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CHAPTER I.

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    Difficulty of Knowing Russia – Description of the Land – In What does it Differ from Western Europe? – In What is it European?

    
    IGNORANCE of all that is foreign has always been one of France’s chief blemishes, one of the chief causes of her disasters. This vice of our national education we are at present seeking to remedy: we are making up our minds to let our children learn the languages of our neighbors; but, if it is effectually to benefit us in our politics, our knowledge of foreign things must not be limited to those nations only who actually touch our boundaries. Like ancient Greece, modern Europe forms one family, the members of which, even in the midst of their quarrels, keep mutually dependent on one another. The interests of external politics are common to all; not much less so are those of internal politics.

    There is, amidst the European states, one which, notwithstanding its remoteness, has more than once weighed heavily on Western Europe. It is backed up against the East, and, between it and France, there is only Germany. It is the largest of European states, the one which has the greatest number of inhabitants, and it is the least known; in many ways the Mussulman East and the two Americas are known better. Distance no longer can separate Russia from the West; it is Russia’s manners, institutions, language, which keep up the high barriers that rise between her and the rest of Europe; political and religious prejudice raise up others. Liberals or Democrats, Catholics or Protestants, all alike find it difficult to keep their Western ideas from imparting a false coloring to the pictures they draw of the Empire of the Tsars. The pity aroused by the victims of her official politics has for a long time warped our judgment of Russia. She was seen only through Poland and was mostly known only from the pictures drawn by her adversaries.

    Russians are fond of saying that only Russians are competent to write about Russia. We should be perfectly willing to leave to them the task of depicting themselves, could they bring to it the same earnestness, the same sincerity, the same interest that we bring to the study of them. Moreover, if foreigners are prejudiced, so naturally is each nation on its own account. To national prejudice are added party views, school theories. Nowhere have I heard a greater diversity of judgments on Russia than in that country itself.

    How can we expect to understand a nation that is still endeavoring to read its own riddle, that moves on with jerky, unsteady gait, with no well-defined goal as yet, that – to quote one of its own sayings – has left one bank, but has not as yet reached the opposite one! In these successive transformations we must discriminate between what is superficial, external, official, and what is deeplying, permanent, national. No people known to history, possibly no country in the world, has undergone so many changes in the course of one or two centuries; not one, with the exception of Italy and Japan, has seen similar ones in the course of a score of years. The reforms of all sorts have been so numerous that the most attentive observer finds it difficult to keep track of them. The application of them is still so recent, at times so incomplete and so much disputed, that it is not easy to appreciate all their effects. Old-time Russia, the Russia of which we had some kind of a knowledge, has perished with the abolition of serfdom. New Russia is a child whose features are not yet fixed, or, better still, a youth at the critical age at which face, voice, and character are in the act of being moulded for life.

    Does this imply that in studying contemporary Russia we should forget the past? By no means: the past everywhere shows through the present. All the institutions, all the characteristics peculiar to Russia, all that makes her different from Western Europe, has deep roots which must be exposed to the light, or the troubles under which she labors will remain incomprehensible. Whatever violence the hand of a despot gifted with genius may seemingly have done to her destiny, her people were not exempted from the laws which regulate the growth of every society. Her civilization is bound up in the land, in the people’s life-blood, in its historical training of centuries. As is the case with all states, and in spite of seeming breaks, the present of Russia is the outcome of her past, and the one is not to be understood without the other. If we wish to gain a profitable knowledge of this people, at once so similar to and different from their European brethren, the first thing needful is to realize the grand physical and moral influences which ruled its growth and helped fashion it, which, even in spite of itself, will for a long time yet hold it under their sway. The real bearing, the probable results in the near future of all the changes which are going on in Russia escape our grasp if we remain in ignorance of the conditions under which labor the development and capabilities for civilization of the country and the people. This is a great, an immense question, and, as though not yet sufficiently swathed in darkness, it is further obscured by inveterate prejudices. It is, in fact, the first and last problem, and if that is unsolved, any study of Russia must remain both baseless and barren of results. In order to appreciate her genius and resources, her present and, still more, her future, it is imperative to know the soil which nourishes her people, the races that compose it, the history she has lived, the religion to which she owes her moral training. Let us begin with nature, soil, and climate; let us see what kind of moral and material development they allow of, what is the population, and what the power the promise of which they hold out to her.

    The first thing that strikes one at the first glance at a map of the Russian Empire, is its extent. It covers over twelve million square miles; of these, something over three fall to the share of Europe, i. e., about eleven times the size of France in her mutilated condition, fifteen or sixteen times the size of united Italy, or the three United Kingdoms. These colossal dimensions are so much out of proportion with the smallness of the so-called “great European States,” that, in order to bring it fairly within the grasp of our imagination, one of this century’s greatest scientists sought the help of astronomy. According to Alexander von Humboldt, the portion of our globe which owns the sway of Russia, is larger than the face of the moon at its full. In that empire, the vastness of which can be realized only with the help of the stars, the land has no visible boundaries. Its plains, the hugest on our planet, stretch on into the heart of the old continent until they reach the mountain masses of Central Asia; between the Black and Caspian Seas they are barred by the gigantic bulwark of the Caucasus, the foot of which lies partly below the level of the sea, while its summits rise near on 3,000 feet above the height of those of Mont Blanc. To the northwest Russia owns the lakes Làdoga and Oniéga, the largest of Europe; to the northeast, in Siberia, that of Baïkal, the largest of Asia; to the south, the Caspian and Aral Seas, the largest lakes in the world. Her rivers are in proportion with her plains; in Asia she has the Obi, the Yenisséÿ, the Lena, the Amoor; in Europe, the Dniepr, the Don, the Volga, that central artery of the country, a river that, with its sinuous course, measuring nearly 2,400 miles, does not altogether belong to Europe. Nine tenths of the Russian territory are as yet almost untenanted, and Russia already numbers over ninety million souls, twice as many as the most populous of European states.

    If we look only at European Russia, from the Glacial Ocean down to the Caucasus, we ask ourselves: Does this country really belong to Europe? Are only the proportions laid out on a larger scale and is nothing changed but these? or is not rather this prodigious expanding of land sufficient to separate Russia from Western Europe? Are not the conditions of civilization modified by the ungainly enlargement of the stage which is to be filled by man? The contrast of size alone would make out between Old Europe and Russia a difference of capital importance, but is this difference the only one? Do not other and no less important contrasts flow from this primeval contrast? Russia’s climate, her soil, her geographical structure – are all these European?

    Instead of being, like Africa, attached to the common trunk of the Old World by a narrow joint, Europe is shaped like a triangular peninsula, the whole broad base of which leans against Asia and is one body with her. There is only a slight ridge between them, a mountain chain remarkable neither for width nor height, and below this chain which is really no partition at all, there is nothing but a gap wide open and unprotected. Thus soldered on to Asia, Russia is similarly shaped.

    Two main features distinguish Europe amidst all the regions of the globe: in the first place, her piecemeal structure – “all cut up into small pieces” by the sea, to use the words of Montesquieu; “peninsular articulate,” to use those of Humboldt; in the second place, a climate temperate as no other under the same latitude –  a climate which is in a great measure the consequence of this very structure. Russia, on the other hand, adhering to Asia by her longest side, bordered to the north and northwest by icebound seas which yield to the shoreland but few of the advantages usually enjoyed by littorals, – Russia is one of the most compact, most eminently continental countries on the face of the globe.

    Differing thus from Europe in structure, Russia also lacks Europe’s climate – temperate, softened by the encompassing waters. Russia’s climate is continental, i. e., almost equally extreme in winter-cold and summer-heat. Hence the averages drawn from the varying temperatures are deceitful. The isothermal lines rise up towards the pole in summer; sink low down southward in winter, so that the greater part of Russia is comprised, in January, within the frigid zone, and within the torrid zone in July. The very breadth of her lands condemns her to extremes. The seas that bathe some of her boundaries are either too distant or insufficient in extent to be to her what they are to other countries by turns – reservoirs of warmth and breeders of coolness. Nowhere in the west of Europe, do we see winters so long and severe, or summers so hot. Russia remains excluded from the influences which temper the cold to the rest of Europe, from the Ocean currents as well as from the winds of the Sahara. The long Scandinavian peninsula, which stretches out between her and the Atlantic, turns away from her shores the great stream of warm water, the gift of the New World to the Old. Instead of these mild influences, it is the polar ices, Siberia, the Arctic region of Asia, that hold Russia under their sway. Against that proximity, the Ural chain is but an apparent defence, neutralized by its inconsiderable elevation and by its position, nearly perpendicular to the equator. Vainly Russia stretches down to the latitude of Pau and Nizza, she must go down all the way below the Caucasus to find a bulwark against the north wind. The bulk of the land being perfectly flat, is open to all the atmospheric currents, to the and breath from the deserts of Central Asia no less than to the winds from the polar circle.

