he announced that he wanted to build a museum dedicated to the shaman and asked if anyone had an old pair of trainers he could use as an exhibit. A couple of days later, he disappeared—without a word and without anyone noticing quite when.
[bookmark: _4v9h74hfk6os]The march followed its own rhythm. Around nine in the morning, the squad would set off; by four or five in the afternoon, they would stop and set up camp. Lights out came at ten. The shaman, along with his new companions, continued to cover fifteen to twenty kilometres each day, just as before. Within a couple of days, no one—neither Gabyshev nor anyone else in the squad—seemed to remember the ban on filming in the camp.
The shaman often simply observed his companions, rarely intervening in what was going on. He especially liked it when his two wings—the light and the dark—interacted with one another. But that didn’t happen often. Angel preferred solitude; even while walking along the roadside, he would sometimes read a book as he went. Raven was usually off attending to practical matters. When the two did speak, it resembled a kind of public debate—and no one was allowed to interrupt, except the shaman himself.
[bookmark: _cw2uvv8eyezw]‘Angel, tell me—have you ever been married? Any kids?’
‘Lived together for seven years. We never made it official. No children.’
‘Did you even sleep with her? And now—you’re on your own?’ 
‘Been on my own since 2017. She wanted children and a proper wedding, and I kept putting it off. She was twenty-five, said she was past childbearing age already. I wasn’t ready to be a father. Truth is, I’m still not.’
‘Right, question is—when do you reckon you will be?’ 
‘Honestly? The plan’s to have either prophets or indigos.’
‘Indigos—that’s the clever ones, yeah? As for prophets—bloody hell, that’s a thing, isn’t it. You know, when I first turned up—while you were asleep, by the way—I had no idea how to react. I had this real urge to kick your tent. I mean it. But I held back.’
[bookmark: _p3o09qjz09dc]“Where did that come from? You don’t know anyone here. It’s the first time you’ve seen us—and you want to kick a man sleeping in a tent?”
The shaman stepped into the conversation.
“You two made friends that day, I saw it. One day, after we’re gone, they’ll cast a monument to us in Moscow. Angel—you’ll be carved just as you are, a real angel. And Raven, they’ll make him a proper raven. Me, just a man. But you’ll have wings and a halo, and Raven will be a raven—otherwise people won’t understand.”
Whenever the squad made camp near the roadside, people from nearby villages would start turning up. Most of them came to complain. About low wages, unemployment, corruption, nepotism, the local authorities, the federal government, the environment—the list went on. The typical story went like this: all the decent men had left for work in Chita or gone off on long vahkta shifts—rotational work in remote areas. The ones who stayed drank themselves stupid. Left behind were women, children, and the old. Wages were worth kopecks, pensions the same. No access to medical care. Groceries were brought in rarely, and everything cost a fortune.
Poverty and neglect are a fact of life in many towns and settlements across Eastern Siberia and the Russian Far East. The shaman had been “lucky” to follow the highway—there’s always a trace of relative prosperity near the major roads. In villages off the main routes, the situation is far worse. Some places feel abandoned altogether.
[bookmark: _h3fyc9fpxi9p]One way or another, the same conclusion came up again and again—among his followers and among locals they met along the way: it was Putin’s fault. Gabyshev promised them all that he would drive him out in 2021, once he reached Moscow.
Of all the people in the squad, it was Angel he found it easiest to speak to about the complaints he heard from the road.
[bookmark: _j47o9n74cw4s]“It’s hard. They put on a brave face, but behind it—there’s grief. I see straight through them. You can see the bitterness of life behind all that cheerfulness. Russia’s been brought down to the very lowest state. That’s what weighs on me. People come to me, they tell me their stories. It’s hard to listen—God, it’s heavy. Almost all of Russia is like this. That’s why we have to keep going. To the end. So that the people can take things into their own hands, build something themselves. But their hands are tied. People want to make a decent life—but they’re not allowed to. And when I see people in that condition, it strengthens my spirit even more. Now we have to go all the way. We can’t leave the people like this.”
[bookmark: _q569ir79bukm]“People are living under an artificial depression. Just by walking—by example—you’re waking them up.”
“Just keep going,” he said. “Don’t stop. God will take care of the rest. You see, Angel—we’ve got nothing, but still people help us.”
Sometimes a different kind of visitor would appear. Someone with a pain, asking to be healed. Others wanted their future told. Each time, the shaman would explain, patiently, that he couldn’t help with any of that. All he could do was reach the Kremlin—and drive out the demon.
“But you’re a shaman. Shamans are supposed to heal.”
“I’m a warrior shaman. I don’t know how to heal.”
“How can that be?”
“That’s the kind of shaman I am.”
[bookmark: _jv4dsgb5r3j]Khilok — Petrovsk-Zabaikalsky
Gabyshev liked to have music playing as he walked. Someone had bolted a portable speaker to his cart. He listened to Russian rock, Yakut songs, Tuvan throat singing. Sometimes others would play their own tracks—Angel, for instance, liked Indian mantras. One of the shaman’s favourite songs was “Volkodav” (Wolfhound) by the band Melnitsa. He seemed to think it was a somewhat about him:

You came out of hunger, out of eternal cold, 
Out of the mountainous, iron darkness,
From an ancient prison.
Out of the gloom of the north, a clover blossom,
The last sprout of spring
Woven into a wreath
The dew of dawn, lighter than light,
And in it dwells the belief of wild herbs.
For every cruel monstrous beast,
There will be a Wolfhound one day
There will be a Wolfhound one day.

The song captured the mood of those days well—the shaman could feel more and more power gathering behind him. The squad kept growing. Word about him spread not only through gossip and long-haul trucker chats, but also in the media. Just a few weeks earlier, back in July, the shaman’s band could still have been mistaken for a handful of eccentrics trudging across Russia to exorcise a “demon” from the Kremlin. But by August, it was beginning to look like the start of some new mass movement. Distant, powerful Siberia was rising up against Putin—moving westward at its own pace, slowly building up a kind of popular muscle. It felt as if, given another month or two, maybe three, there could be a hundred people walking behind him.
In early August, two Yakuts joined the squad. The first was named Aikhal—which means “glory” in the Yakut language. Stocky, wearing a cap that said Sochi, he moved like a boxer: the way he turned his head, the way he moved his hands. The second was round-faced, with a small beard and a ponytail on the top of his head; he bore a passing resemblance to Shoko Asahara, the leader of the Japanese sect Aum Shinrikyo. The shaman named him Elley—in honour of the mythical ancestor of the Yakut people. Elley immediately announced that he was descended from a renowned shaman from Verkhnevilyuysk, and that he too possessed a shamanic gift. Like the rest of the squad, he didn’t fit any conventional mould. He refused to use shampoo and brushed his teeth with charcoal—so that no chemicals, he said, would enter his bloodstream. He also claimed he had never worked a single day in his life.
“Where do you get the money from?”
“The less you think about it, the more there is.” 
Sometimes Ellei would go off alone for the night, climbing some hill or mountain, because the spirits had told him to. The shaman was pleased that his fellow countrymen had finally joined the squad. He’d been waiting for that. With them, he could speak Yakut, talk about shared things—about home, and what had become of it.

Shortly before Sakha joined, there was Vladimir—a big man who told everyone he considered himself a Russian nationalist. He, too, was from somewhere in Western Siberia. They called him Bogatyr—the warrior. Then came Andrei, who became Wolf, a Russian originally from the northern shore of Lake Baikal. Wolf had an unusual biography. In his early forties, he’d worked the gold mines, served as a conductor on the Trans-Siberian Railway, and—when he was young—fought in the Chechen war. In the 1990s, Russia had spent several years carrying out a bloody “counter-terrorist operation,” as it was officially called, against local separatists. The war taught Wolf one thing: he hated it. Over the years, he drifted toward something like anarchism. He described himself as a “white Buryat.” Wolf really was a striking figure—tall, nearly two metres, with bright blue eyes and handsome features. He looked like some Cossack ataman from the Civil War, hijacking trains on the Trans-Siberian and keeping a few villages in fear. His personal life was a mess too. Travelling on foot with the shaman seemed, perhaps, a way to hold himself together. “So long as the cart keeps moving,” he liked to say.
