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Prologue



CAVIAR DREAMS





The roe of the Russian mother sturgeon has probably been present at more important international affairs than have all the Russian dignitaries of history combined. This seemingly simple article of diet has taken its place in the world along with pearls, sables, old silver, and Cellini cups.

—JAMES BEARD





 I had been living in Moscow for just a few weeks when I first ate what M.F.K. Fisher once described as “almost enough caviar.”

I had tasted caviar perhaps twice before coming to Russia in 1994 as a correspondent for the Philadelphia Inquirer, but in microscopic portions. The first time was during my freshman year at college. A friend who later became my husband took me to a restaurant in Greenwich Village that specialized in omelets. It was really a diner with pretensions, but to a seventeen-year-old new to New York it seemed elegant and grown up. Scanning the menu, I was stopped by the caviar-and-sour-cream combination. Until that moment, it had never occurred to me that caviar was something I might long for. But sitting in that hushed room, as the fading winter light fell on the edges of the Formica tables, and I contemplated whether the meal amounted to a date, I knew that caviar was exactly what I wanted.

The omelet, when it arrived, had a trail of sour cream flowing from its edges. Beneath the crust of cooked eggs, I can recall seeing a few scattered black dots swimming in a yolky pool. About the taste, I remember nothing, except that I liked it. The absence of a more specific memory has not colored my feelings about caviar one bit. Caviar is not just about taste. Those glistening black globules are a culinary Rorschach that unleashes our deeply held notions about wealth, luxury, and life.

Although I did not eat caviar again for many years, it was the food that most embodied my idea of Russia, at least as I understood it from nineteenth-century novels. Tasting caviar again in Moscow, I felt as if I could detect within each round egg the whole lost universe of St. Petersburg literary salons and country estates, just as a McDonald's hamburger might offer Russians a brief intimacy with life on the suburban strip. In America, caviar had been something abstract. In Moscow during the early 1990s, caviar was sold everywhere, even by sidewalk peddlers. I could not get my fill of the stuff.

In the beginning, I bought my caviar in a fancy food store on the Arbat. The dusty jars, which still bore the stamp of the nonexistent USSR, had recently been relegated to a back shelf. In their place were elaborate pyramids of Lipton tea, European chocolates, and other mysterious foreign imports, which were then considered by Russians to be the height of sophistication. But caviar was the only product in the store that held any attraction for me. Then I met Magomed.

Magomed was a Daghestani from Mahachkala, a port city on the Caspian Sea in southern Russia, where most of the world's caviar-producing sturgeon live. A dark, wiry man, he always arrived at my door wearing a tracksuit and looking a little sweaty and unshaven, as if he had spent the night on the train with a traveling soccer team. I received my first phone call from him a few weeks after I began working in Moscow. He was nervous about speaking on the telephone, like a lot of people in Russia. He rushed through his name, as if we were old acquaintances. It would be better if he stopped by my office, he hissed. This didn't strike me as unusual. Generations of foreign correspondents before me had been contacted out of the blue by dissidents, spies, crackpots, and other mysterious people with stories to tell.

Magomed arrived with two sturdy plastic bags rather than a story. I would have to piece one together later. He grinned happily as he removed a large blue can from his bag and placed it on my desk for inspection. Briefly distracted by his dazzling mouthful of lacquered gold teeth, I mistook the can for a tin of Danish butter cookies, then all the rage in Moscow, until my eyes fell on the familiar words Malossol and Russkaya Ikra—mildly salted Russian caviar. With a chef's flourish, Magomed whisked the lid away. A plateau of shiny black caviar stood in the void. It was vastly more caviar than I had ever encountered in my life.

By then, my Russian assistant had wandered in to see what was going on and was stopped in her tracks by the view. Magomed urged us to try the caviar. We took some teaspoons and dug in. I rolled the eggs over my tongue, allowing the taut spheres to detonate a few at a time, hoping to harbor the taste for as long as possible. The salty-buttery richness filled my mouth, nuclear in its intensity. New and different tastes came in explosive bursts, as the initial fishiness gave way to more complex flavors and aromas. I was reminded of other rich foods—olives, pine nuts, smoked salmon. But it was the physical sensation, the way the firm casings of the eggs gave way as they popped against my tongue and cheek that dominated the experience. What I realized was that caviar was something you experienced in your mouth, not your stomach. Compared to Magomed's caviar, the stuff I had been buying on the Arbat was junk, as bland and featureless as jelly.

So, I bought my first kilogram of contraband. I handed Magomed $125 in American bills for the tin. Later, the price would rise to $150 for two pounds—small change, I knew, compared to what Americans were paying in specialty shops, where jars that could fit in the palm of your hand were displayed like jewels on slivered ice. If I ever bothered to ask Magomed where his caviar came from, or how he transported it to Moscow, I'm sure I settled for the vaguest of answers.

