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1. Introduction 

 
For several years past I have been attempting to trace the remarkable series of journeys made 

by Thomas and Lucy Atkinson throughout Central Asia and Siberia in the course of the seven 

years from 1847-53. I have already visited the Zhetysu region of Eastern Kazakhstan on four 

occasions and in 2016 took a group of 10 descendants of the Atkinsons to that region to visit 

places associated with the couple and with the birth of their son, Alatau Tamchiboulac Atkinson, 

in November 1848. 

 

Some of the Atkinsons’ most important journeys took place in Eastern Siberia, as they spent two 

winters in the city of Irkutsk, close to Lake Baikal, and used this as a base from which to explore 

the region. In the winters, they would stay in town, where Thomas would convert his sketches 

into the wonderful watercolour paintings that have become his trademark, but as soon as the 

snow began to melt in the late spring, they would be off on horseback into the Siberian 

wilderness. 

 

This is precisely what happened on 23rd May 1851, when the Atkinsons set off from Irkutsk on an 

extended summer expedition to the Eastern Sayan Mountains in what is now western Buryatia, 

close to the border with the Republic of Tuva. Even today, this is a very remote region, but in the 

early 1850s this was almost unknown territory.  

 

Things did not start out well. Their three-year-old son, Alatau, had a fever when they left Irkutsk, 

and when they reached Kultuk, on the shores of Lake Baikal, the local priest told them on no 

account to give spring water to the child as it would surely kill him. In horror, Lucy realized she 

had already done so. As soon as the priest left she burst into tears, only to be diverted when the 

youngster woke up asking for food for the first time in several days. He was through his fever. 

 

Both Thomas and Lucy describe this journey in their books – Thomas in Chapter 29 of Oriental 

and Western Siberia1 and Lucy in Chapter 13 of Recollections of Tartar Steppes2. By any 

measurement it was an epic journey.  

 

From Irkutsk one travels south to Kultuk and then west and north-west into Buryatia, following 

the route of the Irkout and then the Black Irkout rivers before passing into the border zone close 

to Mongolia at Mondy. En route, they must have passed Lake Ikouogoon, also the subject of a 

painting by Atkinson. Today, this journey can only partly be followed on roads.  

 

                                                     
1 Thomas Witlam Atkinson, Oriental and Western Siberia, Hurst and Blackett, London, 1858. 
2 Lucy Atkinson, Recollections of Tartar Steppes, John Murray, London, 1863. 
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Figure 1 Atkinson's painting of Lake Ikouogoon in Buryatia 

At Mondy one turns off the metalled road onto a track for the 153-km journey alongside the 

Black Irkout river to the Buryat town of Orlik. Close by, on the border with Mongolia, is the 

snow-covered massif of Munkhu Sardyk (3491m), the highest mountain in the region with a 23-

km glacier. 

 

 
Figure 2 Crossing into Jombolok, with Munkhu Sardyk in the distance 
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In total, the journey to Orlik is just short of 600km – today a very hard day’s driving. In Thomas 
and Lucy’s time, horseback was the only way to get there. They also had to contend with a very 
wet summer in a region that is known for the rapid changeability of the weather. As Professor 
Viktor Kuzevanov, just-retired director of the Botanic Gardens of Irkutsk State University, told 
us: “In this area you can expect to find all four seasons in one day.” He was not wrong.  

 

From the Oka River valley, the Atkinsons took a turn into the Jombolok Valley (Thomas called it 

Djem a Louk), where Thomas was fascinated to discover a massive solidified lava flow. It ran 

down the valley for over 70km, sometimes completely obliterating the river and reaching a 

height of many metres. He determined to travel to its source and set off in the company of his 

Cossack companions and Buryat guides, leaving Lucy and Alatau with one of the Cossacks, 

promising to return in a few days.  

 

As Lucy writes: “At one point, where it was impossible to go on horseback, Mr. Atkinson decided 

upon going on foot, leaving part of the men and a Cossack with me. I should have gone, but I had 

not courage enough to leave the boy alone with the men for two or three nights. It was well, 

perhaps, that I did not, as every man returned bootless; the lava had cut their boots entirely to 

pieces.” 

 

Thomas was away for four days, during which he discovered the volcanic crater that was the 

source of this huge outpouring of lava. Now known as the Khi-Gol or Jombolok Volcano Field, it 

is a remarkable geological feature. Nothing at all was published in English on this field until 2011 

and it is likely that Thomas Atkinson was the first outsider to visit it. Not until 1867 did the 

Russian anarchist and geologist Peter Kropotkin visit the field and describe it, having read an 

account of it in Thomas’ book. 

 

Thomas describes how he found a small local village with a Cossack picquet and that the local 

Buryats were very fearful of the volcano valley itself, never going there unless absolutely 

necessary. Nonetheless, seven local men joined him and his Cossacks, to make up a party of 11. 

He wrote: “About noon on the second day we reached a point where another deep and narrow 

valley joined the Djem-a-louk from the south; and in this there was also a bed of lava evidently 

produced by the same eruption, which was so rugged, and intersected by such deep fissures, that 

it was impossible to take our horses across to explore the valley. Our difficulties became greater 

as we proceeded forward; in some places, the lava filled the valley up to the perpendicular face 

of the precipices, which compelled us to take our horses over its broken surface.” 

 

Soon he had reached the Jombolok Volcano Field itself: “On the afternoon of the second day, we 

beheld the top of a huge cone, and, as the sun was setting, stood on its summit looking upon the 

terrific scene around. I at once began sketching a view of this wonderful region, and gave orders 

to a Cossack to have a fire and preparations made for our night's encampment. Large trees were 
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growing on the sides of the cone wood close at hand, and water could be got at no great 

distance.” 