    This absence of mountains and consequently of valleys is another of the broad distinctive features of Russian nature, as opposed to European nature. This horizontality of the soil, we may say, is not merely a superficial characteristic, it is an essential feature of the geology as well as the geography of the country. The flattening of the outer crust is only a result of the parallelism of the underground stratification. Instead of frequently rising to the surface, as in the West, and offering a rich variety of landscape, soil, and culture, the divers geological tiers remain horizontally stratified, presenting immense tracts of identical soil, requiring identical agricultural treatment. On the greater part of this vast expanse, one would think that the crust of the earth has been spared the commotions which have everywhere left so many traces in the other half of Europe. The most ancient formations are there found without a break, apparently unaltered by either fire or water. Slowly emerged out of the sea, the land preserves its marine aspect in its immense, slightly undulating plains, which easily carry fancy back to the relatively recent period when across this depression the Baltic blended its waters with those of the Black Sea and possibly the Caspian with those of the Arctic Ocean, separating Europe from Asia. The mind’s eye has no difficulty in figuring to itself the Glacial period, when the floating icebergs carried into the heart of Russia, even to Vorὸnej on the Don, the erratic blocks of Finnic granite with which the centre of the empire is to this day thickly studded, down to, if not beyond, the line of the Black Mould zone.

    Another great blessing of European nature is almost lacking in Russia – the proper degree of moisture, which the Atlantic brings and the Alps store up for the West. Russia, debarred from her share in this blessing by the remoteness of seas and want of mountains, is thereby deprived of a principal source of wealth. The winds from the ocean reach her almost totally robbed of their water-vapors; those from Asia have lost all theirs long before they touch Russian soil. From west to east moisture goes steadily decreasing until it is reduced to the barest minimum in Central Asia. The wider the continent expands the poorer it becomes in rain. At Kazan already it rains only half as much as in Paris. Hence, over a vast region in the south, the two principal factors of fertility, warmth and moisture, are disjoined; hence, in part at least, those woodless, and steppes, so un-European to the eye, that cover the entire southeast of the empire.

    If in all that concerns the physical conditions – structure, climate, moisture – Russia stands in complete opposition towards Western Europe, she is in all of them narrowly related to the Asiatic countries she touches on. If we go by natural landmarks, Europe proper begins at the narrowing of the continent between the Baltic and Black Seas; and Russia fits better the thickset bulk of Asia, of which she is a prolongation and from which the geographers’ fictitious boundaries cannot separate her.

    In the southeast there are no natural boundaries at all, and that is why geographers have by turns proposed the Don, the Volga, the Ural or Yaik, or even the depression of the Obi, as frontier landmarks. The desert steppes that make up the centre of the old continent stretch into Russia by the wide gap opening between the Ural chain’s southern links and the Caspian. From the lower course of the Don to the lake of Aral, all these low steppes that lie on both sides of the Volga and the Ural River, form a peculiar region, the dried up bed of an ancient sea, of which the shores are quite distinguishable, and of which the vast salt lakes known as the Caspian and Aral Seas are the remnants. By a hydrographic freak which has exercised a considerable influence on the destinies of the Russian people, it is into one of those locked-up seas, decidely Asiatic as they are, that the great artery of Russia, the Volga, debouches, after turning her back on Europe nearly from her very source.

    North of the Caspian steppes, from the 52d degree of latitude to the uninhabitable polar regions, a long chain of mountains, the longest meridian chain of the ancient continent, seems from a distance to place a wall between Russia and Asia. The Russians of old used to call it “the stone belt,” – indeed the word “Ural” means “belt”; yet and in spite of its name, the Ural marks the end of Asia on one side, only to mark its fresh start nearly unaltered on the European slope. Slowly descending in terraces into Europe, the Ural is not so much a chain as “a table-land crowned with a line of moderately high summits.” Most of the time it presents only low-rounded ridges covered with forests, like those of the Vosges and the Jura. The central portion is depressed to such a degree that in the principal passes from Siberia into Russia, for instance from Perm to Yekaterinbὺrgh, the eye vainly seeks for summits, and that in order to conduct a railroad through the pass, the engineers had neither tunnels nor any other great works to execute. In this high latitude, where the plains remain seven or eight months under snow, none of the summits of this long chain reaches the line of everlasting snows, none of its valleys encloses a glacier. The Ural really does not separate either the climates or the floras or faunas of its two sides. Owing to its direction which runs nearly perpendicularly due south, it allows the winds from the pole to blow almost equally unhindered along both its opposite slopes. Russia is the same on both, or rather Siberia is only an exaggerated edition of Russia, or Russia a toned down edition of Siberia. The Russian plains start afresh east of the Ural, as vast, as monotonous in the basin of the Obi as in that of the Volga; offering the same uniform platitude, the same horizontality of the soil and geological sediments. On both sides the vegetation is identical. One solitary tree, – the arole of the Alps, Pinus cembra – scarcely marks the difference between the forests on the respective sides. Not until one reaches the heart of Siberia, the Yenisséÿ in its higher course, and Lake Baïkal, does one encounter, springing from a different soil, a new flora, a new fauna. The upheaval which raised the Ural was not sufficient to disjoin the two regions separated by the ridge in all that concerns appearance and real unity. Instead of being a boundary or bulwark, it is to the two Russias only the repository of precious mineral wealth. The rocks of eruptive or metamorphic origin bear ores which were lacking in the regularly stratified subsoil of the wide plains. The Ural chain no more separates the two than does the river to which it gives its own name, and one day when Eastern Siberia will be more densely peopled, the Ural will be looked upon as the central axis, the spinal column equally belonging to both great halves of the empire.

    Considered thus as a whole, consisting of two similar halves, Russia proves herself decidedly different from Europe. Shall we therefore pronounce her part and parcel of Asia? Shall we, in the name of nature, cast her back on the Old World, in one lot with the sleeping or stationary peoples of the Far Fast? Far from it. Russia is no more Asiatic than she is European. By her soil and her climate, by the bulk of her natural conditions, she differs no less from historical Asia than from Europe proper; it is not by mere accident that the Asiatic civilizations have all been wrecked on her. Astride on the Ural, Russia, by herself, forms an isolated region, with physical characteristics peculiar to herself, a region enclosing all the northern plains of the old continent, descending too low down to be called boreal, but which the name of “Russian Region” would suit well, and which, from the deserts of Central Asia to the “tundras” of the polar circle, from the estuary of the Danube to the sources of the Yenisséÿ and the Lena, comprises nearly the whole of the colossal depression which covers the north of the ancient world, Humboldt’s “Lower Europe” and “Lower Asia.” “Russia is a sixth part of the world,” the Emperor, Alexander III. is reported to have once said – and geography has nothing to object to the haughty utterance. Russia’s natural affinities point to North America rather than to old Asia or Western Europe – to that America towards which she reaches out by her eastward stretching dependence, Siberia. With her climate always in extremes and her viewless expanses of territory, she was too rough a land, constructed on too wide a scale, ever to have been the cradle of civilization, but was one of the countries most admirably fitted for its reception. Like North America, like Australia, Russia, short of her extreme parts, offers to Europe an assimilable soil, a field where human activity can unfold itself on the very widest scale.