Gradually, the squad began to take on a clearer division of responsibilities. Raven still managed supplies—food, clothes, and shoes. Every so often someone’s trousers would rip, or their boots would wear through. (By then, the shaman himself had already gone through three or four pairs of trainers—very small ones, size 39.) Someone else, like Leshy, needed a tent. Angel was still responsible for the spiritual side of things. This mainly took the form of advice—offered to the shaman and to the others. The shaman had named Kirill the Warrior as his “bodyguard,” meaning he was to stay close to him at almost all times, both on the road and at rest. Natashka, Bear’s daughter, was in charge of the kitchen. Sometimes Father Frost and Leshy helped her—for example, fetching firewood from the forest.
Baloo Bear and Owl handled the heavy lifting. Each morning they loaded the car with supplies, then Raven would set off ahead with one of them. They had to find a place to stop—a spot for lunch—and later, a place to spend the night. It wasn’t easy: the ground had to be fairly dry, the space open, and close to the road. Sometimes, when it turned out they had to walk longer than usual to reach the camp, the squad would start to grumble. By evening, everyone was tired. The shaman, meanwhile, quietly pulled his cart and never said a word to Raven—even when the place they stopped for the night was clearly a poor choice.
In the evenings, around the campfire, the company would return to the eternal question—how to rebuild Russia. Sometimes locals who stopped by the camp joined the conversation, but more often the debates stayed within the squad. The shaman didn’t seem especially interested. He preferred to sit quietly and watch. Their views were varied—often sharply opposed. There were no fights, of course, but the arguments over politics and society gave rise to a certain tension. Perhaps anticipating this, the shaman had laid down one firm rule from the start: no alcohol. That rule, it must be said, was strictly observed. Over the course of the entire march, not a single person who joined him drank a drop.
One evening, a local activist and journalist named Stas arrived at the camp from Chita. He’d helped organise one of the rallies there. As soon as everyone had settled by the fire, Stas clashed with Bogatyr, the nationalist.
“If you didn’t come out to the meeting—onto the street—then you’re not taking part in politics,” Stas began, starting from the basics. “Politics is all around us. It’s what made us human, made us a society. Everything depends on politics—simple things, even. These cucumbers, this sausage. If you don’t want to take part in public life, then you’re just a passive population…“We need to create public councils—a kind of symbiosis between the people and the authorities. To wrap around every branch of government.”
“I don’t want to hear another word about politics,” Leshy tried to cut in. 
“Let him fucking speak,” Raven snapped.
Bogatyr wasn’t backing down.
“If we try to fix this country by working through the political system, we’re already finished. The system itself has to go. It needs to be destroyed—completely. It shouldn’t exist at all.”
“Then what’s the next step?”
“The same way our ancestors lived for centuries. The krug system.[footnoteRef:5] If you think your ancestors just wandered through forests, you’re mistaken. ” [5:  Krug (see also veche) refers to traditional forms of grassroots self-governance found in Slavic and Indigenous Siberian cultures. The veche was a popular assembly in medieval Slavic societies, while the krug system—used among Cossacks and some Indigenous groups—relied on horizontal, consensus-based decision-making.] 

“There are orphans — they need flats. How can you do that without a system?” Stas asked.
"Expert council! Does that mean anything to you?"
"Who’s going to regulate your council?"
"The people’s veche. That’s it. And politicians? I’ll say it in plain Russian—stick up their arse, every one of them. The Public Council puts forward the demand. And the expert council carries it out, made up of people from the backwoods—I’ll tell you in Russian: economists, directors. And the krug system has been around for as long as we’ve remembered ourselves as a nation."
"Just so I can get my head around it. Look—say you need to build a playground on N. Street in Chita. Your workers are in Ulan-Ude, the money’s in Moscow, and we’ve got no equipment at all. So your veche gives the order—then what?"
"Each territory should have its own veche. They’ll work out for themselves what they need," the Bogatyr insisted.
"How is it going to be done?! Where’s the money coming from? Who’s going to design the project? I don’t get it!" Stas was starting to boil over. "Look—say you want to build a kids’ playground. You’ve got to clear it with the Ministry of Communications so you don’t interfere with anything underground, and with the Ministry of Natural Resources so trees don’t fall and crush someone’s child. That’s how the system works everywhere in the world. Everyone agreed to it. And you—you want to break it. There’s a process. How do you expect to live without the system?"
"It’s not about breaking the system—it’s about transforming it. In Russian: to change. Reformation and transformation. It’s like the difference between a canal and a sewer. You feel the difference?"
Such arguments could go on for hours. Now and then, the shaman would cut them off and shift the conversation to a higher plane:
“This is only the beginning, folks. Right now we’re still primitive — but the future is bright. I can see it. If people won’t act, nature will. And I’d rather we changed ourselves than be changed by force. Because nature will change us — in a flash. We don’t need to wait for her to rise up and teach us a lesson.”
At the very end of July, the company stopped for the night in a forest that had been completely burned. The silence was so total, it felt as if nothing living remained—only the shaman and his men. They began unpacking their things, pitching tents. The shaman, as usual, was preparing the yurta for the night.
Then, from the road, a figure appeared—a man of enormous size, almost unbelievable. He’d heard the shaman was camped here and had come to meet “Uncle Sasha.” Next to him, the shaman looked like a child. The giant held Gabyshev’s small hand in his own for a long time and asked him to speak up for them. He talked for a while, but the message was clear: soon, the entire local population would be driven out of Transbaikalia—or the land would be handed over to the Chinese, along with the people themselves, as serfs.
“Uncle Sasha, you’ll say something about us somewhere…”
To the man, the shaman was a defender—someone who might change his life, maybe even work a miracle. He was huge, this man, and seemed unable to help himself or his fellow villagers. But then fate sent him a chance: a small man with a cart. The shaman listened carefully, nodding as he spoke. It was the perfect metaphor. Massive and bear-like, the man seemed to stand for a powerless, weeping Russia—crushed under the weight of bureaucrats, cops, oligarchs, and the chief demon himself. The shaman could have scolded him for his helplessness. But when the muzhik walked away, he only said, “I pity the people.” That’s how many saw Gabyshev.
The most common complaints in these parts—much like elsewhere in the Russian Far East—go like this: there are few of us, everyone has forgotten we exist, and Russia does nothing but extract our oil and gas and sell off our forests to the Chinese, who will soon take over everything here. The “Chinese threat” is taken very seriously. And while official figures showed only 200,000 Chinese nationals living in Russia in 2019, such fears are not without foundation. In Transbaikalia alone, some politicians claim that 40,000 square kilometres—mostly forest land—have been leased to Chinese businesses for 49 years. That’s an area just slightly smaller than Moscow Region. Another side of the same resentment is the flood of goods from the Celestial Empire: low-quality materials, no real alternatives on the local market, and a growing sense of dependency. One major grievance directed at Moscow is the Power of Siberia gas pipeline. The gas it carries flows mainly to China, while cities across the Russian Far East are left without supply. Chita, for instance, still relies mostly on coal for heating. The environmental damage is severe, and so is the health risk: the city regularly ranks among the most polluted in the country.
The shaman’s role was summed up best by Leshey: “We’ve no one to complain to but God! And so the Lord sent us this man.” Many saw him as a kind of small, toothless David—chosen by higher powers to stand up for ordinary people and defeat the vast, grotesque Goliath named Vladimir Putin. 
The first days of this newly formed squad were cloudless—both literally and figuratively. But time passed, and they trudged on, day after day, along the road. The monotony of movement, the fatigue, the wearisome routines of life in the field—and above all, the fact that people around the shaman came from completely different worlds, with clashing beliefs and experiences—made conflict inevitable.
One of the first major arguments started with Leshy. At some point, he began to feel guilty for not posting enough on social media about the shaman’s movement. It turned out he didn’t even have a SIM card in his phone and couldn’t get online. Leshy demanded that Raven buy him one immediately. Raven refused, saying a SIM card was personal, not something to be shared. Leshy insisted. The argument quickly slid into a marketplace squabble. Natashka, the Bear’s daughter, jumped in—shouting at Leshy, trying to defend Raven. The shaman didn’t interfere. He quietly sorted through his things. And when the shouting finally died down, he asked Angel to get Leshy a SIM card. Angel couldn’t say no. Cold rain had started to fall. Everyone took shelter in their tents, except for Owl, who went into the mobile home.