 

 
Figure 3 Map of the Khi-Gol Valley and Jombolok Valley 

In the map above, the Jombolok Valley runs from Lake Kara Noor in the north-west, past the 

entrance to the volcano field, to Lake Borsuk, Lake Olun and then down into the Oka River. It is 

likely that Thomas left Lucy and Alatau somewhere close to the entrance of the volcano field 

itself, which is on the left of the map, marked with the names of some of the volcanic cones.  

 

 
Figure 4 A lithograph of Atkinson’s painting of the Jombolok River 
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Thomas says that when he proposed to sleep on the top of one of the volcanic cones the 
Buryats begged him not to do so, fearing that Shaitan would cast them all into the abyss of the 
crater. Even to this day the local Buryats call the crater Albin Boldok, which means The Devil’s 
Mountain. He described the cone – probably the cone of the Peretolchin Volcano, which sits 
next to Atkinson Volcano - as being “exceedingly abrupt and deep in the interior and formed of 
lava and red ashes.” Another cone, he says, bigger and of more recent date, can be seen across 
the valley. This is the Kropotkin Volcano. 

“No scene with which I am acquainted conveys such an impression of the terrible and sublime, as 
the prospect from some parts of this wonderful region, in which I spent many days,” writes 
Thomas. 

 

 
Figure 5 Part of the Jombolok Volcano Field, with Kropotkin Volcano in the distance 
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Figure 6 A lithograph of Atkinson's painting of one of the Jombolok craters 

 

Figure 7 Inside the Peretolchin crater 
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When he had seen all he wanted, Thomas and his companions left the Jombolok Valley, giving 

this wonderful description: “We returned by another route, crossing the high mountains to the 

north. When ascending, I found many large stones and other matter that had been ejected from 

the crater during the eruptions — of which there have been three at distant periods, and the 

cones are still more recent. From one summit we looked down into the crater, and could see the 

valleys through which the igneous matter has flowed. When the volcano was belching forth its 

lava, flames and thunder, with the molten mass surrounding the mountain, it must have 

appeared like an island in a sea of fire.” 

This was not the end of the Atkinsons’ travels in this region. They headed south to explore 

Munkku Sardyk, Lake Khovsgol and northern Mongolia. It was to be an eventful summer. That, 

however, is not part of this narrative. 

So this was our objective in July 2017: the Jombolok Volcano Field, together with Lake Kara 

Noor, the sublime stretch of water that lies to the north-west of Jombolok and which was 

painted by Thomas once he had returned to Irkutsk, from the sketches he made on the spot. 

And to place a commemorative plaque on the Atkinson Volcano to celebrate the visit by his 

descendants. 
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2. First contacts 

I first began to think seriously about a journey to Eastern Siberia in the autumn of 2016. I had 

discovered a fascinating article by Dr Viktor Kuzevanov, director of the Botanic Gardens of 

Irkutsk State University, in which he mentioned that he had discovered an architectural drawing 

for a botanical hothouse for the mayor of Irkutsk, drawn by Thomas Atkinson during his stay in 

the city.  

 

Figure 8 Atkinson's drawing for a hothouse for the mayor of Irkutsk 

I was soon in touch with Dr Kuzevanov and from that point was able to begin planning a trip to 

Irkutsk and then Buryatia.  

 

Figure 9 Dr Viktor Kuzevanov welcomes us in Irkutsk 
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Viktor put me in touch with Alexander ‘Sasha’ Zhilinsky, who runs the Baikal-Eco travel 

company. Sasha has a wealth of experience travelling in the Sayan Mountains and organizing 

winter sports events on Lake Baikal. I sent him details of the Atkinsons’ travels and asked him if 

he would be able to plan a route that took in some of the places mentioned. In particular, I 

mentioned the Jombolok Volcano Field and the Kara Noor Lake.  

Sasha was soon back in touch, having transposed Thomas Atkinson’s descriptions onto a map 

and suggesting a route. I had already agreed to travel with my good friend, photographer David 

O’Neill, but late in December 2016 I decided to approach the Atkinson descendants who had 

previously travelled with me to eastern Kazakhstan to see if any of them would be interested in 

coming on this journey.  

Although several expressed an interest, in the end it was Steve Brown, his wife Gill, and their 

son David and daughter Catherine who committed to travel. Steve is Thomas and Lucy 

Atkinson’s great, great, great grandson. A good friend of theirs, Madeleine Brown (no rel.), also 

agreed to come along. Steven and Gill came to Eastern Kazakhstan with me in 2016 to visit the 

birthplace of the Atkinsons’ son, Alatau, and various other places associated with them, so knew 

something of kind of terrain we might experience. This trip, however, would be very different - 

more physical and in much more remote areas. They agreed to put some effort into getting fit 

enough for a trip to Siberia and to learn at least the basics of riding a horse.  
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3. The return to Jombolok 

We flew out of Heathrow on 2nd July to Moscow, where we caught another flight for the six-hour 

journey east to Irkutsk, arriving in the evening of 3rd July, where we were met by our translator 

Ivan Kapsus. Irkutsk is seven hours ahead of the UK, so it took a day or two to adjust. 

Nonetheless, the next morning we set off in a minibus for Orlik, almost 600 kms west in Western 

Buryatia. On the way we stopped at the Buryat National Park Authority in Kyren, where we met 

officials who confirmed that we had permission to place a commemorative plaque at Jombolok.  