    With her unkind climes, her meagre forests and woodless steppes, with her lack of stone and building materials, Russia may seem but a poor shelter for the gorgeous plant of European culture. But what man needs is less the spontaneous yield of a given soil, than the facility to master it, bend it to his requirements, to domesticate it, if we may so word it. Many countries externally better endowed, offer to civilization a less secure field. There is, in the New World, a state to which the forests and savannahs of Southern America open a career nearly as vast, as boundless as Russia. The sun of the tropics, rivers the largest on our globe, the moisture brought to it by the trade winds, give to its vegetation and animal life, in all their forms, a matchless vigor. Its flora and fauna rejoice in the most marvellous variety and vitality; but this very bounteousness of nature is hostile to man, who knows not how to conquer it. Grasses and forests, wild beasts and insects alike strive with him for the possession of Brazil. Nature there is too rich, too independent and powerful, to easily accept the post of handmaiden, and even when, as in India, man will have materially mastered the soil, he will still be in danger of morally bending under the yoke, enervated by the climate, enslaved by deteriorating influences.

    Not such is Russia. If the forests cover very nearly the same area, there are none of those creepers, of those beautiful parasites of all shapes and colors, which turn tropical forests into inextricable tangles. Like the flora, the fauna, too, is poor for so vast a land; but then there are few insects, no snakes, no wild beasts, if we except a few wolves in the woods, a few bears in the wastes of the North. Barring the great deserts, there is, perhaps, not another such wide expanse on the face of the earth where the manifestations of life present so little variety and so little power. Inanimate nature alone, only the earth is great in size; animate nature is puny, not abounding in species, not robust in its births, quite incapable to cope with man. From this point of view, of such capital importance as it is, Russia is as European as any part of Europe. The land is docile, easily made subservient. Unlike the most magnificent countries of both hemispheres, it seems made for free labor. The Russian soil does not require the toil of the slave; it needs neither the African negro nor the Chinese coolee. It does not wear out him who tends it, does not threaten his race with degeneration, it gives no half-breeds. Man there encounters only two obstacles – cold and space. Cold, which is less difficult to conquer than extreme heat. Space, in the present the already half-tamed foe of Russia, and, in the future, her greatest ally. 

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    



CHAPTER II.

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    The Two Great Zones – The Zone of Forests and the Woodless Zone – Subdivisions of the Latter – The Black Mould Zone – The Steppe Region – Accidental Steppes – Primeval Steppes.

    
    RUSSIA’S chief characteristic is unity in immensity. At the first glance, while comparing the ice-bound tundras of the North to the scorched wastes that skirt the Caspian, the lakes that sleep within their granite banks in Finland, to the warm terraced slopes of the Crimean shore, one is struck with the grandeur of these contrasts. The impression conveyed is that between these boundaries –  between Lapland, the reindeer’s domain, and the Caspian steppes, where the camel is at home – lies a space so vast as to need many widely differing regions to fill it up. Nothing of the kind. Russia at all her extremities, even where she touches on Europe, yields specimens of all the climates. Vet the territories that bear the most marked aspects – Finland, Caucasus, Crimea – are merely annexations, natural appendages, though greatly differing from Russia proper. In the interval, between the projecting spurs of the Karpathian Mountains and the Ural chain, there spreads a region unmatched, on any like area, for similarity of climate and sameness of nature’s aspects. From the huge Caucasian bulwark to the Baltic, this empire, surpassing in size the rest of Europe put together, really offers less variety than western countries, owning an area ten or twelve times smaller. This comes from the uniformity of the plain-structure. The west of the empire is more temperate, more European; the east more barren, more Asiatic; the north is colder, the south warmer. Yet, the south, being unprotected against the polar winds, cannot differ from the north, either in landscape or vegetation, as markedly, abruptly as France from Italy or Spain.

    At the same time, under the fundamental unity through the homogeneousness of structure and climate, Nature has stamped several regions with singular clearness and precision. These regions, offering each a number of well defined special characteristics, split into two great groups or zones which, between them, cover the whole of European Russia. Both equally flat, with a nearly equally extreme climate, these two zones, mutually analogous as they are, present the most singular contrast. As concerns the soil, vegetation, moisture, indeed most physical and economical conditions, their differences amount almost to complete opposition. Setting apart the uninhabitable northern extremity, the two regions divide the empire into nearly equal halves, cutting through it diagonally, from west to east, and both cross the Ural, projecting their prolongation into Asia. One is the region of forests and peat-swamps, the other is the woodless zone of the steppes.

    From the opposition of these two zones, from the natural antithesis of steppe and forest, has proceeded the historical antagonism, the strife of many centuries, which has divided the two halves of Russia, – the warfare between the sedentary North and nomadic South, between Russian and Tatar, and, later on, between the Moscovite state, founded in the heart of the forest-region, and the sons of the steppes, the free Cosacks. 

    The forest zone, although steadily reduced by excessive cutting, still remains the vaster of the two. Taking in all the north and centre, it goes tapering from west to east, from Kief to Kazàn.

    At the northern extremity beyond the polar circle, as on the summits of high mountains, no tree can withstand the intensity and permanency of the frost. On both sides of the Ural there is nothing but the tundras, vast and dreary wastes, where the earth, permanently hardened by frost, is clothed with moss. In these latitudes no culture is possible; there is no pasture but lichens, no cattle but the reindeer, who knows no home but these arctic regions. Hunting and fishing are the only pursuits of the inhabitants, few and far between, of these ice-bound tracts.

    The forests begin about the 65th or 66th degree of northern latitude, the atmosphere being slightly warmed by the neighborhood of the Atlantic and the deep gash cut into the shore by the White Sea. From here the forests, interspersed with boggy clearings, descend beyond Moscow, as low down as Kief. From north to south, the kinds of trees succeed one another much in the same order as in the Alps from summit to base. The fir and larch come first, then the forest pine and the birch. The birch, the pine and the fir, the three trees most common in Russia, mingle with the willow and the aspen. Further southward grow the linden, the maple, the elm, and towards the centre the oak at last makes its appearance. There are in these regions, especially in the northeast, immense forests virtually primeval from lack of thoroughfares, but they are sparse, rambling, broken up by large fallow tracts, where nothing grows but meagre brushwood.

    The soil that bears the greatest portion of these forests, at least in the northwest, from the White Sea to the Niémen and the Dniepr, is a low plain, spongy and abounding in peat, intersected with and banks of sand. The highest tableland, the Valdaÿ Mountains, scarcely reaches 1,000 feet. This region abounds in water and springs; here lies the starting-point of all the great rivers, the chief tributaries of Russia’s four seas. The little relief of the soil frequently robs the various streams of a clearly defined watershed. No ridge separates the basins, and at thaw-time the future tributaries of the various seas sometimes get mixed and produce huge swamps. On a very slightly inclined soil the rivers’ course is sluggish and hesitating; the waters, ignoring the uncertain slope, lose themselves in endless marshes, or flow together into numberless lakes, some of which form immense expanses, like the Làdoga, a real little inland sea, while the vast majority resolve themselves into miserable ponds, like the eleven hundred lakes of the government of Arkhangelsk.

    All over this zone winter, whose sway lasts through half the year, leaves little room for vegetation and culture. The earth frequently lies over two hundred days under snow; the rivers do not cast off their icy fetters until May or the end of April. But for the impetuous northern spring, which carries all before it, and at whose touch vegetation springs into life as by a sudden explosion, tilling the ground would be simply useless. Barley and rye are the only cereals that will thrive in that stingy soil. Wheat is seldom raised and does not pay; flax and buckwheat are the only plants that really prosper under that severe sky. The soil, indeed, in all this region does not provide sufficient food for the population, which, dispersed though it be over vast tracts, and. never averaging over fifteen to the square mile, and frequently falling below even this figure, can never force from the soil a sufficiency of bread. Small crafts have to eke out the livelihood refused by agriculture. Sparse as it is, the population of these poverty-stricken countries increases but imperceptibly; it has, so to speak, reached the point of saturation. From this whole northern half of her European territory, Russia can hope for some increase of population and national wealth only by favoring industrial pursuits, which flourish especially in the region of Moscow, and that of the Ural. 