[bookmark: _qw1uq5p7wqa2]Petrovsk-Zabaikalsky — Kharauz
The sky was once again veiled in a greyish-yellow haze from the forest fires. There was the smell of burning, but the fires themselves were far off and caused no alarm. Day by day, the shaman’s westward movement was gaining ground. His followers now numbered more than the apostles, and it was clear that more were on their way. Unlike in the early days of the journey, the companions now spoke with certainty. They would go with the shaman to the end. They were ready to spend the coming months—or even years—living rough, on the road.
At the beginning of August, a very young man arrived from Ivanovo—Dima, twenty-two years old, with a fiancée left behind at home. He worried about how she would manage alone, but he couldn’t ignore the pull of his soul: to be on the road with the shaman. For some reason, they started calling him Prince. A day or two later came Loki—another young guy, a storekeeper from Balashikha, near Moscow. He described his choice to join the shaman as “the path of my life.” On 11 August, a large man from Irkutsk Oblast appeared. His name was Igor. He wore chameleon-lens sunglasses and camouflage, and said little about his past. The shaman gave him a new name—Druv—but it didn’t stick. He stayed Igor. Then came Valentin, nicknamed Dvornik, from Kazakhstan. He wore a tubeteika and pointed leather shoes, which he absolutely refused to swap for trainers. He brought with him a self-published book of his own reflections—just one printed copy—and a gold-and-blue banner bearing the words: “God’s Will is Being Done.” During rest stops, he was sometimes allowed to plant the banner on a stick by the roadside as a kind of marker.
There was a woman among the newcomers—her name was Marina. When the shaman passed near Khilok, she was just sitting at an empty bus stop in slippers worn barefoot. She had no belongings with her. She said she was waiting for the shaman on purpose, because she’d had a prophetic dream the night before. They let her join the march. Raven bought her camouflage and a new pair of shoes. The shaman gave her a name: Frodo—like the hero from The Lord of the Rings. Marina-Frodo was put on kitchen duty, helping Natasha. One evening, she tried to convince everyone that the Earth wasn’t round but flat. Why? “Because you can see the horizon. So obviously it’s flat. What’s not to understand?” And Copernicus, she added, was a “Pindos lurker”[footnoteRef:6]—a kind of CIA stooge. Where she had come from remained a mystery. She called herself a “photo artist,” but in the company they whispered that Frodo was actually a roadside prostitute (in trucker slang, they’re called “shoulders”). [6:  “Pindos” is a derogatory Russian slang term for Americans. The word likely originated in the late 1990s or early 2000s, possibly among Russian troops during the Kosovo mission.] 

There were losses in the detachment too. At the end of July, the shaman banished Koschei. The reason was a dispute with Raven—Koschei had questioned whether he was handling the money wisely. The banishment wasn’t permanent, only for a month, but Koschei never came back. The nationalist Bogatyr left of his own accord. Tensions between Leshy and Raven also continued. The shaman, unsurprisingly, sided with his “right wing,” and Leshy was banished as well—but not entirely. He was given a kind of special status: it was as if he’d been attached to Owl, who was travelling to Chita on business.
The shaman now gave instructions to all newcomers: “For quarrels, for fighting—banishment. We don’t exile people forever. It depends on the degree of guilt—maybe a week, maybe a month. No corporal punishment, no prison. There is only one punishment: banishment. Revenge is a sin. For wilful disobedience of my orders—banishment. We have discipline here. As long as you’re free settlers, your right to freedom is inviolable. You’re free to come, and free to go.”
Although the weather was still warm, the squad collectively agreed it was time to prepare for winter. To that end, Raven set aside funds for a shared insulated tent. In early August, the tent itself arrived from Yakutia—made from specially reinforced, frost-resistant materials. In Ulan-Ude, Raven found a welder willing to build the metal frame free of charge, as a personal contribution to the shaman’s cause. The tent was meant to house eight people. From time to time, Raven travelled back to Ulan-Ude to check in with the welder and stock up on supplies. 
One of the local residents donated his old car to the squad—a red Zhiguli, second model. Now they could move heavy supplies or drive to a nearby village to fill a few jerry cans with water for the camp kitchen. The man in charge of the Zhiguli was Igor, from Irkutsk Oblast.
Gabyshev was met at the border of Buryatia. A whole delegation of local opposition figures had gathered—mostly Buryats: defenders of Lake Baikal, a few communists, and others who simply sympathised. In Buryatia, the issue of Baikal’s ecology—often called “the sacred sea” here—is felt with particular intensity. For years, activists have fought against illegal dumping, shoreline development, untreated wastewater runoff, and deforestation. But so far, they’ve been losing, round after round. In addition to local officials and a business sector that’s far from responsible, the federal government itself supports greater exploitation of the Baikal ecosystem.
A large roadside stele stands at the border between Transbaikalia and Buryatia, marking the divide between the two regions. That’s where they waited for the shaman, parking their cars out in the field. Opposition activists from Chita—Lekha the Stoker, Stas, and others—were meant to arrive from the east. The idea was for the activists from Transbaikalia to pass the shamanic “baton” to their counterparts from Buryatia. The same was planned for the next crossing—between Buryatia and Irkutsk Oblast.
On the way to the scheduled meeting, the shaman seemed unusually grim and tense. The day before, he had ordered everyone in the squad not to accept water or food from anyone in Buryatia. It came across as categorical—he seemed to sense a threat, though he couldn’t tell exactly where it was coming from. They set up camp near the roadside stele. Cars were parked all around. At last, the meeting began. A few dozen people were present. Throughout the gathering with the activists, the shaman hardly smiled, sunk in a brooding silence. The first to speak was Stas from Chita.
"I wish for you to unite, to forget old quarrels, and to keep the shaman here—for the people of Irkutsk. Because we’re living in such an extraordinary time that, to me personally, it feels like this is Jesus Christ—not walking the land of Israel, but walking here, on our land, on Russian soil. And when he reaches Moscow, it won’t be just Russia that changes—the whole world will change. That’s all. Thank you."
Stas was a little drunk, but everyone still nodded in approval at his speech. The shaman stared at a fixed point; the comparison to Christ didn’t seem to surprise him. Then the representative from Buryatia took the floor.
"When the shaman came out of the Yakut taiga with a cart and set off to overthrow Putin, it was almost funny. I mean, look at Putin, his army, the Rosgvardiya, all the rest—I don’t even know what else they’ve got. And here comes this man, and all he’s got with him is a stove and a yurt. The government and Putin—they’re not the kind of people who should be running Russia. Everyone’s known that for a long time. But you can’t just get rid of him. We can’t vote him out—the elections are rigged. The results are faked. And if we take to the streets, if we go to rallies or protests, we get beaten with batons. We have no way to kick Putin out. And then the shaman appears—and the whole country is watching him. We’ll try to welcome him properly and bring him safely to the Irkutsk region."
Then a few more people spoke, though the shaman didn’t seem to be listening at all. Finally, the floor passed to the Buryat poet Yesugei Synduev—stocky, solid, the kind of man who looked as if he had no neck, as if his head were fixed straight onto his torso.
"Greetings on behalf of the poetic community of Buryatia. The Sinicisation of Siberia is now in full swing. Because Putin is staring into Xi Jinping’s mouth..."
Then he read out his own poem—about the Sinicisation of Siberia. Yesugei delivered it with feeling, raising his voice in the more dramatic parts. “Let’s stop the Sinicisation of Siberia!” he declared, and everyone applauded.
After the poetry readings, the shaman seemed to stir, as if waking up. The troopers were expected to respond somehow. Leshy was shoved into the centre. He had been waiting for this, and immediately began reciting verses about the fate of the Motherland. At last, the shaman pulled him back: that’s enough. Leshy gave a slight bow to the crowd and slipped back into the rear rows. Then the shaman invited Father Frost to speak, as the eldest member of the squad.