 

Figure 10 Meeting with Buryat National Park officials in Kyren 

After about six hours travelling we reached Mondy, close to the border with Mongolia, where 

we turned off the road onto the track to Orlik, following alongside the Irkout River and then the 

Black Irkout above where it joins with the White Irkout. Somewhere along this road Thomas 

made the preparatory sketches for his painting of the Black Irkout, which is now in the collection 

of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. The painting is stunning:  

 

Figure 11 Atkinson's painting of the Black Irkout 



The Return to Jombolok 1851-2017 

PAGE | 12  
 

I asked our Buryat driver if he knew the location of this spot and he immediately said he did. 

Later we stopped at the location. It was not possible to cross the river to get to the same point 

from which Atkinson painted this place, and a large bridge has recently been built, but there was 

a clear resemblance. 

 

After another three hours we reached Orlik, where we stayed in wooden huts. The town is on a 

bend in the river and surrounded by mountains. Most of its inhabitants are engaged in cattle 

farming and hunting. 

The following day we had an early start for the 63-km journey to Khoyto-Gol, which was to be 

our basecamp. Our mode of transport this time was an open-topped Zil six-wheeler, built in 

1975, in which we sat on benches in the back. We were warned that it would be a hard journey 

that would take nine hours – roughly 7km per hour. This was no exaggeration; there was barely 

a track and we also had to cross rivers and deep bogs.  

   

Figure 12 Our Zil truck and Bato, our driver – a shaman – performs a ritual blessing of our journey 
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Even though our driver Bato performed an extensive shamanic ceremony, involving burning of 

offerings, incantations, and playing the jaw harp, I am not sure how much it softened the blows 

of being thrown up and down in this truck. This was one of the toughest and roughest drives I 

have ever experienced. At several places our truck was up to its axles in deep bog. 

 

Figure 13 Stuck in a bog 

   

Figure 14 Roughing it in a 10-tonne truck 

As we made our way through the forests and river valleys we saw many wonderful sights. All 

along the route were buddhist and shamanic shrines, at which our driver stopped to make 

offerings. Most were springs or sacred groves and were scattered with hundreds of coins, food 

offerings, empty bottles, wind chimes, cigarettes and all manner of other items. 
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Figure 15 Buryat shrine near the source of the Oka River 
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Figure 16 Carved pole representing a Buryat clan for whom the swan is sacred 
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After nine hours of very rough travel we arrived at Khoyto-Gol, the hot thermal springs that was 

to be our base camp. In the map below you can see its location in the far north-western corner  

 

Figure 17 Map showing location of Khoyto-Gol in Buryatia, close the the border with Tuva 

of Buryatia in the Eastern Sayan Mountains. Its sulphurous hot springs have been used by 

generations of Buryats to soothe skin complaints and aching joints. The southern end of Lake 

Baikal can be seen on the right of the map above, with Lake Khovsgul in Mongolia at the bottom. 

The total distance from Irkutsk to Khoyto-Gol by road and track is approximately 650kms. 

 

Figure 18 The Khoyto-Gol springs, along with some of the hundreds of signs left by visitors 
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The following day, 6th July, was a rest day, during which we confined ourselves to a short ride 

and walk, simply to get used to the horses and terrain. Nonetheless, it provided us with an 

example of how rapidly conditions can change in this part of Siberia. After a very hot morning, 

we sat alongside a river for lunch. Within moments the blue skies had turned to grey and within 

minutes it was raining heavily. A cold wind chilled us as we scrambled to put on wet gear and 

gave us pause for thought.  

 

Figure 19 From this... 

 

Figure 20 …to this, in a matter of minutes. 
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The rest day was useful; it gave our guides and horsemen the opportunity to gauge the riding 

skills of our group and it soon became clear that four out of the seven were novices. With such a 

challenging journey ahead it was vital that they understood the capabilities of each person and 

adjusted our plans accordingly. I was very struck by the professionalism of Sasha and his team in 

attempting to ensure that no-one would be completely overwhelmed by the physical demands 

put on them. Even so, we still had to deal with the weather which, as we had already found out, 

was very unpredictable. 

The following morning, we set off for the Jombolok Volcano Field. Our first challenge was the 

2420-metre (7939 feet) Cherby Pass. The strongest members of the group climbed it on foot, 

whilst the rest were taken up most of the way on the pack horses. As we climbed and eventually 

cleared the treeline, we could see part of the Munkhu Sardyk massif with its glaciers to the 

south and suddenly we felt like we were in Siberia. The vistas were huge, with pockets of snow 

lying scattered around the many peaks that surrounded us.  

 

Figure 21 Near the top of the Cherby Pass… 

We had a cold lunch on the other side of the pass, just above Lake Kelead Zaram, the slopes 

above which were still hung with ice cornices. There were plenty of patches of snow at this 

height. Buryat hunters we met later told us that during the winter they travel into the 

mountains to shoot deer and instead of bringing them all back to their villages, they stash the 



The Return to Jombolok 1851-2017 

PAGE | 19  
 

carcasses in snow holes on high slopes. This refrigerates the meat until it can be collected in the 

summer, when game is scarce.  

 

Figure 22 …and coming down the other side 

We continued our descent after lunch, passing alongside the lake and heading north-east 

towards the Jombolok Valley. On a rise not far from the lake we caught our first glimpse of the 

Valley, with the Peretolchin Volcano cone sitting as if it had been turned out of a jelly-mould.  

 

Figure 23 Entrance to the Jombolok Volcano Field with Peretolchin Volcano in the distance 
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Three hours later, following a long descent from the pass, we were alongside Peretolchin 
Volcano – named after Russian geologist Sergey Pavlovich Peretolchin, who disappeared in the 
valley in 1914. Squashed between Peretolchin and the mountainside is Atkinson Volcano, which 
has been deformed and its crater filled in by debris from the mountain above. The Atkinson 
Volcano was named thus by Russian geologists who conducted the first systematic exploration 
of the area in 2004 and who published their work in 2011.3 As they said in their paper: “The 
name Atkinson is given to a previously unnamed volcano to restore the historical fairness.” 

