
VOLGABALT CAPITAL 

by Olga BAZANOVA, journalist 

Translation edited and corrected, after comparison with the original Russian,  
by Michael Makin. 

Rising on the banks of the fast-flowing River Vytegra that empties into Lake Onega is a 
town of the same name. The story of Vytegra, the center of Vologda's largest county, rich 
in woods, lakes and choice fish, is closely tied to the development of Russian shipbuilding 
and maritime navigation, and the defense of her sea frontiers. 

Nearby is also the site of Mount Andoma, a 35 km2 geological feature above the shore of Lake 
Onega. Its steep 50-meter slopes show outcrops of Devonian deposits (sandstone, clay, clay 
shale, conglomerates, dolomites, spars, limestone and many other minerals)— denuded rocks 
around 350 million years old, here and there containing fragments of armored fish 
(placoderms), enabling us to peer into our planet's distant past. 

The River Uzhla is another intriguing object that has not yet been fully studied. Translated 
from the language of the Veps*, the name of this river means "appearing again". Indeed, it 
flows in karst** faults, appearing and disappearing, breaking through to the surface in 
different places, depending on the water level. The  small lake from which it 

 
* Veps- a Finno-Ugric ethnic group in the Leningrad and Vologda Regions, and in the Republic of Karelia.-Ed. 
 
** Karsts - cavities formed  in water-soluble rocks (like gypsum or rock-salt), such as caves, sinks, pits, lake hollows 
and river beds. Surface relief features are changed as well.—Ed. 
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flows out is a funnel sink about 45 meters deep. Moreover, a unique place was discovered at 
Andoma in the 1990s—the world's only joint watershed of the Atlantic and Arctic Oceans, and 
the Caspian Sea, dubbed ATARCA as the acronym for these bodies of water. 

People settled these parts thousands of years ago, as shown by the prehistoric petroglyphs on 
lake Onega's shore.* This area was inhabited in the first centuries of the Common Era by 
Finno-Ugric tribes, who left their traces in the place names. The ever first record of a 
settlement on the Vytegra bank is contained in official state registers of the year 1496. By that 
time the Novgorodians were well  aware of a jetty where the Vyanga, a small stream, flows 
into the Vytegra. Foreign traders, too, knew it as an important landing-stage en route from the 
northwestern lands to the south and east. 

At the turn of the 18th century Russia succeeded in pushing her way to the Baltic coast and 
broke ground for a new capital there, St. Petersburg**. Waterways had to be developed to 
connect the young Russian capital with inland regions. In 1710 Tsar Peter I commissioned 



engineer John Perry of Scotland to survey the basins of the rivers Vytegra and Kovzha 
(flowing out of Lake Kovzha into White Lake) and draw up a master plan for a canal 
connecting these two rivers as part of a waterway linking a string of lakes and rivers between 
the Volga and the Baltic Sea. Five years later, a shipbuilding yard was founded at the Vyanga 
which was to continue operation up until 1847. 

It was at the close of the 18th century that Emperor Pavel (Paul) I started acting on the grand 
plans conceived by the reformer Tsar Peter the Great decades before. Pavel gave permission to 
use funds from the coffers of the St. Petersburg Foundling Hospital,*** patronized by Empress 
Maria Fedorovna. In 1810 the Marinsky waterway system (named so after Maria Fedorovna) 
was opened for navigation. It was the last word in hydraulic engineering of the day. This 
waterway started out from the town of Rybinsk on the Volga, then followed the Sheksna into 
Beloye Ozero (White Lake), the Kovzha, and the Marinsky Canal and, via the Vytegra, entered 
Lake Onega, continuing into the river Svir, Lake Ladoga and the Neva in St. Petersburg. The 
entire system was close to 1,100 km long. 

The Vyanga jetty was also important as a port of timber haulage and beside it were many 
workshops that served the waterway. But already in the initial 

 
* See: A. Zhulnikov, "Onego Petroglyphs Through the Prism of Myths", Science in Russia, No. 2, 2009.-Ed. 
 