"I don’t even like walking, to be honest. But seeing all this—I’ll walk, walk, and keep walking. Because I have to show my support not with money, not with groceries, not with honey or butter. I have to do it with my own feet. With my soul and my feet—to stand behind the shaman. And that great and just goal will be achieved!"
Those present clapped. 
“Say something too, Raven,” said Gabyshev.
“We’re gonna make it. We will. Whatever we need—we’ll get it, we’ll find it, we’ll bring it. Whatever it takes. I’ll get you to Moscow, no matter what. I don’t see anyone more real than you. I’ve broken a lot in myself, you know me. Anyway, I won’t talk too much—I’ll start crying. We’ll all make it to Moscow. All the boys who are with us. And the goal you have—it’s not something you just imagined. I know that. God told you. And we’ll get there.” 
The last to speak was the shaman himself. Gabyshev thanked everyone for their support and said he would no longer take part in rallies. He didn’t explain why—just said: “You’ll understand later.” Then he stood up and adjusted his camouflage trousers. It was clear the formal part was over. The shaman went to lie down in the yurt, and the others drifted off around the camp.
[bookmark: _9dri9tlqxrdr]Kharauz — Mukhorshibir
On the morning of 19 August, the squad crossed into Buryatia. It was only an administrative border, vague and symbolic—but that day, many felt something significant had shifted. A threshold had been crossed. A Rubicon. From now on, everything would be different. Perhaps it was Gabyshev’s own shadowed mood that coloured the moment. It had never really left him.
Buryatia, like Yakutia, is one of the so-called “national” regions of the Russian Federation. There are other such territories across Siberia—Khakassia, Tyva, the Altai Republic. This form of administrative division is a legacy of the Soviet past, when every ethnic group in the USSR was allocated its own designated space within the “common house.” The size and status of that space—its cell—was meant to reflect the size of the group itself. If the non-Russian ethnic population was large enough, the region was granted the status of a republic within the USSR. If smaller, it became an autonomous republic within Soviet Russia.
The territory of today’s Republic of Buryatia has long-standing historical ties to Genghis Khan and neighbouring Mongolia. In the early years of Soviet rule, it was known as the Buryat-Mongol ASSR. Now, it is a poor region, with little in the way of industry or natural resource extraction. In recent Russian history, Buryatia has ranked among the highest in the number of men killed in the war in Ukraine: it is easier to mobilise people from poorer republics, and the payments offered for military contracts are perceived very differently here than in Moscow or St Petersburg.
Another outcome of the region’s economic decline is its criminal undercurrent. A striking example: the long-running jade wars—a standoff between law enforcement and illegal jade miners, known as black diggers. In neighbouring China, jade holds the status of a “national stone” and fetches high prices. So despite the fact that jade poaching is illegal in the Russian Federation and can lead to a prison sentence, there’s no shortage of people willing to mine and sell it off the books. In 2024, a video clip spread quickly across Russian social media—something straight out of the Wild West: a mob of black diggers hurling stones at police officers who had arrived on horseback to shut down an illegal site. The police fired warning shots into the air—but hit people anyway. One miner was wounded. At the same time, the police themselves don’t always operate by the book: officers have been known to confiscate unregistered equipment—excavators, quad bikes—or torch the diggers’ camps deep in the taiga.
Another striking feature of Buryatia is its vibrant religious mix. In the 17th century, Russian Cossacks arrived from the west, bringing Christianity with them. Around the same time, Buddhism began to move in from the south, from Mongolia. By the era of the Russian Empire, it had taken on distinct local forms and came to be known as Lamaism—a regional version of Tibetan Buddhism. At the same time, the Buryats themselves had been practising shamanism for centuries. The result today is a region where everything coexists: Lamaist Buddhists, Russian Orthodox, Old Believers, Lutherans... and shamanism is still very much alive. Along with Tyva and Yakutia, Buryatia is one of Russia’s most “shamanic” regions. Shamans are numerous, and their services are widely sought: for healing, for advice in difficult situations. They are taken seriously. You’ll also find plenty of syncretism here—cases where two, even three religions coexist in the same person’s mind.
You’d think that in this part of the country, a shaman—even an unorthodox one—would feel completely at home. But Gabyshev was brooding. And sure enough, just four days after the squad entered Buryatia, the first unpleasant incident occurred.
It was the old red Zhiguli that brought the trouble. When the squad stopped near the village of Mukhoshibir, Igor went off to fill water jerry cans. On the bonnet and boot of the car were large stickers showing the shaman in a lotus pose, with black and white wings. On the way back, Igor was stopped by the traffic police. The reason: the licence plates had been taped over—someone had even stuck a Gabyshev sticker there. Then it turned out the car’s papers weren’t in order either—the insurance was registered to someone else. The officers asked Igor to come with them for alcohol and drug testing. While he argued with them, Raven came running from the camp, followed shortly by Gabyshev and his entourage. Just as the driver was about to step out of the car, the shaman firmly forbade it. He told the police they had fifteen minutes to write up the report—no more. That was the ultimatum. After that, he said, he’d take the Zhiguli and Igor and leave. Otherwise, there would be a fight. The police gave no reaction. They kept filling out the paperwork.
As any Russian driver knows, this kind of procedure can drag on for ages. But the shaman didn’t realise that. He sat down in the shade by the roadside; the others from the squad perched beside him, like sparrows on a wire. One officer stayed in the car, filling out the paperwork, while the other argued with the shaman, who was counting down the minutes aloud. Nothing serious was happening—until Dima from Yakutia joined the conversation. He had only just arrived the day before: a very young, painfully thin guy, wearing a threadbare vest and a cap. He’d shown up with a guitar, though he didn’t know how to play it. Something in Gabyshev’s battle-ready tone must have worked him up—because then he lost the plot.
"If you touch us, you'll be hanging from poles!" Dima shouted.
"You’ve got ten minutes left. We leave in peace—or if it’s war you want, that’s on you," Gabyshev continued the countdown.
"And what reaction am I supposed to have to that?" the Buryat policeman asked phlegmatically.
"Our relatives won’t let you rest! You’ll be cursed—your children too!" Dima the guitarist wouldn’t let up.
The policeman was clearly stung by the words. But he didn’t answer Dima—he addressed the shaman instead, seeing him as the leader, and therefore responsible for his “subordinates.”
"What kind of shaman is allowed to curse children? Show me such a shaman… Why are you silent? You think I don’t know shamanism? I know it well."
After that, Gabyshev and his entire entourage clearly backed off. The overexcited Dima seemed to realise he'd said too much. Everyone fell silent under the policeman’s gaze. Raven tried to save the situation.
“Sanya, Igor just needs to read the paper and leave.”
Igor walked back toward the police car. For a moment, it seemed like things were calming down. But they weren’t. That’s when the police said they were impounding the vehicle—and Dima stepped in again.
"You’ll be condemned by the people!" he shouted, trying to stop the police from opening the doors of the Zhiguli.
The shaman clearly didn’t know what to do. He mostly kept silent. Ever since Dima the guitarist had threatened to curse the children of the Buryat patrolmen, it was as if Gabyshev had lost his sense of righteousness. The battle was already lost. Gradually, the squad members began to take the water jerry cans out of the car, and Raven started acting up in front of the police.
"Can we set it on fire? I’ll take responsibility! Governor, how are we supposed to live without it? How are we going to carry water?! Let me set it on fire!"
The cops were adamant, and Raven began to nervously peel the huge stickers with the shaman's image off the car. Igor did what he could to salvage the situation. 
“You’ll join us when our power is greater than yours!” he said. “You’ll be the first to come running!”
“Safe travels,” the officers replied.
The very next day, Dima the guitarist raised his guitar above his head and smashed it to the ground in a single blow. Then he grabbed his rucksack and walked off for good. That was his reaction to someone’s reproach—something about how he shouldn’t speak that way about children. The Zhiguli, by the way, was eventually retrieved from the police and returned to its original owner, who declined to lend it to the squad a second time. Raven drew his own conclusions from the episode and suggested they buy a minibus—an old white Gazelle. The shaman didn’t object. Raven launched an online fundraiser, and before long, they had their own transport again. Igor was once more put in charge of the vehicle.