That first evening, I ate caviar by the spoonful. For dinner, we had caviar with blini and sour cream. In the morning, I layered my two-year-old daughter's toast with caviar. Even my husband, a confirmed fish hater, felt compelled to join in. When friends visited our apartment, I passed around crackers mounded with caviar. If we had not managed to empty the entire tin by Magomed's next visit, my housekeeper would feed the leftovers to her cat.

We were hardly the only foreigners consumed by the desire to consume caviar. Magomed and his partners had acquired a copy of a telephone directory listing Moscow's expatriates, and they went through it as systematically as American telemarketers. At dinner parties in foreigners' apartments, the host would invariably emerge from the kitchen bearing a mayonnaise-sized jar of Magomed's caviar, another of sour cream, and a skyscraper of blini. The guests would lather on the caviar and sour cream and eat until they were stuffed. One correspondent we knew was so obsessed that he would sneak home at lunchtime to eat his caviar straight from the jar, like peanut butter.

It was around this time that caviar also began to seep into America's food consciousness in a big way. Caviar had always been available from gourmet shops in America, but it took a bit of effort and knowledge to locate it. That situation began to change soon after the Soviet Union and its trade restrictions fell apart in 1991. Caviar stores opened in big cities across the United States. Buying caviar became a straightforward commercial exchange. The cans and jars were stacked prominently in glass display cases. You read the price list and made your choice. A clerk would wrap your purchase in an ice pack and hand it to you in a little shopping bag, often with the store's logo printed on it. Soon you could get reasonably good Russian caviar in airport terminals, via the Internet, even in suburban supermarkets. You could also buy a lot of congealed black goo. You might hear people on the train talking about how much they were ordering for New Year's Eve or see ads for caviar in newspaper food sections. Middle-class people began to think of caviar as an aristocratic indulgence they could afford.

It was a wonderful fantasy while it lasted. The reality was that caviar was never meant to be a delicacy for the masses, as easy to obtain as a box of chocolates. Sturgeon, the prehistoric-looking fish that produces the coveted black roe, is a large, ponderous beast, ill prepared by nature for an age of industrial fishing. They are incredibly easy to catch in the big gill nets used by fishermen who work the rivers that drain into the Caspian and Black Seas. When you land a female, you don't just take home a belly full of caviar, you eliminate the future.

Caviar derives its mystique from its intense flavor, high price and, most of all, its renowned scarcity. Its reputation helps to fuel our desire. In our minds it remains the snack of the tsars. Throughout the world, you only have to say “caviar” to convey the idea of aristocratic decadence; the television host Robin Leach did just that every time he introduced the lives of the rich and famous, with the promise of “champagne fantasies and caviar dreams.” These associations were so firmly embedded in our collective imagination that Russian caviar remained a luxury product through seven decades of Communist rule.

         

IN THE
mosaic of Russian culture, caviar is merely a luminous fleck. A simple dish, made by mixing salt into sturgeon's eggs, caviar has been a fixture on the national table for at least a millennium. Perhaps because Russians perceive their identity through the lens of those black orbs, they have jealously guarded the delicacy for much of their history, controlling the caviar trade with a zeal that far exceeded its monetary value to the nation. For more than four centuries, the Russian state determined how many sturgeon could be caught, how much caviar could be made, and how much of that could be sold abroad.

The Soviet system was famously unable to manufacture a decent television set or adequately gauge the domestic appetite for sausage, yet somehow it managed a sophisticated cartel that produced and marketed this gourmet delicacy to a select, affluent Western clientele. Along with Iran, the Soviet Union completely controlled the world caviar market for much of the twentieth century. Although they were no environmentalists, the Soviets managed the sturgeon in a way that seems enlightened compared with today's destructive fishing frenzy. Thanks to the Communists, caviar remained a delicacy for the few.

The disciplined cartel collapsed with the Soviet Union, which was reconstituted as fifteen separate nations. Today five of them border the Caspian, all eager to squeeze money from the rivers. Russia is no longer capable of running a state caviar industry. Its processing plants and boats have been sold cheap to local entrepreneurs—or, depending on your viewpoint, Mafia thugs. In the region around Astrakhan, the center of Russian caviar production since the sixteenth century, anyone who can wield a hook and line is effectively a caviar producer. Those trawling for sturgeon are often unemployed men who have few options other than stealing from the waters that feed them. Out on the water under the cover of night, they dream of hitting the jackpot, catching not just any sturgeon, but one fat with eggs. If they're lucky, they might gross twenty dollars from a night's work, a large sum in the Russian provinces.