** See: Zh. Alferov, E. Tropp, "St. Petersburg—Russia's 'Window on Science'", Science in Russia, No. 3, 2003.-Ed. 
 
*** H.M. Foundling Hospital set up in St. Petersburg in 1770 was a closed educational institution meant above all for 
foundlings, orphans, handicapped children and those from poor and non-noble families.—Ed. 
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years of the waterway's exploitation many structural shortcomings came to light, and so work 
was undertaken throughout the 19th century to remove them. The Vytegra bed was 
straightened, its embankments were reinforced, and hydrotechnical installations replaced and 
upgraded. New canals were dug in, and floodgates built, often in parallel with the older ones, 
and sometimes both remained in service. 

The most impressive structure of the Marinsky waterway system, the Devyatinsky Canal, was 
laid between 1890 and 1896. For the first time Russian engineers built it by the so-called 
English method, practiced in Europe and America. First, a tunnel was dug, with a system of 
shafts providing communication with the surface. Excavated earth was loaded into wagons and 
hauled out by a locomotive. In scope, this project surpassed previous undertakings of this kind 
elsewhere in the world by a factor of six. 

In 1964, after a total reconstruction, necessary to increase its capacity, the system of 
waterways (renamed into the Volga Baltic Canal), grew into a large complex of hydrotechnical 
installations — 11 floodgates, 3 hydroelectric power stations, 25 dams, 12 ferry crossings, 9 
bridges, 8 beacons,  and many other features. The 4-meter deep fairway enables passage of 
vessels with a displacement of up to 5,000 tons. The key hydrotechnical works and the 



navigation servicing center are located in Vytegra, known for good reason as the capital of 
VolgaBalt. All that remains of the former Mariinsky Canal, which once passed through the 
town itself, is a grass-grown ditch 

"Establish on the site of the Vyanga jetty a town and name it Vytegra after the river where that 
town will stand." This edict was issued by Empress Catherine II back in 1773. Three years 
later, she gave her approval to the town emblem (a ship bow flying the Russian mercantile flag 
against the backdrop of a golden field ("such vessels are erected there for merchants to do 
trade")), and the town plan. Straight streets were laid through from the embankment, and they 
remain to this day. 

Vytegra's older, historical part is on the river's right bank, dominated by the five-domed 
Church of the Resurrection (put up from 1796 to 1800), crowned with a tall spire and having a 
refectory and belfry next to it. This monumental church is flanked by two-story stone houses 
built at the end of the 18th and in the early 19th centuries. [In fact, while the building still 
stands, the Church of the Resurrection long ago lost its cupolas, and the building has been 
used for secular purposes for many years.  Perhaps the author has never actually visited 
Vytegra?  MLM] They rub shoulders with wooden homes raised on a brickwork foundation at 
the turn of the 20th century, decorated with fretwork. The most imposing mansion, of 1804, 
belonged to Galashevsky, an affluent merchant involved in wholesale trade, the owner of 
seagoing vessels, as well candle-making and linen works and brickyards. The town's left-bank 
part boasts the massive five-domed Feast-of-Purification Church built on a hill (Red Hill, or 
Krasnaya Gorka) to commemorate to the town's centenary. Erected in what is known as the 
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“Russian style”, between 1869-1873*, it lends a touch of the sublime to Vytegra's skyline. 

The town's environs show traces of the first types of Slav settlements around Lake Onega, -- 
pogosts (settlements; in modern Russian “churchyards”) of settlers from Novgorod the 
Great** who arrived here between the 10th and 14th centuries.  These settlements first 
consisted of a few villages that would gradually expand and then merge into one rural 
community. The oldest historical building here is the Church of the Prophet Elijah (Ilya) 
erected, together with a belfry and refectory, in the Samino Pogost betwen 1692 to 1702; it is 
the only tent-style church in the locality. Towering over the Vytegra Pogost is the stone five-
domed Church of the Savior ("Not Made by Hands") erected in 1780; it is the oldest church of 
stone to have survived to this day. 