 

Figure 24 Map of Jombolok Volcano Field (Khi-Gol Valley). Lava shown in yellow. 

It is undoubtedly the case that Thomas and Lucy Atkinson were the first outsiders ever to visit 

this region and thus quite fitting that Russian geologists should choose to honour his name in 

this way. According to their paper, the main eruption of this volcanic field took place some 7,000 

years ago. However, a more recent eruption probably occurred in the 8th Century CE. According 

to one recent hypothesis, this eruption may even have been referred to in various Mongolian 

chronicles. It is suggested that the Irkut-Oka plateau (over which we passed) may be the Ergune-

Kun locality mentioned in the chronicles. They say that 400 years before the birth of Genghis 

Khan in 1162, his ancestors left this region and travelled south under a chief called Borte Chino, 

due to a devastating event involving fire. The dates are remarkably consistent with the 

geological facts. 

                                                     
3 Ivanov et al, Jom-Bolok Holocene volcanic field in the East Sayan Mts., Siberia, Russia: structure, style of eruptions, 

magma compositions, and radiocarbon dating, Bull Volcanol (2011) 73:1279–1294, DOI 10.1007/s00445-011-0485-9. 
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4. Mounting the plaque 

A small piece of flat ground between the Peretolchin and Atkinson Volcanoes (alt. 

2047m/6714ft) was to become base camp for the duration of our stay in the valley. We quickly 

erected our tents and got a fire going to prepare a much-needed hot meal.  

The following day we began to look for a spot on which we could mount the engraved steel 

memorial plaque we had brought with us. An initial idea to mount it on the summit of the 

Atkinson volcano was abandoned when we realised that it was heavily overgrown and that very 

few people ever bothered to climb it. Instead, we were fortunate to find a large piece of basalt 

lying half-buried in the ground next to our camp. By the time we had removed the turf that 

covered most of it, it had trebled in size to approx. 1.5x1.0m. The main face of the rock was 

almost flat and was ideal for fixing our plaque.  

We set about cleaning the rock, which bears a striking resemblance to the shape of Siberia itself, 

and bringing smaller rocks to make into a cairn, whilst Sasha used the drill he had brought with 

him to make fixing holes in the rock. It was hard work and we even had to resort to a hammer 

and spike to finish off the holes. Once it was ready, we fixed the bolts into the rock and 

organised a ceremony in which Steve Brown, myself, Sasha and our head horseman, Rinchin, 

whose family have lived in this region for generations, made short speeches. It was very moving.  

   

Figure 25 Preparing the stone for the memorial plaque 
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Figure 26 The plaque mounted on its basalt plinth at the base of Atkinson Volcano 
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5. The journey to Kara Noor 

Thomas and Lucy Atkinson spent several weeks in the vicinity of the Jombolok Volcano Field. 

Before Thomas set off on foot with guides to explore the crater he and Lucy had already 

discovered the Kara Noor lake, to the north. Once back in Irkutsk he converted his sketches of 

the lake into a beautiful watercolour painting.  

 

Figure 27 Thomas Atkinson's watercolour of Kara Noor lake in Buryatia 

Thomas had initially thought that the source of the lava flow down the Jombolok Valley had 

originated somewhere near this lake. His painting shows the lake at dusk, the fire from his camp 

rising from a point about half-way down its Western side. It had always been my intention to 

visit the lake, although it is located about 20kms from where we had set up camp alongside the 

Atkinson Volcano. 

We set off early on Sunday 9th July for the long ride to the lake. Myself, photographer David 

O’Neill and Maddy Brown, as the most experienced riders, were accompanied by Sasha, 

cameraman Tola Melnikov and Buryat horseman Richin. Our aim was to make it there and back 

in a day. The ride was very tough, probably the hardest I have ever experienced. The first 8kms 

were through the massive lava field that fills the bottom of the valley. It was dangerous for the 

horses, who had to pick their way through the maze of lava boulders and craters that dominate 
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the landscape. Everywhere along this part of the journey, the ground was covered in flowers 

and pale green lichen.  

 

Figure 28 Crossing the lava field 

 

Figure 29 Sometimes there was no path to follow 
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In total, it took us about six hours to reach Kara Noor. Our guides told us that it was very seldom 

visited, except by hunters in the winter and that in all likelihood we were the first English people 

to visit it since Thomas and Lucy had made it there in early July 1851. In fact, we are reasonably 

sure that we found their camp. A small torrent pours into the lake and besides it is a camp that 

has been used by generations of hunters.  

 

Figure 30 At the Atkinsons' camp on Kara Noor lake 

The lake abounds with grayling, which we caught using a stick to which Rinchin tied a piece of 

line and a homemade fly. We cleaned and diced them, covered them in salt and ate them raw. 

   

Figure 31 Fishing for grayling at Kara Noor 
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The lake is a beautiful place, made special by knowing just how rarely it is visited. Thomas’ 

picture shows it as rather foreboding, but it offered us rest and good eating after a long journey. 

 

Figure 32 By Kara Noor 

After a welcome hot meal and rest, we set off back towards our camp, spending another six 

hours in the saddle. Once again, it was a testing ride. At one point my horse’s girth broke as he 

attempted to negotiate a bog. He fell and could not immediately get up again. Rinchin managed 

to coax him back to his feet, repaired the girth and once more we were on our way. 