It is difficult to pinpoint the exact moment when caviar stopped being the centerpiece at Moscow dinner parties. The intervals between Magomed's calls grew longer, and during a stay in Azerbaijan, which fronts the Caspian Sea, a glum United Nations official I happened to be interviewing predicted that we would be the last generation to indulge our taste for caviar. The claim struck me then as excessively alarmist. There is plenty for sale in Moscow, I countered. “Yes, and it's selling here at the bazaar for thirty dollars a kilo. That's the problem,” he said. In the skewed reality of post-Soviet life, no one was surprised that something so scarce should sell for so little.

Caviar had entered my life suddenly, but its disappearance was more gradual. While I was no longer indulging regularly, I never stopped thinking about caviar. For a short time, caviar made us believe that we were all aristocrats. I didn't want to believe in a world without caviar. But half a decade later, the possibility was no longer outlandish. It was time to get the story Magomed never told me, to find out where this rare delicacy had come from, and whether there would be any left for my daughter's children.
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In the nature of things, that fabulous food caviar must be a rarity, or it does not fulfill its function.

—MAGUELONNE TOUSSAINT-SAMAT, 
A HISTORY OF FOOD





 The Russian poet Velimir Khlebnikov once lamented in a letter to his avant-garde circle in St. Petersburg that he loved his hometown of Astrakhan dearly except for the heat, the provincial indifference to literature and, most of all, “the fact that everything here revolves around fish.” When Khlebnikov listed the city's deficiencies in 1913, his friends would have understood that the fish in question was sturgeon, and what Astrakhan revolved around was caviar.

Today, the hot exhaust of steppe air still blasts Astrakhan in the summer, and the city still lacks a decent bookstore, but the pungent fish odors that so vexed Khlebnikov are noticeably absent. Along the Volga River quays, where caviar makers used to slit the bellies of giant sturgeon as they puckered desperately for air, there is no sign of the old wooden packing houses, operated before the Russian Revolution by famous names such as Dieckmann & Hansen of Hamburg, or Romanoff of New York.

Soviet planners long ago moved the messy business out of sight, and the Volga River's banks are now lined by a graceful promenade. These improvements might have appealed to Khlebnikov's sense of irony, especially since the poet's family had been among Astrakhan's most prominent caviar traders in the nineteenth century. Instead of waiting for the shallow-bottomed barks to arrive at the quays with flapping fish, you can watch schools of hormone-charged teenagers strolling up the promenade, following the same course once taken by the sturgeon struggling up the Volga to spawn.

Fortunately the Soviets never managed to rub all the life out of Astrakhan, or extinguish fully the beating heart of a natural trading town. Astrakhan was once an important stop on the Silk Route, where Chinese caravans and Venetian merchants haggled over exotic wares. The whitewashed kremlin built by Ivan the Terrible still presides above the old city, supported by stones taken from the palaces of the Golden Horde in Sarai, the magnificent capital built by Batu Khan, the Mongol warlord who ruled Russia in the thirteenth century. As Astrakhan's main street slopes down to the Volga, the bourgeois “Style Moderne” apartment buildings of the twentieth century give way to stout, nineteenth-century merchants' houses adorned with lacy woodcarvings, all relics of the city's previous life as the center of the world's caviar trade.

On a May night in Astrakhan, I hurried with my friend Mira to join the parade along the quays. Before we had gone more than a few steps along the river, we were both overpowered by the irresistible scent of grilling food, floating up from the outdoor restaurants that lined the embankment.

“It's sturgeon shashlik,” Mira announced, eyes shining. Shashlik, a Slavic variation on shish kebab, always sends Russians into raptures, especially when it involves thick chunks of golden sturgeon.

We walked into the first restaurant we saw. Mira paused to ask the grillman if he was serving sturgeon.

“Not yet,” he muttered, turning away to concentrate on the lines of pork and lamb kebabs dripping their fat into the coffin-shaped grill.

“What do you mean, ‘Not yet?' Isn't it the season?” she persisted, knowing perfectly well that it was the height of the spring sturgeon run, when the mature fish leave the Caspian Sea and migrate up the Volga to lay their precious eggs. Mira was a professor of linguistics at an elite Moscow university, as well as a shashlik-lover, so she seemed to feel a professional obligation to explore the grillman's semantic ambiguity.

“We might have it later,” he answered. He was looking at us now. His caramel-brown skin and black hair indicated he was from one of the ethnic groups that populate southern Russia, perhaps an Armenian or an Azeri. Winking, he flashed a smile of Caucasian gold. “All right, come back in twenty minutes,” he said.

We chewed over this mysterious exchange as we walked and waited. Why all the fuss? We were just trying to order the local specialty in a restaurant, yet we felt as if we were setting up a drug deal. Perhaps if we had dared to ask for caviar, then all this hush-hush, come-back-later business would have made sense. The international caviar trade had become a lucrative and nasty black market enterprise in the years since the Soviet monopoly went under. But who wanted sturgeon meat outside of Russia? We knew that sturgeon stocks in the Caspian were suffering as a result of the frenzied poaching, yet the fish was still served all over Russia.