Vytegra is the only county of the Vologda Region scorched by battles of the Great Patriotic 
War of 1941-1945. Early in October 1941 the Nazis, having overrun part of Leningrad Region, 
advanced close to the village of Oshta, near to Vytegra, but were stopped 4 km away by the 
272nd Infantry Division. The enemy was unable to advance any further, and was even forced 
to retreat from several villages. Meanwhile the Marinsky Canal was busy evacuating people 
and property from Karelia and Leningrad, and carrying munitions, equipment and foodstuffs to 
the active units. A memorial complex dedicated to Vytegra soldiers who fell in battle was 
unveiled in 1974. 



One of the local sights is a large B-440 diesel submarine built in 1969 at the Leningrad 
Admiralty shipyard.*** A veteran submarine, it saw service in the Fourth Submarine 
Squadron of the Northern Fleet, and from 1992, was engaged in the Baltic Fleet, serving in the 
Atlantic Ocean and in the Mediterranean until it was decommissioned. Since 2005 it has been 
at offshore anchorage in the bay of the Vytegra impoundment. This submarine is a unique 
museum with specimens of combat hardware, crew cabins, staterooms, navigation and radio 
cabins. Onboard there is also an exhibition devoted to Rear-Admiral Mikhail Rudnitsky (1897-
1976), a native of this town and the chief designer of Russia's first ocean submarines, 
including type K cruiser submarines capable of carrying large numbers of torpedoes. Such 
submarines displayed outstanding combat efficiency against the Nazis; our seamen christened 
them affectionately Katyushas, after the famed truck-mounted multiple rocket launchers 
employed in the army. 

Also in Vytegra is the memorial museum of Nikolai Klyuev (1884-1937) born, in the village 
of Koshtugi within this county (formerly part of the Olonetsk Gubernia (Province)), into a 
peasant family of Old Believers.**** He was among the elite poets of the Silver Age of 
Russian literature.***** From his mother, folk-poem narrator and performer of folk laments, 
the poet inherited his love of folklore — songs, hymns, tales and legends. "My dear mother 
could recall several thousand verbal 'nests'...; she knew of the fiery invectives of the Archpriest 
Avvakum****** and lots of other esoteric things that bring salt to the soul of the people, their 
words, dreams, prayers, all that also became salt for me, to the marrow of my bones and the 
innermost recesses of my spirit and my songs..." In an autobiography Klyuev confided he had 
been twice to 

 
* Russian style-imitation of old Russian or folk models in the architecture and  industrial design of the 19th cent.—Ed. 
 
** See: V. Darkevich, "Republic on the Volkov", Science in Russia, No. 5, 1998.-Ed. 
 
*** See: Zh. Alferov et al., "Main Strike Force of Navy", Science in Russia, No. 1, 2006.-Ed. 
 
**** Old Believers (Old Ritualists)—a whole range of religious movements opposing the church reforms of 1653 
introduced by Patriarch Nikon.—Ed. 
 
***** Silver Age (by analogy with the Golden Age of Russian letters early in the 19th century) is a period of 
efflorescence of Russian culture at the turn of the 20th century that gave birth to numerous literary trends and new 
aesthetic values different from old ideals; see: M. Shaposhnikov, "Pushkin! Our  Coveted  Liberty We Praised After 
Thee!", Science in Russia, No. 4, 2004.-Ed. 
 
****** Archpriest Avvakum  Petrovich (1620/21-1681)-a prominent theologian and author, one of the leaders of the 
"Old Believer" movement.—Ed. 
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the Solovki Monastery.* "Chains and fetters that I carried were always of nine pounds, by the 
number of 9 heavens... I never ended my day without making 400 bows to the ground." 

Klyuev's first poems were published in 1904 in the St. Petersburg collection New Poets. Three 
years later, the budding poet started corresponding with his great confrère, the poet Alexander 



Blok, to whom he dedicated his first book, Chimes of Pines, drawing praise from critics as a 
major event in literary life. The maître of Russian symbolism, Valery Briusov, wrote a preface. 
As he put it, one could admire West-European parks, Versailles above all, yet a "wild forest 
holds a charm of its own, growing at will here and there, on glades, on slopes and in ravines. 
Not a thing is predetermined in it, not anticipated beforehand... but it is filled with the vim and 
grace of free life... N. Klyuev's poetry is like this wild, free forest, knowing no bounds, no 
rules." 