    Very different as regards promise for the future is the woodless zone – the most peculiar, un-European of all. Originally less extensive than the forest zone, it is constantly gaining ground in consequence of reckless tree-felling, a proceeding which by depriving the earth of moisture and shelter makes the climate even worse than it naturally is. Stretching over the whole south, it broadens from west to east, crosses the Ural and extends far into the desert waste of Asia. This zone is flatter still than the forestbearing one; on an area several times the size of France it cannot show one hill 350 feet in height. In the west the Karpathians throw out a spur of granite rock which turns off the course of rivers, some of which, like the Dniepr, it encumbers with falls, without the aspect of the country around being in the least altered. Now it stretches into undulating plains, now again relapses into the horizontal monotony of the sea in repose. At times it slowly grades down towards the Black Sea and the Caspian; at others it lapses abruptly in tiers or terraces of uneven height, but all equally flat. There is no boundary to these viewless expanses, save the horizon line, into which they hazily merge. Not the slightest swelling, save in certain parts innumerable small artificial knolls, known under the name of “kurgàns” (mounds), or “moghili” (tombs), rounded in shape, from twenty to forty or fifty feet in height, at times apparently disposed in regular lines, as though to mark a road through these wastes – they are tombs of extinct peoples, or landmarks along obliterated highways, from the tops of which the herdsman of the steppes can survey his flock at a distance.  No mountains, no valleys. The rivers skirting the outline of the above mentioned terraces mostly flow along at the foot of a sort of downs, which, however, in obedience to a general law, accompany the course of the rivers, – the Don, the Dniepr, the Volga – and are, as a rule, nothing more than the supports of a higher tier, and just as even, just as flat on the top as the low plains on the opposite bank, which the overflow of the river in spring converts into a marsh. The small rivers and rivulets born of the thaw dig their beds in the ground, but do not form valleys any more than the great rivers do. They usually roll along in deep ditches, fissures, or ravines, with abrupt banks, under which villages seek shelter from the winds that sweep the plains.

    The absence of trees is the distinctive feature of this entire zone. In the northern portion of it, that is undoubtedly brought about by man’s own hand, often quite recently, or even in our own time. Farther southwards, on the contrary, in the steppes properly so called, nature alone seems responsible. Soil and climate, and, above all, lack of water and of shelter, are the causes of these steppes being entirely bare of trees. Such few as do spontaneously grow there keep to the ravines, which, at the proper season, become beds for the rivulets. The plain is frequently covered with a layer of fertile earth, somewhat too loose, and certainly too exposed to every wind that blows for trees to take root there, while the subsoil, being generally chalky, does not favor the growth of forests. In other parts, again, we find the soil too much impregnated with saline substances, where nothing grows but meagre tufts of grass. It is drought which everywhere impedes the growth of woods, while, on the other hand, the want of woods increases the drought; so we find ourselves moving in a circle from which there is no escape.

    This region, then, through which course the greatest rivers of Europe, suffers from want of water. Heaven grudges it rain, earth grudges it springs. This evil goes on growing from north to south, from west to east. The rainfalls, frequently separated by long intervals and always irregular, at least as to quantity, come only in spring and in autumn. All through summer the denuded earth, parched by such a sun as Asia knows, yields up all her moisture to an atmosphere which in no shape returns it, for the clouds keep at an elevation which does not allow of their condensing into water. In certain districts of the farthest south such a thing as a whole year, nay, eighteen months, without a drop of rain, is not unknown. The penury of water in summer is often such that in, many villages the peasants, lacking spring or brook, are reduced to drink the liquid mud of the blackish pools wherein they have tried to keep the spring waters.

    This southern zone, too, which would seem entitled to a more temperate climate, is, on the contrary, the very home of abrupt contrasts. It passes, within the year, through arctic cold and all but tropical heat, swayed by turns by the atmospheric influences of Siberia and Central Asia, the icy wastes of the north and the sandy wastes of the southeast. Under the latitude of Paris and Vienna, the countries north of the Black and Caspian Seas have in January the temperature of Stockholm, in July that of Madeira. Two extreme seasons, with next to no transition, scarcely a few weeks of spring and of autumn. In this southern zone the winters are shorter than in the north, but scarcely less severe. The vicinity of Siberia and Central Asia robs the Caspian of the property usually belonging to vast sheets of water, that of moderating the temperature. Along the shores of this continental sea, almost at the foot of the Caucasus (44° northern latitude, which is that of the south of France), the thermometer descends to 30° below freezing point (Centigrade), while in summer it rises to 40° above. On the confines of Asia, in the parched Kirghiz steppes, i. e., under the latitude of Central France, the mercury at times congeals and remains congealed through several days, while in July the thermometer may burst in the sun. It is in the interior of the continent, in Siberia and Turkestan, that these excessive temperatures attain their maximum. Round about the Aral the difference between the greatest cold and the greatest heat amounts to 80° and even to 90°, so that the Russian troops in their expeditions to Central Asia have had to face by turns the extremes of both winter and summer. Even to the north of the Black and Azof Seas the seasons are markedly exaggerated. There also the difference between the hottest and coldest day of the year sometimes exceeds 70°. The Crimean peninsula itself, though bathed by two seas, does not escape these terrible contrasts.

    These extremes of temperature are among the obstacles that civilized life has to battle with in Russia, but they nowhere amount to an insurmountable barrier. It should not be forgotten that of all the privileges enjoyed by Western Europe her temperate climate is the one most rarely found even in the finest of her colonies. The other continents frequently, and from analogous causes, labor under the same disadvantages as Russia. The climate of the Northern States of the North American Union greatly resembles in this respect the south of Russia; the most populous States, those of New England, New York, Pennsylvania, pass through very nearly the same extremes of temperature as the steppes of the Black Sea.

    If denuded of trees, Southern Russia is far from lacking vegetation. Over a great portion of this vast territory the richness of the soil makes up for the scantiness of water, and in such places as do not suffer from too hostile atmospherical conditions its fertility is really marvellous. As concerns soil, cultivation, and population, the woodless zone naturally falls into three different regions, into three strips or bands, which tend from northeast to southwest. They are: the region of Black Mould, that of fertile steppe land, and that of sandy or saline steppes.

    The Black Mould belt, one of the most fertile as well as most extensive arable plains on the globe, occupies the upper part of the woodless zone, immediately below the zone of forests and lakes. Deriving still some moisture and shelter from the latter, the Black Mould region is placed in much less unfavorable climatic conditions than is the steppe region of the farthest south. It owes its name (tchernoziὸm) to a layer of blackish humus, varying in thickness from, on the average, one foot and a half to five. This mould consists chiefly of loam, and, in lesser proportion, of oily clay mixed with organic matters. It dries up rapidly and becomes pulverized in the process; but it becomes, with equal rapidity, impregnated with moisture, and, under the action of rain, returns to its original condition of a sort of dough as black as coal. The formation of this layer of wonderful fertility is attributed to the slow decomposition of the steppe grasses, accumulated in the course of many ages.

    The tchernoziὸm stretches in one long band across the whole of European Russia. Starting from the provinces of Podolia and Kief in the southwest, it ascends towards the northeast to Kazàn and beyond; after the break occasioned by the Ural, it reappears in Siberia, in the southern part of the government of Tobolsk. On its upper edge, the tchernoziὸm still shows some woods. As we advance towards the south, these woods get sparse and stunted in size, until they gradually vanish. In the midst of boundless plains, the last clumps of oaks, aspens, or elms look like small islets lost in space. The trees grow single, even the brushwood disappears. Nothing remains save arable lands, one vast plain to which no end is seen, uniformly stretching away into distance for hundreds of miles.

    Notwithstanding its faulty cultivation, by means of rather primitive implements, this region together with the Mississippi valley, is one of those immense storehouses of grain which bid our modern world defy any famine. The fertility of this soil, which may even yet be called new, till very lately seemed inexhaustible, and the agriculturist has long had reason to believe that it would never need manure or any fertilizer. Just now, however, it is not only conceded that this fertility should be entertained artificially, but there already are complaints about exhaustion, and experts foretell that, unless there is a change of method, ignorance will have achieved the feat of ruining the richest soil in all the world. This part of Russia, as a consequence of its fertility, is the most populous. On an average it already numbers from sixty to sixty-five inhabitants to the square mile, and in certain western portions of it, over seventy-five. And the population increases as new issues are opened by the railways, and as agriculture progresses in its conquest of the neighboring steppes.