As we approached the restaurant garden again a half hour later, Dima the grillman hustled us to a back table shadowed by a leafy tree. Up front, a petite singer with distinctly Mongol features belted Russian pop tunes over a recorded track, while a group of women in skyscraper heels undulated languidly among the tables, as if under the spell of a snake charmer. Two plates arrived heaped with mountains of sliced onions. Carving out an exploratory tunnel, I uncovered cubes of golden brown sturgeon embedded in the tangled mound. I took a tentative bite. Within the crunchy carapace, the meat was buttery, mellow, sweet, chewy, the seafood equivalent of a fine beef fillet. I was surprised that an endangered species could be so delicious.

We were finishing our beers when Dima stopped by to inform us that we should pay him separately for the sturgeon. Handing over the equivalent of eight dollars, we pressed him to explain his earlier reticence. By now, we had guessed that our meal was prepared from contraband sturgeon caught by poachers. But Dima just smiled away our questions. It was time to come clean about our motives. Could Dima introduce us to one of these poachers, I asked?

His face clouded over with anger. “Those barbarians,” he seethed, startling us with his accusing tone. “Don't you know they've already destroyed the sturgeon? Soon there will be none left.” He returned to his grill, still scowling at the prospect, yet still ready to participate in the sturgeon's destruction.

         

DIMA WAS
right about the sturgeon's future. After a decade of economic turmoil in Russia, the Caspian sturgeon was in serious trouble. For years, scientists had warned that the sturgeon was being wiped out by caviar poachers and uncontrolled fishing. But Russian officials either ignored the advice, or insisted that stocks were still abundant enough to justify a limited amount of commercial fishing.

There was little doubt that more caviar was being consumed worldwide than ever. Even as sturgeon meat was going underground in Astrakhan's restaurants, caviar was becoming a standard item in the refrigerator cases of Western supermarkets. While I was in Moscow in the spring of 2000, I was able to buy a 100-gram jar—over two ounces—of very good osetra for twelve dollars in an upscale, Swiss-owned supermarket—and was then chided by my Russian friends for overpaying. But in Astrakhan, the epicenter of the international caviar trade, people had begun to think of caviar and sturgeon as relics of the past. On the same night Mira and I went hunting for sturgeon shashlik, huge crowds flocked to an outdoor concert sponsored by a Russian petroleum company to celebrate the first gusher of oil in the waters near Astrakhan. People told us that everything in Astrakhan now revolved around oil, the new source of riches from the Caspian.

Caviar had once been the source of Astrakhan's wealth. Sturgeon are found throughout the Northern Hemisphere, but nowhere in such numbers and variety as in the Caspian Sea. Its mildly saline waters contain a concentrated soup of sturgeon, including the three species most prized for their eggs: the beluga, the Russian sturgeon, and the stellate. These great gray beasts are marked by waves of sharp crests called scutes that run along their spine and sides, dramatically sloping snouts, and fleshy lips located on the undersides of their chins. They look as prehistoric as they are. Sturgeon have hardly changed in appearance since the days of the dinosaur.

Every spring, these ancient fish leave the Caspian Sea and begin their arduous journey up its tributaries to spawn. In doing so, they make themselves vulnerable to the thousands of fishermen who lie in wait along the riverbanks. Some sturgeon travel up the Volga River, toward Astrakhan, while others head east to the Ural River in Kazakhstan, or west to the Kura River in Azerbaijan. But whichever route they take, the fishermen are there, drawing their huge nets across the water like floating fences, in the hope of catching a ripe female with a belly containing a fortune in eggs.

Not all sturgeon eggs are alike. Each species produces its own distinctive roe. The beluga's gray eggs are nearly as big as ball bearings and buttery in taste, and cost more than any other kind. The Russian sturgeon give somewhat smaller but more intensely flavored beads that are labeled osetra. The slim, streamlined stellate produces the briny, pinhead sevruga eggs. Russians also like the small-grained roe of other Caspian Sea sturgeons such as Shipp and sterlet, although these are rarely sold in the West. Perfectly good black caviar can be made from many of the twenty-seven varieties of sturgeon.

During the nineteenth century, in fact, most of the world's caviar supply came not from the Caspian region, but from the rivers flowing into the Atlantic Ocean. In the summer of 1913, when Khlebnikov exiled himself to Astrakhan, the bustling Caspian port had only just overtaken New Jersey's Delaware River as the world's main source of sturgeon caviar. Until then, the roe of the Atlantic sturgeon and the shovelnose supplied most of the world's caviar, although it had never attained the quality of the Caspian varieties. With the American waters fished clean, caviar companies flocked to Astrakhan's riverfront to satisfy the European craving for caviar. They quickly established canneries and fleets of fishing boats.