With all the chaos unfolding around Gabyshev, something had to be done: some kind of discipline, some rules, a way to keep out the unhinged and unstable. Gabyshev, it seemed, found a solution. At his suggestion, the squad began drafting a charter. The document went through many versions—items could be added or removed at any time. Here is one of them.

SET OF LAWS AND RULES FOR SQUAD MEMBERS
· All members of the squad are free settlers and free people. Their right to liberty is inviolable.
· Everyone has the right to take photos and record videos within the squad.
· Everyone is free to join or leave the squad at will.
· Anyone may choose to volunteer in support of the squad’s daily life—but no one is to be forced.
· Each person has the right to share personal information at their own discretion, and to show or withhold documents as they see fit.
· The squad observes a dry law: the use of alcohol and drugs is strictly forbidden.
· Quarrels and fights are prohibited. Violation will result in expulsion.
· Physical punishment is forbidden. Revenge is a sin.
· No one may interfere in the roles or responsibilities of squad members.
· Punishment, if applied, takes the form of banishment—and even then, with forgiveness.
· Deliberate defiance of the shaman’s orders results in expulsion.
· Raven is the shaman’s right hand. His duties include overseeing all members of the squad and acting as the unit’s security service. He has the authority to ask any questions necessary for the squad’s safety.
· It is recommended to speak without using mat[footnoteRef:7]. The only exception is Raven—he is the shaman’s mystical bird. [7:  mat—Russian profanity; a system of taboo, often obscene language, considered deeply offensive in public or formal settings.] 

· The angel is the left wing of the shaman, his counsellor and sage.
· All members of the self-defence squad are required to follow the orders of the squad leader, Raven and Shaman.
· After one month of camping life, everyone is entitled to one week's holiday, excluding travel. Payment for travel is at the expense of the squad.
· Any offences committed within the squad are an internal squad matter and are dealt with by squad laws.
· The role of the judicial system is fulfilled by the Council of Squad Members. The final decision is made by the Shaman.
· Any outside interference in the internal affairs of the squad is prohibited and will be dealt with.

At times, their text seems funny—naïve, even childish. As if a group of schoolchildren had come up with the rules for a game they’d just invented and only they understood. Of course, there was a leader in this game—a kind of ringleader. But still, what made all these people join him? They were different even in appearance. And beyond that: in life experience, in intelligence, in education, in the way they viewed the world. In some way, maybe, they embodied Russia itself—coming from different regions, different social layers. Like in some old parable: a thief, a soldier, an old man, a righteous one, a jester, and a prostitute set out on the road. And now, all of them together, they are wandering westward, through endless forests and steppe.
What drove them? Faith in miracles? Belief in Gabyshev’s supernatural powers? Some kind of personal magnetism? Unlikely. In private, a few admitted they thought Gabyshev was “mad”—only his madness, they said, was the right kind. The kind that heals. Maybe it was a shared rejection of Putin’s politics. But there are, and always have been, thousands—millions—in Russia who openly loathe Putin. And yet they didn’t walk the road with Gabyshev.
One day it struck me—this was just like that scene in Forrest Gump, when the crowd starts running after him. “It was like I got a signal, and I thought: this guy knows what he’s doing,” says the first person who decides to join Forrest’s endless run across America. It was the same with us. All of us—the crowd walking behind him, myself included, and those who weren’t walking but watching the shaman through social media—we all had the same thought: he knows what he’s doing. Maybe the only one among us who truly does.
[bookmark: _u5akn1j7xjzx]Mukhorshibir — Khabsagai khada 
At the very end of August, Gabyshev was due to appear in Ulan-Ude. A certain tension began to build around the event. Journalists and small Buryat “delegations” were dropping in on him from time to time. Many were expecting another vivid appearance—like the one in Chita a month and a half earlier. Gabyshev himself was eager to reach the capital of Buryatia. Like his companions, he was worn down by life in the open, and a pause in the city offered a chance to catch his breath, rest, and get clean. Beyond Ulan-Ude lay a new leg of the journey, running along Lake Baikal. By September, the weather in these parts shifts: winds off the lake bring in the cold, and this next push could prove far harder than the relatively easy summer trek across Transbaikalia and Buryatia. But just a day—or a day and a half—from the city, an unexpected obstacle appeared: the Buryat shamans.
The meeting took place on the highway near Mount Khabsagai Khada—also known as the Sleeping Lion, or sometimes Omulevka. The mountain’s outline really does resemble a beast. For the Lamaites and shamanists of Buryatia, it holds sacral significance: once a year, shamans climb it to honour the local spirits. Not far from there stands a memorial cross dedicated to Protopope Avvakum, the most famous of Russia’s Old Believers, who passed through these lands on his way to exile in 1657. It was here that the Buryat shamans chose to meet Gabyshev. The travellers knew they were being awaited well before reaching the mountain—several kilometres out, the Buryats could be heard quite literally. They had brought with them tambourines and ritual sticks, and as Gabyshev approached, the pounding began—furious, unrelenting. It’s hard to say whether the drumming held some sacred ritual meaning—or whether it was meant to unsettle the outsider, the shaman-warrior from Yakutia.
There were about two dozen Buryat shamans, men and women, all dressed in bright ritual garments, mostly in shades of blue. A “negotiator” stepped forward to approach Gabyshev—a stocky man in his fifties, with a cropped haircut and a red beard. At first, he was friendly enough. He smiled and said the shamans wanted to speak with Gabyshev. It didn’t take long to see who was in charge. He introduced himself directly: the Supreme Shaman of the Republic of Buryatia. His name was Bair Tsyrendorzhiev.
"Your rhetoric is tied to war," said the supreme shaman, "and the last straw for us was that you cursed our children, our grandchildren." (Apparently, the story about the policeman hadn’t gone unnoticed.)
"You’re asking me directly—well, here I am, just as I am," Gabyshev said calmly.
"Why, as a shaman, are you violating the foundations of our religion? The core of it is: do not kill, do not sow enmity, bring harmony and light to people. Why are you going against that and calling people to war? Are you truly a shaman? That’s what we’re worried about."
"Ask me the most important question of all: Am I a real shaman or not?"
"I asked." 
"I say yes."
Following Tsyrendorzhiev, other Buryat shamans joined the conversation.
“Don’t touch our name, our faith… Deny that you’re a shaman—just say you’re a warrior. For centuries our ancestors worshipped the sky, and you’ve gone and mixed it all with shit…”
“I am Sakha. I am a warrior shaman,” Gabyshev replied.
“There are no warrior shamans,” said Tsyrendorzhiev with quiet dignity.
“Tengri said: Putin is not a man—he’s a demon. He must be banished. I will carry out his order. I’m on my mission,” Gabyshev replied.
“We’ve come to reason with you. To ask you. Don’t touch our religion. So that you might understand what you were born for,” the “negotiator” objected. “I’ll tell you this, as a shaman: when you leave this place, walk ten kilometres and realise that you are not a shaman—then your soul will be at peace.”
Footage of the meeting appeared on YouTube that same day. The exchange was tense, voices raised. Several of the shamans who had come with Tsyrendorzhiev were shouting, and the shaman’s supporters shouted back. Someone in the crowd began pushing his opponents. It nearly came to blows.
In the end, the Buryats let the squad pass, promising not to “close the road”—that is, not to obstruct their path by magical means. One way or another, what Gabyshev had apparently feared on entering Buryatia came to pass: they encountered strong resistance. And it was resistance of an ideological and mystical kind—perhaps for that very reason, all the more effective.
Later, in an interview with local media, Tsyrendorzhiev stated his position more clearly, almost propagandistically. 
"This is an anti-state movement—essentially, it’s a call to war," he said. "I think he was either recruited by agents of foreign states, or someone put the idea in his head. Told him: you must become a shaman and declare that you're going to overthrow Putin—or the government. That way you generate this hype, which is meant to draw in a crowd. Especially now, in such uncertain times. If it had happened ten years ago, no one would have even noticed…
You can see that the people gathering around him are those who want to “get noticed,” or those who stand to gain something—say, in an election. What’s surprising is that even seemingly intelligent people associate themselves with him—and in doing so, make themselves worthless.