 

Figure 33 Sasha, Tola and Rinchin at the Atkinson camp on Kara Noor 
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6. Return to Irkutsk 

Our main tasks having been accomplished, it was soon time for us to leave the Jombolok 

Volcano Field and head back over the Cherby Pass to Khoyto-Gol. We cleaned our campsite, 

added a few more stones to the cairn next to the plaque and moved out. Time for one final 

group photo before we left.  

 

Figure 34 Final group photo in front of the Atkinson Volcano 

The return journey was hard, but uneventful. We had time to admire the beautiful stands of 

wild flowers that covered the mountainsides and the herds of horses we came across. 

     

Figure 35 Wild horses and wild flowers 
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Once back in Khoyto-Gol we were able to relax in the thermal baths and begin to digest the 

enormous experience we had just been through. On our last night, together with local Buryats 

and our Russian hosts, we all participated in a campfire sing-song.  

 

 

Figure 36 Scenes around the campfire 
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7. A Kropotkin postscript 

The Russian academic paper already referred to, which sets out the geological history of the 
Jombolok Volcano Field, acknowledges that Thomas Atkinson was the first person to describe 
the area in his book Oriental and Western Siberia, published in 1858. The paper adds: “His report 
was used later by the Russian royal Peter Alekseevich Kropotkin, who was famous for both his 
anarchist philosophy and contributions to glaciology”.  
 
In 1865, having read Atkinson, Kropotkin decided, at his own expense to visit the Eastern Sayan 
Mountains, where he visited the Jombolok Volcano Field and made many interesting 
observations. He published his findings two years later as A Trip to the Oka Guard Post, in the 
Memoirs of the Russian Geographical Society, Siberian Division, book 9–10 (in Russian). This and 
other writings on Siberia remain an important source for geologists today and even though 
Kropotkin’s theories of glaciation have since been questioned, he is held in much regard and this 
explains why in 1941 the Soviet Geographical Society decided to name one of the volcanoes in 
Jombolok after him. 
 
This much I knew before setting out on this expedition. But it did not prepare me for a meeting 
that occurred in a very boggy field about 40kms from Khoyto-Gol on our return journey. Our 
truck driver had jumped out of the cab to try to find a way through the notoriously difficult bog, 
when I noticed two cyclists approaching us from the other side. They were clearly bent on a 
serious mission, as this is not a place that most people would consider suitable for cycling. It was 
hard enough getting along the track in a 10-tonne lorry, let alone on a bicycle. 
 
Soon the two men were alongside us and once our guides had explained to them who we were, 
they called me over. Vladimir Chernikov and his companion were members of the Russian 
Geographical Society from Krasnoyarsk and they were on their way to the Kropotkin Volcano! 
 

 
Figure 37 Our first view of Vladimir Chernikov - in a bog in Buryatia 
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But this was no straightforward mountain bike ride. They were carrying with them two plaques, 
to be mounted on the side of the Kropotkin Volcano to commemorate the 150th anniversary of 
the publication of A Trip to the Oka Guard Post. This was truly an extraordinary coincidence. We 
had, after all, just returned from fixing a plaque that celebrated the lives of Thomas and Lucy 
Atkinson and the visit by their descendants to the same place.  
 
I think we were all dumbstruck by the experience. Vladimir got out his notebook to show me 
how he had taken detailed notes about Atkinson’s journey, whilst I tried to explain to him that I 
was Atkinson’s biographer! We wished each other safe travels and then, after this remarkable 
meeting, went on our separate ways. 
 

 
Figure 38 Vladimir Chernikov and his companion show us the plaques they planned to leave at the Kropotkin Volcano 
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8. Irkutsk and Lake Baikal 
 

Our return to Irkutsk gave us the opportunity to find out more about this city and its 
connections to Thomas and Lucy Atkinson. We know that they arrived in the city from Barnaul in 
the Altai region on 30 August 1850 and stayed until 23 May 1851. After spending the entire 
summer of 1851 exploring the Eastern Sayan Mountains and parts of Mongolia, they returned 
on the 6th September and stayed in town until May 1852. As I have previously written, they 
formed a strong friendship with the family of Vasily Nikolaevitch Basnin, who became mayor of 
Irkutsk in 1851 and started the city’s first botanical gardens. As already mentioned, Thomas 
designed a heated glasshouse that Basnin built in his garden in the centre of the old city. Alas 
the glasshouses are gone, but the original house can still be seen. 
 

 
Figure 39 Outside the Basnin house in Irkutsk 

A plaque on the wall records its original inhabitants. 

 

Figure 40 Plaque dedicated to Vasiliev Basnin 



The Return to Jombolok 1851-2017 

PAGE | 32  
 

I had hoped that we might be able to find a trace of the house in which the Atkinsons lodged 

during their stay in Irkutsk. The only clue we have to its location comes from Lucy’s book, where 

she says: “We have four very nice rooms, in the house of a merchant's widow, to which there is a 

separate entrance, rendering them very agreeable; we have also a kitchen to ourselves, and 

what I find comfortable is that it is separated from the dwelling-house, being on the opposite 

side of the court-yard. The house itself is pleasantly situated on the banks of the Angara, which is 

now a mass of ice; having been frozen over on the 10th of December, and on the 11th being 

strong enough to bear.” 

Although Irkutsk has more old wooden houses than any other city in Siberia, Lucy’s description 

was too sparse for us to make an accurate identification. However, this was precisely the part of 

town where we stayed, surrounded by the old merchants’ houses, such as those below. 