By the time the Communists came to power in 1917, Astrakhan had become the leading producer of caviar in the world. The Communists nationalized the family-run caviar houses. But they were inexperienced and caviar production fell drastically, and the delicacy seemed about to go the way of the Romanov dynasty. But once the Communists mastered the production of caviar, the trade resumed on the same level, and with the same customers, as before the revolution. The Soviet government centralized production in a single, massive, but surprisingly efficient state monopoly that maintained high standards of quality control. Amid the profound political changes that followed the Soviet collapse in 1991, little attention was paid to the parallel collapse of the state-controlled caviar industry. Within a year, the trade had reverted back to private firms, as if the Communist regime had been a brief interruption. The state's boats and processing equipment were parceled out to a new generation of private Russian producers, all convinced there were plenty of sturgeon still in the sea.

         

EVGENY APTEKAR
was one of those optimists. He had fallen into the caviar trade by accident in the mid-1990s, after losing his construction job. With factories shutting down all over Russia, it was clear there was no future in such work. But he wasn't sure what to do next. He was still in his twenties, lean and blond, with doughy features leavened by twinkling blue eyes. He tried working as a shuttle trader, traveling to places such as Turkey and Dubai to buy cheap consumer goods that could be sold back home in Russia.

After a few trips abroad, Evgeny decided that shuttle trading wasn't worth the effort. He realized that he could do better closer to home. Just a few blocks from where he lived in Astrakhan, a surviving caviar factory still turned out the one Russian product that the world wanted. He bought a few cases, took them on the train to Moscow, and sold the whole lot of caviar in a day. In time, he developed a list of foreign customers, dispensed with the long trips to Moscow, and started shipping caviar in quantity directly from Astrakhan to distributors in Europe and America.

By the end of the 1990s, Evgeny was a legal, recognized caviar wholesaler. His company, Karon-TM Ltd., produced and packed its own caviar. As his business grew, Evgeny gradually expanded into all aspects of caviar production. He bought a fleet of boats, a collection of nets, and some used canning equipment, then hired fishermen to work the Volga for sturgeon. His firm employed 350 people around the Astrakhan region. Evgeny moved his office into an old merchant's house in downtown Astrakhan. He had one of his former construction buddies install air conditioning, to help make the scorching Astrakhan summers bearable, and decorated his office with a collection of antique samovars. Business was so good that Evgeny could afford to send his two daughters to boarding school in England. After a decade in the caviar trade, he had a huge stake in the sturgeon's survival.

I had heard good things about Evgeny from Western dealers, and when I met him in Astrakhan, I understood why they liked him. Unlike many Russians who went into business after 1991, he did not model himself on characters in The Godfather—no gold chains, no thick-necked bodyguards, no thuggish posturing. When I walked into his office, he was wearing a pair of faded Levi's and a white crew shirt, and tapping steadily into a computer.

The caviar trade had become a form of high-stakes gambling for many Western importers. They were continually being ripped off by their Russian suppliers, who might promise fresh beluga and then deliver sour sevruga. You could make a quick profit that way, but Evgeny had long ago decided that he was in the caviar business for life. The best way to keep his Western customers, he believed, was to give them what they wanted.

Even with the best of intentions, that was not easy in Russia. Shipments were held up at customs while inspectors demanded bribes. Bureaucrats took weeks to process his manifests. But Evgeny learned to deal with them. His regular customers included Dieckmann & Hansen, Germany's largest caviar house, and Caviarteria, a rapidly expanding New York firm.

In Astrakhan, Karon was still a small producer trying to become a big one. “You can only survive for a short time as a trader. You have to broaden your operation to survive,” Evgeny said. By the spring of 2000, he was making plans to open a small sales office in New York. But just as his company was ready to expand, the Russian government announced it was going to crack down on the caviar trade.

During the chaotic years of the early 1990s, virtually everything was for sale in Russia. Anyone could go fishing for sturgeon and anyone could export caviar. That's how Evgeny got his start. But the free-for-all had taken its toll on the Caspian sturgeon population. Under prodding from the world's environmentalists, Moscow agreed to regulate the fishing. Evgeny learned that all caviar producers would need to buy a license to export their caviar abroad, where it could fetch as much as $500 a pound wholesale, ten times more valuable than in Russia.

That was just the first of many new rules. At the beginning of the spring fishing season in 2000, the Russian government realized that export licenses alone weren't enough to stop the poaching. Moscow would also have to limit fishing. For years, scientists had been urging Moscow to set realistic catch limits reflecting the true state of the sturgeon population. Evgeny learned that Russian scientists had fixed the total catch at just five hundred tons. The catch would be divided among a few big caviar producers, who would have to bid for a share of the total at a government auction. The winners would be assigned a quota based on their share.