Then these two men appear. One is a ‘white wing’—withdrawn. The other is a black man, a convict. And then it all turns into some kind of game—charters start appearing, like in any sect. And when that group begins calling for war, it becomes an extremist movement. All of it presented under the name of shamanism. And suddenly, in the eyes of everyone in Russia, shamanism becomes some extremist religion. We Buryats—we’ll understand what’s really going on. But others won’t. They’ll think that shamanism is like this—sword, dagger, war. This man is tarnishing an entire layer of sacred spiritual heritage, shared by many peoples from the Urals to the Pacific. All of them once practised shamanism. And now all of it—tradition, culture, identity, sacredness—can be wiped away by one Gabyshev."
Bair Tsyrendorzhiev and the shamans who came with him were quickly dubbed “pro-Putin shamans” by many on social media. And can they really be shamans if they love the state that much? Gabyshev himself saw his counterparts as genuine shamans—pro-government, yes, but still real.
Tsyrendorzhiev even held an official position—chairman of the board of Tengeri, one of the largest shamanic associations in Buryatia. The name comes from the sky god Tengri, the highest deity in the pantheon of Mongolic and Turkic peoples—the same name Gabyshev invoked when speaking with Tsyrendorzhiev. At first glance, the idea of a registered, official shamanic organisation may seem absurd. But in many Siberian regions of Russia, it’s a perfectly ordinary arrangement. Having legal status and registration as a religious group allows these communities to function more smoothly in day-to-day life. And here we touch on another important layer of this narrow, often hidden stratum within contemporary Russia. Shamanism is officially recognised as a religion only in Tyva and Buryatia. However hard Tengeri, other local shamanic organisations (known by their Russian acronym MROSH—“local religious organisations of shamans”), and the man who calls himself the Supreme Shaman of Russia—Tuva-born Kara-ool Dopchun-ool—may try, the “shamanic lobby” still lacks the weight to gain federal recognition for shamanism as a national religion. Naturally, for shamans who are part of registered communities, the lone figure of Gabyshev could only provoke skepticism or outright rejection—even without considering political loyalty. It’s no surprise they contested the very idea that Gabyshev belonged to their trade.
The reproach from Buryat shamans—that Gabyshev was “calling people to war”—sounded even more hypocritical after 24 February 2022. In the new reality, many shamans openly supported the so-called “special military operation.” Some even went to the front, showing little concern for the “harmony” and “peacefulness” promoted by the “supreme shaman of Buryatia.” One example is Mikhail Budeyev, a shaman who calmly practises “military shamanism,” combining his presence at the front with ritual work, offering protective ceremonies for fellow soldiers.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Pronina K. "Believe me, we are very much at war...". People of Baikal. ] 

Still, even those marching with Gabyshev had questions of their own. Many didn’t fully understand what exactly he planned to do—what “expelling the demon from the Kremlin” actually meant. At one point, Father Frost asked him directly what he would do if the demon-Putin appeared in front of him right then and there. “Tie him up,” Gabyshev replied. When pressed—“With what?”—he just said: “I know how.” For many, even the phrase itself was unclear. You can drive a demon out of a person, yes—but how do you expel a person-as-demon from a building? The ambiguity led to different interpretations. Some, it seemed, didn’t believe in the “expulsion” at all, or didn’t see it as the point. In one interview, Kirill-the-Warrior told journalists: “The meaning of our journey is the journey itself. We’re simply walking in peaceful support of Alexander Gabyshev. We’re not expelling anyone—we just want to draw attention to what’s happening in the country.”
It was telling that most of those who followed Gabyshev were Russians; there were few Buryats or Yakuts in his “squad.” He didn’t heal, didn’t cast fortunes, didn’t predict anything—he fell outside the local tradition. “Any member of a traditional shamanic society knows that a shaman is a special person, chosen by the spirits and endowed with specific abilities to contact virtual worlds and their inhabitants,” writes Valentina Kharitonova, one of Russia’s leading scholars on shamanism. But in Gabyshev’s case, these contacts with the spirit world took the form of a single repeated phrase about a demon—reinforced only by the steady grind of daily walking.
It so happened that at the end of August, I left the unit for a while and ended up in the village of Arshan, in western Buryatia, at the foot of the Sayan Mountains. I got there almost by chance—I was meant to fly to Yakutsk, but there were no tickets left from either Ulan-Ude or Irkutsk. The holiday season was winding down. I didn’t want to sit alone in some dusty, overheated Buryat city. A few acquaintances suggested Arshan. They said the place had a special kind of nature, with thermal springs. And they were right—it felt like a resort: mountain air, healing waters, sweeping views. Almost Switzerland—only right on the border with Mongolia.
In the Sayan Mountains, I’d gone to get away—from the whole story, and from the shamans too. But on the very first day, the owner of the cabin I’d rented told me that they had their own shaman here as well—also called “Uncle Sasha.” People came to him from almost every corner of the country, because he was known as a powerful fortune-teller. His method was unusual. You had to bring a bottle of vodka—a specific brand. The shaman would look into the bottle and see the person’s future there. He didn’t drink it himself. He just told them what would happen, or gave advice. “A very, very strong shaman,” the lodge owner said, full of praise for his fellow villager.
I had my doubts about the Arshan shaman’s methods, but I still went to the shop for a bottle. In the end, I never met Uncle Sasha. When I reached his hut, there was a crowd outside—people everywhere, cars parked all around. To get an appointment, you had to sign up. I was number sixty on the list. So I took my bottle of vodka and climbed up the mountain, where, surrounded by sunlight, a blue sky, and the shadows of scattered clouds drifting across the valley, I quite successfully entered an altered state of consciousness on my own.
Of course, I didn’t learn about shamanism only from what was happening around Gabyshev. At the time, I was reading a book by the renowned Yakut ethnographer Gavriil Ksenofontov. It was called Shamanism. What especially caught my attention was how one becomes a shaman. In Yakut tradition, the shamanic gift is inherited, and it’s usually preceded by the “shamanic illness”—a formative period marked by extreme psychophysical changes in the body. “According to the stories,” Ksenofontov writes, “ancient shamans, during the period when their bodies are dissected by demons, live shut inside their home, far from others. The dissection of the shaman’s body, it is said, goes as follows. With an iron hook, they tear apart and separate all the joints; the bones are cleaned, the flesh scraped out, the body fluids removed. Both eyes are taken from their sockets and laid aside. When the operation is complete, the bones are reassembled and sewn together with iron thread, and the eyeballs are put back in place. Only after all this do they—the demons—turn him into a shaman.”
Gabyshev knew Ksenofontov’s book well. When I asked him about it, he answered irritably: “If you’re into those kinds of shamans—go to the village. I’m not like that.” There were no known shamans in Gabyshev’s family, but he had gone through something resembling a shaman’s sickness—a concept in Indigenous Siberian belief, where a future shaman is marked by a deep personal crisis. In one of his impromptu roadside interviews, Gabyshev told a blogger that he had once been married. His wife was diagnosed with stomach cancer. For five years, he tried to save her, but failed—she died almost in his arms. The grief nearly drove him mad.
“They nearly put me in a psychiatric ward a few times… But my mother protected me. She understood—he’s going through a rite of passage, leave him be. And she said to me: ‘Go to the forest, son, no one will touch you there. Live there.’ So I went into the forest. God didn’t give me any healing powers. I can’t do anything—I can’t heal with my hands, I can’t see the future. What I can do is fight, as they say. And then I asked God: what’s it all for, this shaman stuff? I’m a Christian. Christ says: love your neighbour, turn the other cheek. It’s a contradiction. How can this be? You’re teaching me to cause harm. ‘Wait—your time will come,’ a voice from above answered me.”
[bookmark: _s712f18ksnd5]Ulan-Ude
On 30 August, the squad entered the capital of Buryatia. Unlike many Siberian cities disfigured by Soviet-era prefab housing, Ulan-Ude has preserved the spirit of old Asia. In some almost intangible way—perhaps above all through its palette of colours—the city evokes a Buddhist temple: at once bright and subdued. Its official symbol, though, is the giant head of Lenin in the central square. Gabyshev never saw it. Together with his squad, he went straight to their next temporary shelter. The outskirts of Ulan-Ude resemble a sprawling village—clusters of low wooden houses, loosely scattered across the land. One of them was given to the shaman and his companions by the poet Yesugei. There wasn’t enough room for everyone in the three small rooms, so some of the squad pitched tents directly in the courtyard.