 

 

Figure 41 Some of Irkutsk's wonderful wooden merchants’ houses 
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However, there was one other place associated with the Atkinsons in Irkutsk that I was 

desperate to visit. Almost two years ago I began a correspondence with Anna Turevich, a 

researcher at the Decembrist Museum in Irkutsk. The museum is housed in the former home of 

the Decembrist Prince Sergei Volkonsky and his wife Princess Maria – although the prince was a 

man of simple tastes and preferred to live in a small cabin in the grounds of the house. 

The Decembrist Exiles are famous in Russia for having attempted a military coup against Tsar 

Nicholas 1 in December 1825. It failed and five were executed, whilst another 121 of the 

conspirators were sentenced to a lifetime of hard labour and banishment in Siberia, only 

commuted on the accession of Tsar Alexander II in 1856. Remarkably, 11 wives of the 

condemned men – almost all of them noblewomen – followed their husbands voluntarily to 

Siberia to share their privations. Their sacrifice caught the public imagination and to this day 

they are regarded as great heroes. 

Several of the Decembrists belonged to the Muravyev family, the same family that Lucy worked 

for in St Petersburg – and also, significantly, the family of the governor of Eastern Siberia, Nikolai 

Muravyev-Amursky. This gave the Atkinsons almost instant entry to their circle and they rapidly 

became friends with many of the Decembrists. Lucy says that her main friends in Irkutsk were 

the Decembrist Prince Sergei Troubetskoi’s French wife Katherine, Madame Muravyev (also 

French), who was the wife of the governor and Princess Maria Volkonsky. Lucy writes: “Those 

with whom we visit most are the Troubitskoy and Volkonskoi; in whose houses we generally 

meet their companions in misfortune. Although these men are not blameless, it is impossible not 

to feel a deep interest in them; they are some of Russia's cleverest men grown old in exile.” 

                    

Figure 42 Princess Maria Volkonsky and her husband Prince Sergei Volkonsky 

Thus it was a great pleasure to visit the Volkonsky mansion, knowing that both Thomas and Lucy 

had spent many happy hours within its walls. We were given a guided tour of the building – 
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including a piano recital on Maria’s piano - and afterwards discussed the connections between 

the Atkinsons and the Decembrists with the museum staff. 

 

Figure 43 In the gardens of the Decembrist Museum 

 

Figure 44 Discussions with Museum staff 
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After holding a well-attended press conference in Irkutsk, the last few days of our trip were 
spent at the Baikal-Eco lodge at Listvyanka on the shores of Lake Baikal, about two hours east of 
Irkutsk. From here we could begin to appreciate the vastness of this great lake that holds one 
fifth of all the unfrozen fresh water in the world. Thomas and Lucy spent 28 days sailing on the 
lake and Thomas recorded many of the views in his sketchbooks, some of which were 
reproduced in his book Travels in the Regions of the Upper and Lower Amoor4.  
 

 
Figure 45 A woodcut of one of Thomas Atkinson's paintings of Lake Baikal 

Some of us also had the opportunity to visit the Baikal Museum, where we were able to gain an 

understanding of the ecology of this remarkable lake, home to the Baikal Seal, the only 

freshwater seal in the world.  

On 16 July we flew out of Irkutsk bound for Moscow. It was the end of a remarkable journey. 

 

 

 

                                                     
4 Thomas Witlam Atkinson, Travels in the Regions of the Upper and Lower Amoor, Hurst & Blackett, London, 1861. 
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9. Impressions of Siberia 

I asked those who participated in this journey to write down their impressions. This is what they 

wrote: 

 

Steve Brown 

 

“As a direct descendent of Thomas and Lucy Atkinson, this trek to the Jombolok volcano field was both an 

exciting adventure and a chance to maybe get a little closer to ancestors of whom I have no direct 
knowledge. The whole journey was hugely exciting and challenging for a family of inexperienced riders 
who have not done this kind of trek before. I think that we returned slightly better acquainted with Thomas 
and Lucy and with a clearer recognition of our place in the family. Even as we bumped along a forest track 
in the back of an elderly Soviet lorry, we knew that things had been infinitely harder for the Atkinsons as 
they struggled, with a small baby, up the valley of the Irkout river, on foot and horseback. 
 
Leaving Irkutsk we had travelled through dense birch forests, then open grassland in wide valleys set 
between distant peaks, then into dense pine forests. The villages and farm slowly disappeared and the air 
grew colder and fresher. We spent a night at the brown wooden village of Orlik, all set about with rusting 
Ladas and satellite dishes, where cows, yaks and children mingled on the unpaved streets. Then an all-day 
trip along rutted forest tracks, delivered us to the Khoyto-Gol hot springs. A day to get acquainted with our 
Buryat guides and their uncomplaining horses and we were ready to trek to the volcano field. 
 
The trek out of the valley and over the 8000-ft pass onto the plateau leading to the volcano field was hard 
work. We plodded upwards through rain and hail, more concerned with reaching the top than with the 
landscape, its Alpine flowers, icy lakes, scree slopes and patches of unmelted snow. We walked and rode 
for hours along a valley floor, brushing through berry bushes and scrambling over rocky streams, until an 
unmistakable volcano cone appeared in the distance. As we got nearer we saw more cones, set around the 
edges of an enormous lava field. By the time we arrived at the chosen camp site our feelings were of relief. 
But the following day we were able to appreciate the harsh beauty of the volcano field, to reflect on our 
achievement and compare them to the infinitely greater achievements of our ancestors. 
 