    Between the tchernoziὸm and the southern seas lie the steppes properly so called, as distinct from the Black Mould fields, which are frequently so designated, so that at last any treeless plain comes under that name. It is in these steppes that the flatness of the soil, the absence of all tree-vegetation, and the summer droughts reach their maximum. Slightly inclined towards the Black, Azof, and Caspian Seas, they take in the lower basins of the Dniepr and the Don, the Volga and the Ural. Left to itself, with little or no cultivation, the steppe is a desert plain, without trees, or shade, or water. For days and days the traveller looks in vain for a shrub, a hut; still it is not always the barren waste for which the word stands in the Western mind. These immense tracts, covering in European Russia alone over half a million square miles, include lands of very different qualities, which, therefore, notwithstanding a certain outward likeness, are called to widely different uses in the future. Steppes are of two kinds, two types clearly defined: the steppe with productive soil, not unlike the tchernoziὸm, and the steppe made up of sand, stone, and salt. The former, much the most extensive in European Russia, are ready for cultivation and full of rich promise; the latter, apparently, will ever be unfit for it. The former are steppes only accidentally, owing to the absence or scarcity of man. The latter are everlasting steppes, by nature’s own decree.

    The fertile steppes fill the greater portion of the space that lies between the tchernoziòm, of which they are a continuation, and the Black and Azof Seas. They include the lower course of all the rivers that flow into those two seas, from the Dniestr and Bug to the Don and Kubàn; they stop a long way short of the delta of the Volga, but turn up towards the northeast, where they spread between the great river and the southern spurs of the Ural chain. The subsoil generally consists of a layer of vegetable humus, identical with that of the Black Mould belt. Left to themselves, these steppes bear splendid witness to their natural fertility, in the shape, not of forests, but of a gorgeous garment of grass and flowers all their own, so they have nothing to envy the richest forests. Such a steppe is to be likened not to an African desert, but to an American prairie. The exuberance of life shown there by nature is marvellous. The grass shoots up to a height of five or six feet, even higher in rainy years. Well may the legends of Ukraïna tell how the Cosacks, in their venturesome expeditions, used to hide in the grass-thickets, horse and all. This excessive vigor of grass-vegetation may be accounted as one among the causes of the lack of woods: the tall grass, in its rapid growth, would smother young saplings. It is, however, not the gramineous tribe, or grass properly so called, that yields the bulk of steppe-vegetation, nor do they lend it that look of vigor; the steppe owes those to other and taller plants – umbelliferous, leguminous, labiate, composite – which abound in springtime, and whose blossoms clothe it with a thousand colors. The species, too, are few, just as in the north the forests offer no great variety. They are mainly of the so-called “social” species, growing in large patches, and mostly annual plants, as others find it rather hard to weather a climate which combines Baltic winters with Mediterranean summers. Besides, the steppes are not wholly wanting in ligneous plants: a few shrubs are to be met with, trees even occasionally, though small and stunted; among others, the wild pear, which the Cosack ballads have made the emblem of slighted love. During the brief spring of this region, the vegetation of the steppes, like that of Northern Russia, unfolds with prodigious rapidity. The spring rains supply it the wherewithal to resist the intense summer heat; but if the rains fail to arrive in time, it fails too, a victim to drought. In certain districts, or certain years, all this gorgeousness lasts only a few weeks: in July all is gone, – wilted, parched. The blaze of the sun, untempered by shade, scorches everything, and the tall plants, which converted the steppe into an ocean of verdure, now raise their bare stalks, spikelike and ghastly; the steppe is transformed into a dried up pampa, yet, even in this shape, this once beautiful wealth of vegetation is not wasted. These grasses, scorched by the sun in the fulness of their ripeness, yield to the flocks a sort of naturally cured hay, on which they feed through the rest of the season. Each year the entire vegetation disappears at the approach of winter: whatever has survived the sun, perishes under the snow.

    This primeval steppe with its spontaneous wealth of flowers, the steppe of history and the poets, gets narrowed every year, and will soon vanish before the encroachments of agriculture. The Ukraïna of the Cosacks and Mazeppa, with all her legends, has already lost her wild beauty. The plough lords it over her; the wilderness where Charles XII. and his army could lose themselves, is now under regular cultivation. Gògol’s steppe, like Cooper’s prairie, will soon be a memory; it will join the confining tchernoziòm. It is difficult to draw an exact boundary line between the two zones, one of which is steadily increasing at the expense of the other, and must end by absorbing it altogether. For the causes of so unequal a development we must question history as much as nature. For hundreds and thousands of years, these steppes have been the great thoroughfare followed by all the migrations from Asia into Europe; as lately as the end of the eighteenth century they were exposed to the inroads of nomadic tribes from Crimea, the Caucasus, and the lower Volga. But for the submission of the Crimean Tatars, the Nogaÿs that dwell on the shores of the Azof Sea, and the Kirghiz of the Caspian region, these steppes never could have been opened to agriculture, under whose yoke they will soon have completely passed, thus becoming assimilated to the Black Mould territory of which they have for centuries been the neglected prolongation.

    Two things, besides the scarcity of working-hands, have delayed the breaking of these grassy steppes, – two things partly connected with each other: drought and want of wood. Against drought it is difficult to find a remedy; from lack of water, the most fertile of these plains will always be exposed to an alternation of good and bad years. Hence frequently recurring dearth, sometimes actual famine, in provinces which, at other times, might be regarded as the granaries of the empire.

    The want of trees is perhaps a greater drawback still to the inhabitants, whom it affects in twofold guise – lack of fuel and building materials, since stone also is not to be had most of the time. For cooking and heating they have nothing but the dry stalks of the tall steppe-grasses and the dung of the flocks, of which they rob the soil. Such resources cannot suffice a population at all dense; but the opening of roads and railways, of coal and anthracite mines, will gradually remedy these discomforts, by bringing in wood or substitutes for wood and restoring the manure to its proper agricultural uses. One great advantage these steppes possess in their geographical position: the vicinity of the great rivers’ estuaries and of the Black Sea opens out to them the greatest facilities for trade with Europe. It is the only region in the empire that has access to a sea free from ice at all seasons. 

    Between the arable steppe and the tchernoziòm proper, the mode of culture and the density of the population are the only distinctions to be drawn with any degree of accuracy. In the steppe the population is scant, the culture still nomadic. With only 35 or 36 inhabitants to the square mile, the culture by triennial rotation – the farming system in general use all over the Black Mould region – must soon prevail. Thus the annexation of the steppe to the tchernoziòm is effected easily, without hurt to anybody, without martyrs to civilization. The fertile steppe, covering 300,000 or 400,000 square miles, is still nearly as extensive as the Black Mould region now under regular cultivation. In the near future both will form one agricultural region, occupying, in Europe alone, from 600,000 to 800,000 square miles, about double the total area of France. The American prairie, which is passing through analogous phases, will probably be the only cereal-bearing country that may outdo it, and if its development is more rapid, it will be owing to the abundance of capital and to European immigration. 

    South and east of the fertile steppe come the barren steppes, forever unapt for cultivation. No vegetable layer there – nothing but sand, or a soil impregnated with salt, still more forbidding. Such is the vast Uralo-Caspian depression, the bottom of a sea but lately desiccated, where the evaporating waters have left behind a deposit of salt, and which, here and there, is still studded with small salt lakelets, – remnants of an inland sea of old, now reduced to the proportion of the Caspian. This is as. genuine a desert as the Sahara itself, with but few oases. Starting from Tsarítsin, on the lower course of the Volga, which they include, these salt deserts mingle with or join the immense Kirghiz steppe, a region of stone and sand, and stretch on and on into the very core of Turkestan. Part of these salt steppes lies below the level of the sea, and the Caspian itself, of which they were once the bed, lies about eighty-five feet below the surface of the Black Sea.

    This Uralo-Caspian steppe is, of all European Russia, the driest, most denuded, most exposed to excessive seasons. It is a decidedly Asiatic country, by virtue of its soil and climate, by its flora and fauna, by the race of its population and their mode of life. If there is, in these parts, a natural boundary line between Europe and Asia, it should be sought for, not in the Ural River, (the Yaïk), but at the western end of that Caspian hollow, the prolongation of the deserts of Central Asia; around the point where the Don and the Lower Volga come nearest each other, though art has not yet contrived to unite them, so very marked is the physical boundary of the two regions.