Almost immediately, dozens of townspeople and delegations from the Buryat public began streaming into the house to see the shaman and ask their questions. He kept repeating that there would be no rally in Ulan-Ude—they would rest, and then move on. After the meeting with the Tengeri shamans, a certain tension set in. Everyone felt it wasn’t wise to linger in Ulan-Ude, and two days later Gabyshev gave the order to set off again. They left the city in an unusual way—more like an evacuation than a departure. The cart was crammed into a lorry, and the members of the squad were loaded into a bus driven by Yesugei (he worked as a PAZik driver—a common Soviet-era model of rural bus). That’s how they reached the highway. Once outside the city, they continued north, in the direction of Baikal.
Soon a strange rumour reached them: people in Ulan-Ude were saying that the poet Yesugei had gotten into a fight with one of the Tengeri shamans who’d come to settle some kind of score. Word was the shaman had been drunk. A couple of days later, news came that Yesugei had been fired—either for his public support of Gabyshev or for misusing the bus. Around the same time, almost everyone in the squad came down with some brutal kind of cold. They were coughing and sneezing constantly. At night, the camp sounded like a hospital ward.
Then came another mishap. Igor was once again in charge of the white Gazelle van, and once again he was stopped by the traffic police. The same thing happened as with the red Zhiguli, only this time Igor hit the gas and tried to make a run for it. Naturally, they caught him. The result: handcuffs, a quick court hearing, and two weeks in a special detention centre. No one was particularly eager to fight for Igor or try to save him a second time.
Why did all these setbacks happen just then? Why did the trek through Buryatia feel somehow heavier than the Transbaikal epic? Had the shamans of Tengeri closed the way after all—despite their promise not to?
On Sunday, 8 September 2019, Ulan-Ude held its mayoral elections. There was a lot of talk around town, and of course the shaman had heard about them too. The pro-government candidate, Igor Shutenkov—a self-nominated contender backed by United Russia—won. His opponent, Vyacheslav Markhaev of the Communist Party, a senator from neighbouring Irkutsk Oblast, came away with 36.6%. The next day, during a press huddle with the newly elected mayor, Dmitry Bairov—a local blogger, opposition activist, taxi driver, and freshly minted supporter of the shaman—ran up and confronted him. He demanded the release of Igor, the Gazelle van driver detained the day before. Bairov cut Shutenkov off, shouting over the journalists while filming for YouTube. Yesugei joined in. The two of them yelled in unison that the election had been rigged. The press event fell apart. Shutenkov slunk back into City Hall. Bairov headed to Ulan-Ude’s central square—to Lenin’s head.
He parked his taxi right on the main square and locked himself inside. On both doors, in bold lettering, was the name: “Bairov.” For several hours, live on his channel, he called on the townspeople to gather in the square, to fight for Igor’s release and protest against the rigged elections. By around eight in the evening, several hundred people had gathered on the Square of Soviets—including the defeated candidate Markhaev. No arrests were made that first day. That night, a few dozen protesters stayed behind to keep watch. In the morning, local MP Tsyrenov, who had also joined the rally, claimed he and his supporters had been attacked by unknown assailants who tried to abduct them—but they managed to fight them off.
In the afternoon of 10 September, the number of protesters in the square grew again to several hundred. Some of them “barricaded” themselves inside a minivan bearing Communist Party symbols. The authorities’ response was inevitable: soon, OMON riot police moved in from the administration building toward the square. They tried to encircle the vehicle, but several protesters rushed to defend it. At the same time, a group of masked men in civilian clothes burst out of a white Gazelle van—the same model the shaman had used. They were police officers, most likely from Centre “E,” the political policing unit set up under Putin to suppress opposition. In their hands were axes and metal batons, which they used to smash the van’s windows and drag out Bairov along with several others. Then the Gazelle, tyres screeching, sped away. OMON pulled back to their original position.
On the one hand, it was a classic case of Russian vintilovo—a slang term for the violent breakup of a protest. On the other hand, what was happening looked even wilder than what people had grown used to in Moscow or St. Petersburg in those years. What shocked everyone most was the presence of hatchets.
The protesters managed to hold the square for one more day. Senator Markhaev showed up again—news footage captured the look of surprise on his face; he, too, was very much part of the system. It all ended that night. Novaya Gazeta reported that the protesters had once again decided to sleep in the bus—and the police threw a smoke bomb into it. People, including a pregnant woman, started gasping for air and fleeing the vehicle, only to be violently seized and thrown onto the asphalt. Later, detainees clarified that it wasn’t just smoke—a gas canister had been discharged inside the bus. The Ministry of Internal Affairs immediately blamed the protesters themselves.
Gradually, the situation began to calm down. But soon Ulan-Ude was being discussed at the federal level. This post-election crisis was an extraordinary event for Buryatia. And somehow, the whole story became associated with the shaman Gabyshev—the one walking to Moscow to exorcise the demon Putin. “We didn’t interfere in anything,” Gabyshev later recalled. “I don’t know who up there got spooked—maybe some roasted rooster bit them, it’s all covered in mysticism. And the Buryats—they’re an apolitical, calm people. Then suddenly—bang—rallies. That’s mysticism too. We didn’t really take part in any of it. My position’s simple: we just follow the road. We’re humble people—we take things as they come.”
Still, if before the whole mayoral election business the shaman could be ignored—pushed aside as a sideshow—now, with Gabyshev gone, the head of the republic, Alexei Tsydenov, has finally spoken. “It’s a very murky situation… Not so much because of the shaman himself, but because of the people around him, and how the whole thing was organised. You know, there’s a thief, this handler of his, who has eight criminal convictions. You have to go out of your way to find someone with eight convictions. And there’s a business going on around the shaman—credit cards being passed around, money being taken off people. This whole operation—I don’t know if it’s political or commercial…”
Some commentators saw the unrest as a direct consequence of the shaman’s march—something close to a miracle. “When Gabyshev reached Ulan-Ude, Putin’s people began losing seats in elections across Russia,” wrote the Ukrainian columnist Ivan Yakovina. “And what’s more, in Buryatia itself, there was almost a Maidan—something unheard of in those parts.”
Gabyshev himself was in no cheerful mood in those days.
[bookmark: _8kbxito67dv]Ulan-Ude — Slyudyanka
Imperceptibly, step by step, day by day, the trek through Buryatia was growing steadily more dramatic. Before they even reached Baikal, the squad suffered fresh losses. Aikhal left to return home to Yakutia on family business. Marina-Frodo was expelled again—her second time—for squabbling. The same fate befell Owl and (once again) Leshy, cast out after falling out with Raven, whom they suspected of skimming money from the communal pot. But new people joined the movement too. In Ulan-Ude they were joined by Lekha-the-Cat, an old hand who’d done time in prison and fought in the Chechen war back in the 1990s. Broad-faced, close-cropped, in his forties, he really did move and talk like a cat—quick, quiet, restless. It was as if he’d long since had enough: of his worn-out daily routine, of his dead-end job at Russian Railways, working for pennies. So he left it all behind and went in search of the shaman.
There were other newcomers: Engineer and Winter. The Engineer’s name was Sasha; he was also connected to the world of physics and held an academic degree. In Winter’s case, it quickly became clear that the central event in his biography was prison time. Through some unspoken signals—understood only by them—he and Raven established contact almost instantly. Winter agreed to serve under him and follow any order without question. “They’ve got prison business,” the squad said. There was something unusually easy between them. It felt as if Winter hadn’t come for the shaman at all, but for Raven.
A week after leaving Ulan-Ude, they reached Lake Baikal—the largest freshwater lake in the world. It was vast, more like a sea than a lake, and the great expanse of water drew in cold, wind, and cloud. The temperature dropped sharply.
What Gabyshev had done already seemed unbelievable. Spring, summer, autumn—months on the road. Dozens, maybe hundreds, of villages and small towns left behind. Thousands of people met along the way. Blistered feet. Torn trainers. And now, finally, a new and significant threshold. From Baikal onward, everything would begin to change. Day by day, the landscape would shift: new terrain, new regions, cities with millions of inhabitants—Irkutsk, Krasnoyarsk, Novosibirsk, Yekaterinburg. And after that, Moscow wouldn’t be far. But no one seemed to feel joy or relief. Not the shaman. Not the people walking behind him.