Evgeny was determined to win a share of the catch. Without his own legal quota, he would be out of business. On the day of the auction, all the big producers submitted bids. Evgeny bid high. He felt he had taken his business too far to give up. Just to be on the safe side, he also submitted a bid for a share of Turkmenistan's catch. Turkmenistan, which hugs the eastern shore of the Caspian, had also agreed to introduce similar controls. Both of Evgeny's bids were successful, and he was assigned two catch quotas. His company was now one of just a dozen producers legally allowed to fish for migrating Caspian sturgeon. Evgeny thought his two shares would elevate him to the top tier of caviar producers.

By May 2000, midway through the main fishing season, Evgeny's expectations were far less grand. Instead of enjoying record sales, he felt he had made a terrible mistake. He told me he was starting to worry about catching enough sturgeon to recoup the cost of his investments in the fishing shares. Everyone knew that new government regulations hadn't stopped the poaching, yet he was still surprised at how much his daily catches had fallen. He wasn't at the panic stage. But he could not help noticing that his biggest competitor, a firm called Russkaya Ikra, had sent home all the employees from its processing plant because it had no roe to pack. Evgeny was also hearing rumors that an Armenian caviar firm based in Astrakhan was having trouble filling its quota. Every day, Evgeny received the daily catch reports from his Volga fishing stations. The numbers were terrible. Unless things picked up, Evgeny realized he wasn't going to be able to make his quota, either.

There was a way to make up the difference, Evgeny knew, but it wasn't quite legal. His fishermen were allowed to trawl only for sturgeon migrating up the Volga. But because sturgeon spawn only once every few years, there were still plenty of adult fish swimming around the Caspian Sea. Since he had already paid for his share of the sturgeon catch, Evgeny thought that the government should let him make up the difference by allowing fishing in the Caspian. But first he would need to talk to the scientists at the Caspian Fisheries Research Institute. They were the ones who monitored the Caspian sturgeon population and set the catch quotas. Only they could make it legal to fish in the sea.

         

BY CHANCE, I had already arranged to see one of the institute's top sturgeon specialists, Raisa Khodorevskaya. I had seen her name mentioned in dozens of scientific papers about the Caspian sturgeon, and I was eager to meet her.

The Caspian Fisheries Institute was created during Astrakhan's nineteenth-century caviar rush, and it had been incorporated into the Soviet Union's ambitious scientific program. But like all Soviet research institutes, it had fallen on hard times. The lobby was dark when Mira and I arrived in midmorning, and we fumbled through the unlit halls to Raisa's office. She was waiting for us in a large bare room at an old wooden school desk. Like many Russian scientists she worked without the benefit of a computer. Raisa was a warm, broad-hipped, broad-faced woman, with a natural inclination to cluck maternally at her visitors. She waved us in as she went to search for some chairs.

Raisa had devoted more than three decades to tracking the Caspian sturgeon. She was the first scientist to recognize the sharp drop in the catches in the early 1990s. Because she frequently went down to the fishing stations to talk to the fishermen, she knew that the ranks of poachers had swelled. While many poachers were poor villagers who fished out of desperation, poaching had become highly organized in places such as Daghestan. There, poaching gangs worked the Caspian in broad daylight, dragging their nets from large boats. By 1993, she was begging Moscow officials to do something. She wanted Boris Yeltsin's government to follow the Soviet-era fishing regulations. Eventually, her scientific papers on the declining sturgeon population caught the attention of Western environmentalists, who began to pressure Moscow to act.

Raisa's great victory was in helping to convince Moscow to sign an international treaty in 1998 regulating caviar exports. She lobbied the fisheries bureaucrats to reduce the Caspian sturgeon catch to five hundred tons, down from the twelve thousand tons officially hauled from Russian waters in 1990. Because the five-hundred-ton quota meant that only a handful of producers would be able to fish legally for sturgeon, she thought it would make it easier to detect the poachers. As part of the deal, the fisheries police promised to enforce a Soviet-era ban on open-sea fishing.

So, when Evgeny came to her and asked for permission to fish in the Caspian, Raisa was shocked. Raisa objected to fishing for sturgeon in the open sea for the same reasons that environmentalists oppose the clear-cutting of forests. When big trawlers drag their nets across the Caspian floor, they make no distinction between egg-laden female sturgeons, male sturgeons, juvenile sturgeons, or any other species of fish. Their long nets churn up the sea bottom, ravaging colonies of mollusks and worms that provide the bottom-feeding sturgeons with their most reliable meals. Even the Soviet Union, hardly the world's most environmentally conscientious nation, had imposed a ban on open-sea fishing in 1962, when it controlled four-fifths of the Caspian Sea. But with five nations now surrounding the Caspian Sea, it was impossible to get everyone to agree to the ban.