    A glance at the other side of the Azof Sea, shows us the northern half of Crimea and the neighboring shoreland, that lies between the Isthmus of Perekop and the mouth of the Dniepr, forming a little region of itself, scarcely less unfit for agriculture –  a bit of Asia dropped north of the Black Sea. Here the sandy and rocky steppes predominate. Even where we catch a glimpse of vegetable land, the scarcity of springs and rain would seem to doom to sterility, for a long time to come, this upper half of Tauris, of which such great things were expected in the time of Catherine the Great. From the mountains of Southern Crimea and the coast of the Caspian to the fertile steppeland, the barren steppeland, this side of the Ural River, covers nigh on 300,000 square miles which cannot show as much as a million and a half of population. On all this area it seems hopeless to attempt growing trees, an operation already very difficult in the Black Mould region and the adjacent fertile steppes. Unfit for agriculture, indeed for life in permanent settlements, these vast tracts, like the neighboring portions of Asia, appear to be good for nothing but cattle-raising and nomadic life. Hence these are the only regions of European Russia still held by Asiatic tribes – Kalm??k and Kirghiz and, until quite lately, the Crimean Tatar and the Nogaÿ. They feel as much at home on these steppes as in their original Asiatic homes. They lead the same life, driving their flocks to pasture on the scant grass that grows on sand, and the meagre plants impregnated with salt which stud in tufts the and soil.

    At this southeastern extremity of European Russia we meet with the same mode of life that we observe in the extreme north, amongst the Lapps and Samoyéds: a nomadic existence under the tent made of hides, only substituting the camel for the reindeer. But then, these two regions are the least populous of the entire empire this side of the Ural. Including the numerous fishermen on the Volga, and the laborers in the salt works, the steppes of the southeast cannot show an average of six people to the square mile. In certain portions of the Kalm??k steppe in particular, there are not quite two inhabitants to the square mile. Not until we reach the mouths of the Dvina in the government of Arkhangelsk do we find another as scanty population. The northern coast of the Caspian is not much better off than the icebound coast of the White Sea, nor has it a much more promising future to look forward to.

    This review would be incomplete did we not mention one more region, less extensive and but lately annexed, which, from its mountainous soil and southern climate, holds a peculiar position. This region comprises the Caucasus and the southern coast of Crimea, which, with its abrupt steeps, is merely a prolongation of the Caucasian chain. Nature, which nowhere marked out a boundary for Russia, neither towards Europe nor towards Asia, appears to have raised at least one very efficient barrier in this one direction, between the Black and Caspian Seas. What boundary could be better carried out than this ridge, measuring from 14,000 to 18,000 feet in height, towering between two seas? It is as though another Pyrenees had been heaped up to twice the height of the chain that separates France from Spain. And yet this barrier, which seemed to stand athwart Russia’s way, has been crossed. Nature herself, indeed, even while raising, furnished the means to defeat it. Thrown across an isthmus, between two inland seas, fated to be subjected to Russian influences, the Caucasus, in the logical order of things, had to be entered from both sides, and could not but easily succumb to a backhanded stroke of strategy. This bulwark of Asia could not hold out against the necessity for Russia to step over it in order to reach the South, that everlasting allurement of all Northern nations.

    The Caucasus and the southern coast of Crimea cannot be accounted a new region of the Russian soil, – Russian nature ends with the plain; they are an entirely different country, as varied of aspect as the regions of Russia proper are monotonous. There, on the steep sides of the mountains, we find forests, the counterpart of those that have vanished from the centre of the empire downward, not meagre, sparse, and monotonous as in the north, but dense, vigorous, displaying a vegetative power unknown to Moscovia proper. There, too, fruit-trees thrive, along with that variety of plants and culture which Russia would vainly look for on her plains, from the shores of the glacial seas to those of the Euxine, – the vine, which on the banks of the Don still enjoys but a precarious shelter, the mulberry, the olive-tree. It appears as though the various zones of culture characterized in other countries by these three trees, unite into one on the slopes of these mountains, as though to compensate Russia for the monotony of her plains. Few are the varieties of fruit not acclimated in these Crimean hanging gardens suspended above the sea, or in Transcaucasia, where Russian merchants, not content with having succeeded in the cultivation of cotton and sugar-cane, are discussing the introduction of tea plantations. 
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    Homogeneousness of the Country – Its Vast Plains were Destined to Political Unity – Uneven Population – How, for a Length of Time, it was Distributed after an Utterly Artificial Manner – Relative Importance of the Various Regions – Vital and Accessory Parts – Russia a Country Born of Colonization – Her Double Task and Consequent Contradictions.

    
    THE physical diversity of the various regions of the country must not blind us to their homogeneousness. Russia is so naturally one, that, short of an island or a peninsula, no country in the world is more clearly stamped for the dwelling-place of a nation. Through all their differences, all their physical and economical oppositions, the two great zones of North and South belong together like two halves that complete each other and cannot be separated. In the first place they have in common the soil, the plain, which admit of no barrier, no possible boundary; in the second place, the climate is common to both; the winter, which for weeks and weeks gathers them under one mantle of snow. In January you can sleigh it from Arkhangelsk or Petersburgh to Astrakhan. The absence of snow would be for the South as dire a calamity, and nearly as rare as for the North. As in the southern steppes, so in the forests that skirt the polar circle, the rivers are ice-bound for months. The Sea of Azof freezes just like the White Sea, and the northern half of the Caspian just as the Gulf of Finland. The Black Sea is the only one of Russian seas the ports of which are not all closed by ice in exceptionally severe winters ; but the limans, or broad estuaries of the great rivers, do freeze up almost regularly. As a rule, the navigation on the Black Sea is not interrupted; but under the breath of the north wind, along the coast of Crimea just as along that of Canada, vessels not unfrequently have their rigging hardened by frost, and their hulls coated with a congealed crust, which make them heavy and stiff, and seriously imperil them.

    With no mountains to part them, the two zones, with their forests and steppes, are linked together by their rivers. Of these the greatest have their sources in the one, their estuary in the other. The different natural regions do not correspond to the various basins: that of the Arctic Sea holds only the extreme north, that of the Baltic only the western provinces; the entire centre and the east incline southward, as represented by their rivers, the Dniepr, the Don, and, above all, the Volga, the Russian Mississippi, which carries to the Caspian the melted snows of the Ural, together with the waters from the lakes of the low tableland of Valdaÿ.

    It is not only by what they have in common, but just as much by their discrepancies that the two great zones are united. The more widely their soil, their products differ, the more exclusive the call which they seem to have received from nature, compelling each to seek assistance from the other. The central region alone, where forests and cultivated fields touch and mingle, the principality of Moscow of old, might be all-sufficient to itself. Neither the North nor the South could. The North needs the grain of the South, the South wants the wood and timber of the North. If ever nature herself traced the outline of an empire, it was when she drew the lines from the Baltic to the Ural, from the Arctic Ocean to the Black and Caspian Seas. The frame was clearly marked, history had only to fill it out. These vast regions were as fatally doomed to political unity as countries ten or twelve times smaller, like France or Italy; and not only that, but the plain was to make the process both easier and more rapid.

    In this respect Russia has the advantage of another colossus of the modern world. In the general flatness of the soil, in the relative sameness of the climate, she has more solid guaranties for her unity than the United States of North America, the North and South of which are, indeed, also strongly linked together by a great river, but where contrasts of every kind are more accentuated, and could be still increased by territorial acquisitions to the North and to the South.