The next morning we awoke to freezing temperatures and a feeling of great isolation, indeed we didn't see 
anyone else during our entire time at the volcano field. We put up a bilingual plaque celebrating the 
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Atkinsons' Asian journeys and hope that it will remain in situ for many years to come. We eventually stayed 
at the camp site for three days, exploring some of the area on foot and horseback, before retracing their 
steps to Irkutsk. We had been apprehensive about the mountains, made worse by the initial grey skies and 
torrential rain and in the end were very grateful for the relaxed professionalism and enthusiasm of the trek 
organisers. We are also grateful for the accident of birth that gave us the opportunity to travel to this 
incredible place and especially grateful to Nick Fielding and Alexander Zhilinsky for facilitating the journey. 
 
I have complicated feelings about Thomas and Lucy Atkinson. Their achievements are monumental and 
they were both extraordinary people, even judged by the standards of a different age. Lucy gave up 
everything and moved alone to Russia as a very young woman. Thomas was an outstandingly able and 
driven man but emotionally damaged and unable to tell Lucy that their marriage was invalid. I am proud 
to have such adventurous ancestors but have learned from this trip that I do not share their stoicism. I 
could not travel in Central Asia for seven years and cannot imagine how they could remove themselves 

from friends and family as they did. I hope that we will try to be worthy descendants.” 
 

Gill Brown 

 
“Wow! What an amazing adventure! Even though I have read Thomas and Lucy’s descriptions about their 

journeys to this area I was not prepared for the raw, unspoilt, breath-taking beauty of nature in all its 

glory. 

My journey was mostly on foot, and even though the terrain was difficult at times, it did afford me the 

opportunity to take in the alpine flowers of Artic cotton, Siberian squill, Aquilegia sibirica, flowering 

rosemary and Edelweiss. These flowers, though not named, are exactly as Lucy describes in her book.  

Having walked through carpets of these before reaching the pass where the Jombolok Valley lay before 

me, I was at once transported into Thomas and Lucy’s world. I could see, smell, touch and hear what they 

had once done. It was a very special and moving moment. 

We made our camp at the foot of the Atkinson Volcano. Time ceased to exist here, I became oblivious to 

day, date, time of day, I only knew that the sun rose and then set against the magnificent backdrop of the 

Jombolok Valley and I was there in the moment, a tiny dot in what is a massive volcanic crater! 

One of the most outstanding moments for me was the finding and preparing of the large piece of rock on 

which we fixed the plaque. It was as if nature had laid it ready for us to find. Everyone took part in this, 

digging out the stone, finding rocks to make a cairn, washing and then Nick Fielding, my husband and 
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children ceremonially fixed the plate onto the stone.  We also picked armfuls of the flowers that were 

growing in abundance around our campsite. As I laid them on the rock I felt a strong sense that Thomas 

and Lucy were somehow sharing this historic moment. A recognition of the astonishing achievements of 

Thomas and Lucy, not only by their descendants but also the local Buryats with us, whose forefathers may 

well have travelled with Thomas and Lucy to this area 170 years ago. Sharing that moment created a 

special bond between all who were there.  

To quote from Lucy’s book ‘Recollections of Tartar Steppes’, where she describes having tea with Thomas 

and his men on their return from their trip across the Jombolok lava field: “Had we been lodged in a 

palace, I doubt whether we should have felt as happy as we did sitting round our campfire, hearing all that 

had taken place”.  Having experienced this place, I completely share this sentiment and feel I understand 

why Thomas and Lucy spent so much time travelling and exploring. To fill your heart with nature’s beauty, 

food and her cycles of life has brought me a deep sense of peace and happiness, an understanding of 

myself and a little bit of wisdom about valuing life.” 

 

David Brown 

 
“This trip was the holiday of a lifetime and was simultaneously the best and most difficult thing I have ever 
had the fortune to do. Buryatia is simply the most stunning part of the world, everywhere you look there 
are picturesque landscapes and glorious views of endless mountain ranges dusted with snow. Due to its 
inaccessibility, being in the Jombolok region felt like a secret hidden away from the rest of the world. Other 
than our guides and our travelling party we didn't see another person until we returned from the base of 
the Atkinson Volcano. 
 
Trekking from the base camp to the Atkinson Volcano was hard going, steep mountainsides broken up by 
overgrown rocky paths and unexpected boggy patches that caught you off-guard. But all worthwhile when 
we reached the top of the mountain pass and were greeted by the breath-taking view of the valley below. 
It was humbling to be potentially stood in the same spot as Thomas seeing the valley as he would have 
seen it 170 years ago. It is difficult to find the words to summarise the impact of that but I am left with 
enormous amounts of respect and admiration for what Thomas and Lucy achieved.  
 
It should be made clear that none of this trip would have been possible were it not for the support we had 
from our guides and the three Buryats supporting them. Right from the very start they were confident and 



The Return to Jombolok 1851-2017 

PAGE | 39  
 

supportive and so calm in everything they did. They presented as unflappable and any issue that presented 
itself they managed with ease. Our translator Ivan told us that the Buryats don't see problems only 
solutions and that was apparent in their approach to the journey. At any point on the trek where we were 
struggling they were always on hand with water or chocolate to perk us up and encourage us on. Our 
guides went out of their way to make us feel safe and comfortable and the support and passion they 
showed for this journey was immeasurable. The pride with which they spoke of their land and the interest 
they had in our links to Thomas and Lucy shone through and it was a very special moment to lay the 
plaque at the base of the volcano to celebrate their achievements. 
 
Siberia, and in particular the Buryat region, captivated me and now holds a very special place in my heart. 
The hospitality we were shown alongside the astonishing beauty of the area and the history of the family 
ties to this place have made it a part of the world that means a great deal to me and I will be visiting again 
to continue to explore this incredible place.” 

 
 

Catherine Brown 

 
“I didn’t know what to expect from this trip to Siberia, as I didn’t know much about the place I was 
travelling to, but it was one of the most beautiful, interesting and breath-taking places I have ever visited.  