Russian poachers illegally scoured the Caspian Sea along with the Azeris, Daghestanis, Kazaks, and Turkmen. Russia still forbade its fishermen to trawl in the Caspian, but as Raisa knew, it was difficult to enforce the ban when the other countries averted their eyes and let their fishermen drag their nets freely through the sea. Evgeny's complaint was that the restrictions were unfair to law-abiding Russian producers like himself. He had followed the rules. He attended the auction and bought the right to fish. And yet the poachers who paid nothing could fish where and when they liked. Evgeny told Raisa that he would accept all sorts of controls if she would just relax the ban. Beginning to sound desperate, he promised to accept size limits, time limits. He even swore his fishermen would throw back juveniles. But Raisa wasn't buying any of it.

As a fish biologist who had studied the intimate habits of sturgeon, she knew how little time was left. Raisa believed that only a total ban on fishing would save the sturgeon. She had reluctantly accepted the five-hundred-ton catch quota, but only because it was the best compromise she could get from Moscow. It came as no surprise to her now that Evgeny couldn't catch his fill. She had predicted the crisis all along.

There was something else that worried her. The quota was expressed in terms of fish, not caviar, even though it was the eggs that drove the whole business. Producers like Evgeny paid the government for so many tons of sturgeon, but it was only caviar that they wanted. The male sturgeon and the immature females were just slightly better than worthless, as far as they were concerned. Among the fishermen, they were derided as “empties,” while a sturgeon with a belly full of eggs was called a “cow.” The empties were supposed to be counted toward the five-hundred-ton quota the same as the cows. But by May, Raisa was hearing alarming reports that the fishing companies were quietly discarding the males so they wouldn't be counted toward the quota. That meant that the actual legal catch was more like a thousand tons. As a result, female sturgeons were becoming even rarer than males. “Right now, only fifteen percent of the fish going upriver are females,” Raisa confided to me when I mentioned Evgeny's proposal. “If the private companies take only females, what will be left?”

Intellectually, Evgeny understood the situation. He belonged to the new generation of caviar traders who realized you couldn't just keep taking from the sea. He was building a sturgeon-breeding farm, and this effort had endeared Evgeny to the institute's researchers. Together with Raisa and other scientists, Evgeny had supported Russia's decision to put the sturgeon on the international list of endangered species.

Evgeny's motives were not entirely selfless. He would be the first to admit it. He saw the quota system as a way of gaining an edge over the black market producers. The quota made it more difficult for poachers to move their caviar out of Russia. Abroad, caviar was more valuable than gold. Karon was one of just a dozen companies that could legally sell Russian caviar to high-profile foreign dealers such as Petrossian and Caviarteria.

But what use was access to Western markets now without caviar to sell? As the spring season progressed, Evgeny was growing more agitated. The daily totals that his fishermen reported were below his worst estimates. Even more troubling, nearly three-quarters of the fish caught were males.

His fears coalesced a few days after his talk with Raisa. All of Astrakhan's fish processors were grumbling about poor catches in the Caspian. It wasn't just sturgeon, they said, but every commercial species that migrated up the Volga in the spring—pike, carp, herring, even the lowly vobla, or roach, which was dried to the consistency of a wood board and chewed while drinking beer. The worst fears of the scientists were coming true. “Very soon, there will be no black caviar from the Caspian,” Evgeny told me, now speaking as sourly as Dima.

But no one was ready to believe that the sea that had fed Russia for centuries was exhausted. Maybe it was just an off year, Evgeny suggested hopefully. Maybe the unusually high spring waters had delayed the sturgeon's spawning run. Maybe the poachers had better nets this year. Evgeny just wasn't sure. Maybe his fishermen weren't telling him everything.

It was one thing to get the daily catch reports by phone, another to be there when the nets were brought in. There were so few sturgeon now, you had to count every one. Evgeny decided it was time to send his trusted fishing manager, Venyamin Ivanovich, down to the delta.

         

“CIVILIZATION
ends here,” Venyamin Ivanovich crowed as the asphalt road ended, and he maneuvered his white Audi sedan onto the hard, sable-colored earth of the Caspian steppe, some 150 miles south of Astrakhan. He barely bothered to tap the brake as he took off across the parched grassland. Mira and I braced ourselves for a bumpy ride.

We were supposed to be going fishing for sturgeon, but there seemed nothing in this landscape to suggest the proximity of the lush Volga River Delta. Other than a pair of domesticated camels lounging in the scrub, we had seen no hint of human habitation for more than an hour. After several attempts, I realized there was no point asking Venyamin for a more detailed progress report. Even though he had joined the ranks of Russia's private businessmen, and bought himself a foreign car and a pair of wraparound sunglasses, Venyamin retained the manners of an old Soviet boss. He did not like questions. He preferred to lecture. So he continued to negotiate curves around the wind-carved earthen moguls, talking about sturgeon at his own pace.