    In Asia, as in Europe, it is nature that has marked out the field for Russia’s sway. From the high tablelands of the Ural her rule spreads over the Siberian plains; from the low flats of the Don and the Volga, over the depressed basin of the Caspian and over Central Asia. Asiatic Russia, especially Western Siberia, is not to the Russians an alien colony, impossible to assimilate, difficult to keep; it is a prolongation, a natural continuation of their European territory. Far from resembling the ephemeral creations of the Asiatic conquerors, the Russian Empire is a solid structure, of which Providence itself has laid the foundations. There may be some uncertainty about its definitive boundaries, more especially towards the West, the line of contact with Western Europe, where history has created live forces independent of physical conditions. But, no matter whether she win or lose a few provinces between the Baltic and the Karpathian Mountains, Russia is sure to remain one whole, with her two grand zones, sure to keep her sway over the low and cold region of the old continent, an immense region created for unity and therefore doomed for a long time to centralization and absolutism.

    Nature drew the plan of the Russian Empire even before Peter the Great; when and how will that immense frame be filled out? How many hundreds of millions will be accounted subjects of the Tsar? What figure will the population of this empire reach, the vastest on earth, and so far, in proportion to its extent, the least populous?

    One fact strikes you at the first glance: it is the uneven density of the population. Even in Russia proper, situated in Europe, there are districts which have, to the same area, a hundred times the population of others. The influences which have been at work to regulate this uneven distribution are twofold – historical and physical: the latter, essential, permanent; the former, accidental, transitory, and consequently bound to yield to the others in the end. History, owing to their geographical position, has for a long time shaped the two zones’ destinies, but little in accordance with the nature of the soil and the climate. Confining with the steppes of Central Asia, the woodless zone was the first exposed to the inroads of the Asiatic nomads, and the last wrested from them. Hence an abnormal development of the two regions and a distribution of the population to some extent artificial. Leaving out the West, which, being far away from Asia, worked out a destiny of its own, the most fertile regions were the last to be inhabited, the last to be cultivated. Agriculture, hence wealth and civilization, could not for centuries thrive and blossom on the spot marked out to them by nature. Repelled from the south by the inroads of the nomads, the Russians were relegated to the regions of the north, incapable as these are to support a numerous population, a great civilization. The effects of this anomaly, which were still keenly felt in the eighteenth century, are now rapidly vanishing. The southern half of the empire already holds a far greater number of inhabitants than the north; there are certain tracts of the Black Mould region which lay in great part waste a century or two ago, and are now counted among the most populous. Population still crowds chiefly around the two historical centres of old Russia – Kief and Moscow. But old habit is no longer the principal cause of this. At Kief the attraction lies in the soil and the climate; at Moscow it is the central position and industry that detain and draw people, while the fallen queen of the North, Great Nòvgorod, sees around her forsaken kremlin a sparse sprinkling of inhabitants as poor as the wretched resources of her surrounding fields.

    Physical conditions being identical, the population of a country increases in proportion to its civilization. Every transition from one stage of culture to another: from pastoral and nomadic to settled agricultural life, – from purely agricultural to commercial and industrial life – every step even from one way of working the ground to another, more productive one; for instance, from such desultory agriculture as is practised in the steppes to the method of triennial rotation, from extensive to intensive farming – every such step enlarges the field for population. In Russia, where, even in the European part of it, can be found all the modes of existence from that of the nomad hunter, the only regions capable of considerable increase in the population are those which can pass from one stage of culture to another. But there are several that are debarred by nature from such an advance: the extreme north is set apart by nature for fishing and the chase, as the Uralo-Caspian steppes for pastoral life. 

    As industrial life is only just budding in Russia, it is to agriculture we must look for nearly all the development of population to be expected in the near future. But then agriculture is, more than industrial enterprise, immediately dependent on physical conditions, therefore the increase of population in Russia is almost entirely controlled by climate, the degree of moisture, the geographical situation, and, above all, the fertility of the soil. Were it not for the delay which history has imposed on the southern regions, the density of the population would be in almost direct ratio to the fertility of the soil.

    This tendency gives the key to a curious phenomenon in statistics. Take European Russia with Poland, and you will see that two thirds of the entire population do not occupy quite one third of the territory, and, more singular still, it is in the most populous region that population increases most rapidly. This seeming anomaly is easily explained: the zone where population is densest and increases most includes the most productive portions of the empire. It comprises the two regions which own the best lands, the Black Mould belt and the arable steppes; it takes in the great industrial tract around Moscow, and, lastly, along the western frontier, a mixed region, at once agricultural and industrial, composed of the quondam kingdom of Poland, and a portion of the adjoining provinces – a country whose rise was favored both by its geographical situation and ancient civilization. The industrial region of Moscow owes its numerous population not so much to historical causes as to its central situation between the two great river thoroughfares, the Volga and its affluent the Okà, and to the twofold vicinity of the finest forest lands of the north and the richest Black Mould lands. Put together, these four regions cover, this side of the Ural, not more than about 1,000,000 (one million) square miles out of an area of over three millions, while they number 55,000,000 or 60,000,000 people out of a total population of about 90,000,000. It is at their point of junction, near the meridian of Moscow, that Russia’s natural centre of gravity may be located. There lie the vital parts of the empire. The other regions, covering two thirds of its European territory, are only more or less necessary appendages; their degree of importance is determined by their relations with the central nucleus, some linking it to one or other sea by means of long rivers, which open to it the issues on Europe and Asia, –  others presenting it with the precious mineral wealth hidden in their mountains, – others again, the largest number too, keeping for it in their forests immense reserves of timber, while some few in the south are its gardens, hot-houses, and orchards.

    The uneven distribution of inhabitants over the various provinces affects the statistical averages in a way to greatly mislead on the subject of the real relation between the population and the area it covers. If the empire, as a whole, has only eight inhabitants to the square mile; if European Russia herself numbers only twenty-eight or thirty, the most productive parts, the industrial region of Moscow, the agricultural one of Black Mould, are very nearly as densely peopled as Central Europe, and already have got ahead of Spain. Instead of being sprinkled over immense areas till they are almost lost to sight, two thirds of Russia’s entire population are concentrated within an area scarcely more than thrice the size of France. Now, in Russia as everywhere else, the compactness of the population gives greater facilities to civilization, more power and cohesion to the people, more means of action to the government.

    From one half of her European territory and from three quarters of her Asiatic possessions, laboring under the curse of either extreme cold or extreme drought, Russia cannot expect any notable increase of population. Asiatic Russia, although three times the size of European Russia, seems incapable of feeding even an equal population. With eighty millions, Siberia, Turkestan, and Transcaucasia put together might be comparatively as well off as the Russia this side of the Ural with a hundred. Taking into consideration the physical and economical conditions of the empire, also the demands of life as to food, clothing, warmth, Russia seems fated to drop behind the United States in regard to population, and even, it may be, in two or three centuries from now, behind Brazil. Notwithstanding the vastness of her domain, she is not at all sure ever to exceed India’s 250,000,000, or, consequently, China’s half milliard. Indeed, it is not impossible that innumerable hordes from the latter country may at some future time push up northward and strive to wrest from the Russian colonists the possession of Siberia, if not of Central Asia itself.

    Whatever may be the probabilities for or against these remote prospects, Russia already has 115,000,000 of inhabitants, and about the year 1950 she will have 180,000,000 on one continuous territory, a thing not to be thought of for any other European nation, unless the Germans, with their persistent “eastward push” (“Drang nach Osten”), succeed in extending their rule, at the cost of the Slavs, over the greater part of ancient Poland, on Austro-Hungary, and possibly over the Balkan peninsula.

    In Europe as well as in Asia it is principally to the soil and agriculture that the Tsar must look for an increase, in the near future, of the number of his subjects. Field labor, however, is far from being their only resource. In many a district, notably in the central region, industrial enterprise already contributes to the increase, not only of wealth, but of the population too. Russia is already far better equipped in this respect than she was ever thought to be. Industry will sooner or later take a vigorous start, and even now is progressing rapidly. Should they ever be allowed to draw their means of sustenance from abroad, the number of inhabitants might, on the strength of this one item, multiply indefinitely.