In this period one of the characteristic features of the Bayan (bard) of Olonia, as he styled 
himself, became clear – the organic interweaving of poetry, popular religious hymns, and folk 
motifs from the Russian North, where nature and the church were at one. These features make 
the poet similar to the chroniclers and preachers of Old Rus. For these reasons the power of his 
collection Songs from Beyond Onega triggered a spate of enthusiastic press comments in St. 
Petersburg and in the provinces. Lovers of poetry admired Klyuev. As Nikolai Gumilev, the 
eminent poet, translator and critic of the Silver Age, wrote in 1912, "the spirit of Klyuev's 
poetry is of rare, exquisite quality. This is the spirit of the discoverer." His next collection of 
poetry, Sylvan Stories, showed Klyuev not as an “Avvakum of the 20th Century”, but as a 
singer of the countryside, with its "chimes of conifer needles and incense”. 

Klyuev, the Olonets prodigy, often went to Moscow and St. Petersburg in 1912 and 1913, 
reciting his verse in literary salons, always electrifying the audiences. Within two years he was 
recognized as the leader of the literary movement that became known as the “New-peasant 
School”. Such poets as Sergei Klychkov, Alexei Gatov and Vassily Nasedkin belonged to this 
movement. 

His relations with Sergei Yesenin were not simple. "A sweet apostle", according to Yesenin: 
"Blok and Klyuev taught me lyricism," said he. This complex friendship, lasting from 1915 to 
1925 (the year of Yesenin's tragic death),  was reflected in letters, verses and verse- 

 
* See: V. Darkevich, "Sovereign Stronghold on the White Sea", Science in Russia, No. 5, 2000.-Ed. 
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dedications, and in personal meetings, and produced Klyuev’s Lamentation for Sergei Yesenin 
in 1927. In his preface to that work the critic Pavel Medvedev noted: "This is not a poem... 
This is a lamentation, like the lamentations of Daniel Zatochnik or Yaroslavna.* In it the 
personal and social are intertwined — what is deeply intimate and historical, sorrow and 
meditations.” 

The poet lived Vytegra between 1918 and 1923, working with great energy. He continued to 
draw inspiration from the fount of folk culture, love of nature and of all humankind. He had an 
abiding faith in their ultimate harmony, in Divine Grace.  It was Klyuev who gave birth to the 
genre of "utopian landscape", combining northern and southern features into an integral whole. 
The most important poetic result of this period was his collection Lion’s Bread, consisting of 



51 poems.. 

The end of the 1920s and the beginning of the 1930s saw Klyuev's creativity blossom: he 
wrote the narrative poems Village, Lakeland, the collection Izba and Field (the last edition of 
his verse published in his own life time). In 1928 the bard of countryside Russia completed 
one of his best narrative poems The Burnt Ruins. He read it at many literary soirées, the text 
was copied and widely distributed. The Song of Great Mother, the poem Cain, the lyrical cycle 
What Gray Cedars Rustle About, among other works, also date to this period. 

In 1934 Klyuev was arrested and his latest works confiscated (thus preserving them for 
posterity, since they were appended to his case file as "material evidence" of his anti-Soviet 
sentiments). He was banished to the village of Kolpashevo in Tomsk Region. But shortly 
afterwards, thanks to the intercession of Maxim Gorky (then head of the Union of Writers of 
the USSR), Klyuev was transferred to Tomsk. Arrested again in 1937, the poet, gravely ill at 
the time, was sentenced to death by firing squad as a "member of a clerical peasant anti-Soviet 
group". But the words of the Olonets Bayan—"the younger tribe will remember us!"—have 
proved prophetic. The sweet music of his "golden and sunlit bee-songs" will leave no one cold. 

 

* Daniel Zatochnik — the author of the outstanding work of Old Russian literature, The Word of Daniel Zatochnik, in 
which the author complains about the vicissitudes of his fortune and makes scathing remarks about the mores of the 
day; Yaroslavna's Lamentation — a poetic, soul-stirring Motif of The Lay of Igor's Host, a wonderful monument of Old 
Russian Literature.—Ed. 
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