Venyamin had no doubt learned the habit of hoarding information during the many years that he worked as the financial director of a Soviet factory. The Soviet Union was full of such steel gray, crew-cut managers. When the Communist system imploded many of them fought to hang on to their positions and prestige long after factories stopped producing anything, and many of them were reduced to joining the abject legions of the elderly who hawked their unwanted factory products on street corners.

Venyamin was one of the lucky ones. He landed a job with Evgeny Aptekar. It was a good match. Evgeny knew how to sell things. Venyamin could run a production operation. He knew sturgeon, too. Having grown up in the delta, Venyamin could tell a cow from an empty at a glance. His role now was to oversee Karon's fishing stations along the Volga, to make sure the caviar was processed correctly, and to keep everyone in the far-flung empire honest and hardworking. He wasn't the top boss anymore, but the fishermen knew enough to address him as “Mr. Director.”

Just when it seemed as if Venyamin might drive us all the way across the steppe into Central Asia, a velvety green fissure appeared in the barren desert. The Volga is a startling sight. After the unremitting sterility of the steppe landscape, its banks appear as luxuriant as the Florida everglades. The willows and oaks along its edge rise up from spring floods like water nymphs released from a spell. But about two hundred yards inland is an arid, treeless plain. The contrast in landscapes grows more extreme as the Volga runs south, following its 2,300-mile course from the latitude of Moscow to the Caspian, transporting the melting snows of Russia's heartland to the desert steppe. As the river approaches the sea, it unfurls like an enormous green leaf, veined by hundreds of narrow channels. Europe's longest river becomes Europe's largest wetland, a silty, reed-choked oasis for birds, turtles, wolves, and the largest of freshwater fishes.

Our destination was an old Cossack settlement with the forlorn name of Wolves' Island, some four hours downriver from Astrakhan. The place had been founded, according to legend, in the late seventeenth century by a band of renegade Cossacks who were looking for a place to hide after a failed uprising against the tsar. It seemed as if only a handful of improvements had been made since then. The village now amounted to a few dozen tottering wood houses, so weather-beaten they appeared to merge into the dusty steppe. The fenced yards contained chickens, small gardens, and an assortment of rusted machine parts. The main street was an obstacle course of ruts and dirt mounds. It was hard to imagine the villagers coaxing any crops from the dry steppe soil. Venyamin was right about Wolves' Island. This was the end of civilization.

Wolves' Island owes its existence entirely to its strategic location on the edge of the delta. The village occupies the last scrap of dry land before the Volga pours into the sea. Because every sturgeon hoping to spawn in the Volga must pass through the labyrinth of reeds that encircles Wolves' Island, there is no better place to drop a net for sturgeon.

Writing about this part of the world two thousand years ago, Herodotus was struck by its savage, primal quality. The delta “has forty mouths, all but one issuing into swamp and marshland, where men are said to live who eat raw fish.” The abundance of such fish has drawn nomads to the delta since ancient times, but permanent settlers didn't come to Wolves' Island until the Cossacks arrived. The fishing was good and they stayed. Their descendants earned their living supplying the Astrakhan caviar houses. When the Soviet government came along in 1917, the villagers were organized into fishing collectives called kolkhozs. For the seventy years of Communism, the inhabitants of the village supplied the state with black caviar, which was sold to the West for hard currency. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the dusty, out-of-the-way town might have been returned to the wolves if Evgeny Aptekar had not come along and hired its fishermen to work for Karon.

By necessity, sturgeon fishermen in the Volga Delta worked in teams. While it is possible for one man to catch a sturgeon with a hook and a line, hauling up one of the great gray beasts demands many hands. When open-mesh gill nets were introduced in the late nineteenth century, sturgeon fishing became even more of a team effort. Originally made of cotton, and later of tough nylon filament, these mesh nets themselves could weigh hundreds of pounds. Each team staked out its own fishing grounds, called tonyas. No other team could fish there. The tonya fishermen built small huts on their section of the riverbank to mark their turf and give them a place to cook and nap. In the old days, these huts offered a shady spot to make caviar, too.

Down at the Wolves' Island bank, one of Karon's boat pilots had been waiting all morning to shuttle us over to the village tonya, which was located some distance from the village itself. As we entered the delta thicket, I immediately understood why Venyamin needed a professional pilot to navigate the delta. High bulrushes walled in the channel, blocking any view of the delta except for the bands of sky and water. Steering the small outboard through the narrow passages was like driving through a car wash at high speed, only reeds thwacked at the sides of the boat instead of brushes. After the bleakness of the steppe, the ride through the delta was
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