Travelling out of Irkutsk into the mountains was not only stunning and insightful but also great fun. We 
travelled through villages with houses carved and created completely of wood from the surrounding land, 
where animals roamed free and the way of living was stripped back to basics. The roads turned to dirt 
tracks, overlooked by picturesque mountains and rivers and an abundance of religious sites, topped off by 
a ceremony performed by our Shaman driver.  

Our transport went from a comfy jeep to an ex-army truck which struggled to get through the mud and 
over the terrain. Never have I experience a journey like that, being thrown around the back of a truck, 
gripping on for dear life, leaning over the side to watch as we struggled through bogs and rivers. I will not 
forget it for a long time, I have the bruises to prove it! But it was definitely a great start to the trip.  
Travelling up the mountains both on horseback and foot gave me an insight into what Thomas and Lucy 
may have experienced themselves.  
 
The climb up the mountain side was difficult and exhilarating at the same time, and getting to the top was 
a great feeling. Despite reading Thomas’s diaries, you really can’t describe or be prepared for the views 
surrounding you at the top of the pass, and what we saw was just magical and so unspoilt by people. 
Following their footsteps to the valley of volcanoes was amazing. To see what they saw and described on 
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their journey was so special and the first site of the Jombolok crater was unforgettable. Being in the camp 
at the base of the Atkinson Volcano and climbing to its crater made me so proud to be their descendant. 
 
For me, one of the best parts of the trip was the people I was with. Sharing this incredible trip with my 
family was amazing, but the people that made this trip possible really did make the trip for me. They were 
the kindest, friendliest, and most helpful and accommodating people I have ever met. They made sure we 
were always happy, went above and beyond to help us in any way we needed and provided us with 
amazing food and comforts, all without complaint and a huge smile on their faces. After spending our days 
travelling through mountains they made our evenings so special with laughter and gorgeous singing 
around the campfire. 
  
This expedition was one of the best experiences of my life. I’ve ridden up mountains and through valleys, 

walked across lava fields, and climbed up volcanoes. We’ve all pushed ourselves and achieved so much 

and I’m so proud of my family. I’ve had such a great time and can’t wait to do more things like this. This 

trip was one of a kind and I can’t thank everyone enough for this amazing experience.” 

 

Maddy Brown 

 
“I've been asked by many people what our trip to Siberia was like, and the truth is I find it very difficult to 
explain. The vastness and the wildness of the areas that we rode through and camped in filled me with 
awe and made me calm at the same time. The ideal of 'the sublime' was very apparent when we were 
riding to Thomas and Lucy's camp at Lake Kara Noor - the mountains, forest and lava fields that were 
breathtakingly beautiful, were also full of the unknown: stories, secrets and quite probably danger! 
 
As riders, our most important role was to work in complete harmony with our horses. We had to trust their 
instincts and sure-footedness through rivers and bogs that came up to their bellies, over mountains so 
steep your head touched their backs when going down and over lava fields with sheer drops either side of 
the tiny path. And when they were tired, or unsure, we had to navigate them over the same terrain, being 
brave enough to encourage them to put their trust in us making the trek both physically and mentally 
challenging. 
 
My own body’s strength amazed me – as well as riding over harsh landscapes for hours on end, we spent a 
couple of days climbing mountains on foot, something I don’t have a lot of experience with, and not once 
did I feel defeated. Despite the hard work, my only focus was the huge achievement of getting to the top, 
and when we did we were rewarded with even more natural beauty. I was proud of our whole group for 
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making it into the Valley of Volcanoes, and back again. I know it was a very emotional experience for those 
who were well-read on Thomas and Lucy’s books, and I’m very honoured to have experienced that with 
them. 
 
The people we met along the way were just as inspiring as the scenery. Our local guides only ever looked 
for solutions to any task they were faced with and were consistently strong, reliable and friendly. They 
helped us to reconnect with nature in a way that is no longer possible at home and their gentleness and 
respect for their motherland allowed my mind to reset and fully embrace and enjoy the time away from 
our overly-connected society! Despite huge language barriers, we were all able to enjoy each other’s 
company with good humour, stories, history of the connections between our two ‘peoples’, and of course 
good whiskey and vodka! It’s difficult to express the gratitude I have for Sasha and the Buryat guides for 
their generosity, skills and their patience with us. 
 
I’m very grateful to have taken part on this adventure and enjoyed every minute. Thank you to everyone 

who made it possible: our guide, Sasha, the Buryat people, Nick, David and the Brown family. Although I’m 

glad to have gone home to a flushing toilet(!), it makes me sad that my daily life consists of sitting at a 

desk in an office when there is so much in the world to explore and appreciate. I’d encourage anyone and 

everyone to visit Siberia to get a taste of how wild and beautiful the natural world is, as well as appreciate 

the abundance of history of the area. I’m already ready for the next adventure!” 
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Members of the Expedition 

 

   

                      Nick Fielding                                                                                     David O’Neill        

 

 

The Browns (l to r): Dave, Steve, Cat and Gill 
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Maddy Brown 

Our guides: 

                                            

                                Alexander Zhilinksky and his son Igor                                   Ivan Kapsus 

 

Film maker Anatoly Melnikov 
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                                                               Our Buryat horsemen, Sasha, Oleg and Rinchin 

  

 

This expedition was not sponsored by anyone. 

 

 
Figure 46 T-shirts presented to us by Baikal-Eco 

For more information about this trip and about Thomas and Lucy Atkinson visit my blog at 

https://siberiansteppes.com.  

https://siberiansteppes.com/