On the contrary, in those days near Baikal, they began to feel a rising unease. It was as if it hung in the cold autumn air. Unconfirmed rumours came from all directions: someone had seen a column of police vehicles on the highway; someone had heard something from someone in Ulan-Ude; a mysterious plane from Moscow had supposedly landed in Irkutsk. None of it could be verified—but the rumours kept coming, thick and fast, from every side. It was as if the squad had fallen under the gaze of Sauron’s eye—the burning eye from The Lord of the Rings—and now only a miracle could help them escape what was coming.
Gabyshev himself had begun to consider the possibility of defeat. He warned those around him: “If we lose, there will be terrible revenge—against us, and against our families. That’s why we must not lose.” In his account of Gabyshev’s march, Father Frost, Viktor Yegorov recalled one of the more dramatic moments from those days:
I remember one evening, sitting by the fire, when the Shaman’s phone rang. We all stopped talking so as not to disturb him. But he didn’t say anything into the receiver either. For about ten minutes, the fire crackled quietly, surrounded by silent people. From time to time, the Shaman murmured, “Yes, I understand.” He rested the hand holding the phone on his knee. Then he stayed quiet a little longer and said:
"My brother’s wife has died. The children are left behind—they’ve become orphans. But what can I do for them? I’m here, they’re there in Yakutsk. I have to go and tie him down. Otherwise, he’ll bring even more grief. The battle will be fierce—victory or death."
And after those words, he turned to us:
"Anyone who has a mother, a wife, children waiting at home—go. I’m letting you go. Save your loved ones. I couldn’t save mine."
Then he went into the yurt. We could hear him sobbing.
The anxiety was growing. At one point, the shaman grew uneasy about camping so close to the road. First, he ordered the flags taken down and no fires lit. Then he told everyone not to smoke. Finally, he ordered them to move deeper into the forest. It wasn’t easy. They had to shift their tents in the dark, without lanterns. But somehow they managed. The next morning, after some discussion, they agreed the tactic was unlikely to help. Whoever was looking for them would find them—whether they were by the roadside or hidden in the woods. The pace of the march began to pick up. Everyone was hoping to leave Buryatia and its troubles behind and enter Irkutsk Oblast. Things might be different in the new region. Many were still thinking about the encounter with the Tengeri shamans. What if they had closed the road after all, despite their promises?
Someone suggested they take a bus for the last stretch—just a few dozen kilometres to the Irkutsk Oblast border. A way to break out of the trap. Get it over with in one leap. They agreed. With the money they had left, Raven found a driver from Irkutsk and made arrangements. The man set off the next morning. But just as the bus was nearing the pickup point, Gabyshev suddenly said it was off. “I made a vow to God to walk. If I break it, I’ll lose all my strength.” The others stood there, unsure what to say. In silence, they stepped back onto the road and kept walking, as before. Some kind of ending was close. And on the night of 18 to 19 September, it came.
Both on that day and after, many claimed the order to arrest the shaman had come directly from Putin. Everyone in the squad believed it. Alexei Navalny said as much in his videos: the Kremlin, he argued, wasn’t nearly as afraid of opposition politicians as it was of this shaman—they were trembling with fear. Plenty of commentators on social media agreed. That version of events, of course, has a right to exist. But it comes with as much proof as any of the others—that is, none. The Buryat authorities might have wanted revenge for the unrest in Ulan-Ude. Or perhaps not revenge, but fear: that letting the shaman pass through their territory might earn them a slap on the wrist from their bosses in Moscow. The decision to detain him could just as easily have come from some mid-level FSB officer responsible for Buryatia or the Irkutsk region. We do not know why Gabyshev was arrested—and we are unlikely to find out for years.
Right after the raid, Wolf and Father Frost headed to the motorway to record a video for YouTube and tell the world what had happened. There was no signal in those parts, so they had to walk several kilometres to the nearest village. When they got back to the camp, the others were still talking it over. The carriage had turned back into a pumpkin—but no one was surprised. It was as if they all knew it couldn’t go on like this. There are no fairy tales in real life. Some of them had walked more than 1,500 kilometres alongside the shaman. But when it came to the decisive moment, they could do nothing. What could they do against armed OMON officers?
The squad decided, collectively, to do what they had done before—keep walking. Who knows: if the spark is kept alive, maybe one day it will catch fire again. They carefully packed up the shaman’s belongings, the yurt, and set off. The next day, just as they crossed into Irkutsk Oblast, Raven’s phone suddenly rang. It was the shaman. Everyone gathered around the “right wing,” and he put the call on speaker. Gabyshev spoke briefly, nervously. It was clear he wasn’t alone—and he wasn’t free. The police were nearby. He said he was fine. He said he was at home, in Yakutsk.
"Shaman, I’m sorry—we couldn’t help you."
"Listen to my orders: the squad is disbanded. Go home."
"Sanya... Shaman..."
"Go home, boys. I’m disbanding the squad."
The conversation was over. The shaman’s companions stood in silence, trying to process what they had just heard. Only yesterday, they’d all been walking the road together—now a powerful demonic force had snatched the shaman and flung him thousands of kilometres back, to the very place where he had begun his journey six months earlier. He had urged them, more than once, to disperse. But no one wanted things to end like this—to simply go home. Some strange inertia kept pushing them forward. And so they kept walking, though now in a reduced numbers: Father Frost, the Engineer, the Raven, the Warrior, the Angel, the Cat, and Winter had all gone.
The next day, what had long seemed inevitable finally happened. In the Irkutsk region, near Slyudyanka, the remaining members of the squad were detained by police for a "preventive conversation" and released with a citation for violating traffic regulations—they had been walking along the roadway. The shaman’s supporters claim that at the station they were threatened by officers from a security agency, which they identified as the FSB. “The ‘polite people’ showed up and pulled out a few of us... They made it very clear: we were going against the system. If we didn’t come to our senses, we’d be classified as terrorists... They gave us an ultimatum and until morning. After that, they said they’d storm the camp,” one member of the squad told journalists.
After that, no one went anywhere.
Russia is known to be a tragicomic country. In this case, the comic part fell to two men—Owl and Leshy. Owl had a strange idea. The shaman, he claimed, was a poor administrator and organiser, with no management experience, and had thereby ruined his own mission. But the idea itself—a foot march to Moscow—was, in Owl’s view, a good one. Owl wasn’t blind. He had seen how much the shaman’s journey had moved people, how they responded to him. So he decided to take the challenge upon himself and set off alone. No one joined him—not even those who couldn’t stand Raven. Only Leshy came along, whom the shaman had expelled even earlier. Together, Owl and Leshy recorded a video. In it, they aired their grievances against Gabyshev, then deliberately drank vodka on camera in open defiance of the dry law, and prepared to strike out on their own. Their complaints sounded childish. It was hard to feel sorry for them. For a while, the main squad and Owl with Leshy walked more or less in parallel. Then the FSB came for Owl in the same manner—and he returned to Chita in his motorhome. What became of Leshy is unknown.
Just as at the very beginning of his journey, Alexander Gabyshev was once again alone. The day after his arrest, he found himself on a plane with officers from the FSB. He hadn’t flown in years. The other passengers didn’t pay much attention to him or his escort, though it seemed a few recognised him. From his seat he could see a sliver of the porthole. Through drifting patches of cloud, the land came into view—the winding of rivers, distant mountain ridges, and the endless taiga, spilling outward like a dark green sea. It had taken him half a year on foot to cross that land. The return took two hours. The shaman closed his eyes. Snatches of Orthodox prayers and algyses—traditional Sakha blessings—flashed through his mind. He seemed to drift off, and only woke when the plane began its descent.
When Werner Herzog walked on foot from Munich to Paris in 1974, his personal magic—let’s call it that—worked. Lotte Eisner, the legendary film critic he was walking to, did not die. Gabyshev, by contrast, was stopped by the Russian authorities before he could reach his destination. The exorcism of the demon never took place—or at least, was postponed indefinitely.
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