    Russia not only finds within her own boundaries the raw material for almost every possible fabrication – thus, for instance, Russian cotton factories use scarcely any cotton but that grown in Turkestan – but nature has endowed her with the two great agents of modern labor – iron and coal. It is not half understood what immense coal mines underlie the Russian plains. They keep showing up on all sides, every kind and quality – in the north, in the centre, around Moscow; the southeast (basin of the Donèts); in the southwest in the governments of Kief and Khersòn ; in Poland and on both sides the Caucasus; in Asia itself in the Kirghiz steppes; in the basin of the Amoor and the isle of Sakhalin. To coal and anthracite the Caspian coasts add naphtha and petroleum. After being trammelled in the north by the lack of openings, in the south by the lack of combustible materials, the industrial development will soon be quickened, once the railway lines are completed and some of the coal mines are worked. And industry will open the way to agriculture by opening out regions now lying waste and enticing the tiller of the earth to follow. Thus the mines of the Ural lead to the fertile plains of Western Siberia; those of the Altaÿ and Amoor Mountains will draw culture into the very heart of Asia, just as, in California and Australia, culture came at the heels of the goldseekers.

    If Russia’s mineral wealth has long slept inactive under the grass of the steppes or the trees of the forests, the reasons have been many; the most bountiful stores unfortunately lie at the confines of Asia, in places of difficult access, some of them halfdesert still or insufficiently connected with the centre of the empire; then there are the distances and the high cost of transport; then, again, the scarcity of the population, and worse still, their poverty and ignorance – all serious obstacles to industrial development. The nature of the soil, the rigor of the climate, history, the habits of the people, even to the social conditions – these were so many drawbacks which condemned the eastern plain-land of Europe to remain stationary a long time as an essentially rural and agricultural country.

    In order to gain a proper appreciation of the economical condition of Russia we must not lose sight of the fact that, under Peter the Great she had not quite fifteen millions of inhabitants; that as late as the middle of last century her population did not yet equal that of France under Louis XV., and at the beginning of the present century that of the German Empire of to-day. If we take up the successive censuses and examine into their statistics it will be seen that Russia is a country in the process of making up its population. She is, in many respects, just a colony; and this is a fact of capital importance to any one desirous of seriously gauging both her resources and her difficulties. Yes, Russia is a colony, and her history is really that of her colonization. The first turn was the west’s, then came the north and centre, and now the turn has come to the south and the east. The lower basins of the Dniepr, the Don, the Volga can be, in this respect, compared to those of the Missouri and the Mississippi, the Russian East to the American West. The colonial character shows in the dates of the foundation of cities, as well as in the rapidity of their progress, and their very looks. Sebastòpol, Khersòn, Nicolàÿef, Khàrkof, Taganròg, Rostòf, Sarátof, Samára, Perm, Orenburg, the greater part of the capitals of governments or districts in the south and east, are younger than the capitals of the Atlantic States in North America. Odessa, a creation of the Duc de Richelieu, is not quite a century old, and already holds as many inhabitants as Rouen and Hâvre put together. The region named New Russia, of which Odessa is the capital, is as felicitously named as the New England of the United States, and the colonization of it is far more recent. This country, wellnigh a desert at the beginning of the century, has actually increased its population tenfold within less than a hundred years. The growth of the towns and the rural districts on the banks of the Don and the Volga, in the latitude of Vorònej and Sarátof, has scarcely been less rapid.

    The aspect of all these cities in the south and the east is just what would be expected from their recent origin. As in the Far West of the United States, they are all built on a large scale, all one like the other, with no feature of interest, without individuality, with no other difference than that of site. Like those of America, they cover far more space than European cities with an equal number of inhabitants. One feels that they were constructed less for the present than for the future, in view of an indefinite growth which has not always progressed as fast as it was hoped. With their huge public buildings, their ambitious boulevards, and their broad streets to be filled by coming generations, the most prosperous have an unfinished look, temporary yet pretentious, which is not pleasing to travellers. As in America, the cities, instead of following in the track of agriculture, have preceded it; but then more than one of these presumptuous cities has been, on the morrow of its foundation, forsaken in favor of a better situated rival, and left with its huge square and mute avenues which no crowd will ever enliven.

    It is curious to measure even at this early hour the conquests of Russian colonization, to calculate how many parallels of latitude, or how many degrees of longitude, from north to south, from east to west, it has won from nature or from barbarism: there is all the vast region of the steppes and the Black Mould, the haunt of the horseman of old, Scyth, Tatar, or Cosack, there are the shores of the Black and Azof Seas, where in the beginning of modern times the Genoese still held fortified counting-houses, such as the French keep along the coast of Guinea. This is the greatest, possibly the only conquest of the West from the East, of Europe from Asia; it were more correct to say that Europe, thanks to the Russians, has nearly doubled her area at the expense of Asia.

    Have we not there a grand result? And with what resources, what elements has this immense and rapid colonization been achieved; is it going on still? With the Russian people, who, to effect this great work, have received from abroad none but inefficient, insignificant assistance. The two Americas, Australia, all the colonies of both hemispheres, receive every year a considerable contingent of emigrants and European capital. Russia has been compelled to colonize herself without anybody’s aid, either in men or money. A colonization carried on without immigration, by a country itself deficient in population, by a nation itself only half civilized – such has been the task accomplished by Russia.

    If Russia has colonized herself it is not that she did not ask Europe for emigrants. Many did come from two sides – first from Germany, then from the Greek-Orthodox provinces of Turkey and Austria. These two classes of colonists, who arrived in the middle of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century, played an unequal part, but both had only a secondary local share in the immense work. The Germans are the most numerous. Russia in modern times has offered the first opening to Teutonic emigration, which has not worked as well there as in America. Called in by Catherine II. and other Russian sovereigns, settled on the choicest lands, sprinkled a little all over, from Peterhof at the gates of St. Petersburgh to beyond the Caucasus, but especially in New Russia and along the Lower Volga, these Germans have kept well together in separate groups, alien patches in the midst of the native population, not mixing with it nor exerting any influence over it. 

    At the present day they number many hundred thousands, that preserve their religion, their language, their manners and customs, bearing the name of colonists, and forming under this designation a separate class which, until very lately, enjoyed particular privileges, – exemption from military service in the number. Living as foreigners in the state whose subjects they are, these colonists are distinguished by many essentially Teutonic qualities, such as the spirit of order, of economy, of family solidarity. In the isolation of their small communes, they have made for themselves a small civilization of their own, a domestic civilization so to speak. They have formed agricultural colonies, very curious for the politician and the philosopher to observe. They have achieved a moderate competence without being able ever to rise any higher. Hence it is that their influence on the Russian people, which in material things is almost naught, is still less morally. Whatever share Germany has had – and it is a large one – in the development of Russia, she has owed it much less to these rustic colonies, self-centred as they are, than to the German nobility of the Baltic provinces and the German scientists invited to settle in Petersburgh.

    Rather different has been the part played by the Greco-Slav immigrants. If they have not yet quite become merged into the Russian people, they do not, like the Germans, form a separate body within the empire. The kinship of language where Slavs are concerned, the unity of faith which is a bond between all, or nearly all, have been powerful links between these immigrants and their adopted country. Among them are to be met all the Christian tribes of the East: Greeks, Rumanians, Serbs, Dalmatians, Bulgarians, Armenians, Ruthenians, former Turkish or Austrian subjects, attracted of old to Russia by political and religious sympathies. This emigration, co-temporary with their first national awakening, gradually ceased parallelly to the political emancipation of the small oriental nations on their native soil. Most of these colonies, organized like the German ones, in villages and districts, have settled preferably in the south and in Crimea. The region around Odessa, before it bore the name of New Russia, received from its Serbian colonists that of New Siberia. Many of these Orientals took in Crimea and the adjacent coast-lands, the place vacated by Tatar or Noga emigrants, so that between the two empires – the Russian and the Turkish, a double current was established of emigration and immigration, the one drawing to itself the Christians, the other the Mussulmans. These small oriental colonies, some of them scarcely inferior to the German ones in the matter of agriculture, have given their first impulse to the navy and to commerce; they furnished to them both merchants and sailors. The ports of the Black and the Azof Seas – Odessa, Khersòn, Mariòpol, Taganròg, are so many former Greek cities, and remain partly Greek still.

    Neither Germans nor Orientals, however, no matter how great their services, can claim any large share in the millions of inhabitants and the millions of acres of cultivated soil which have been added in less than a century to the wealth of Southern and Eastern Russia. The great colonizer of the Russian land is the Russian people, the mujik. How many difficulties, what inferiority in every branch are implied in this seemingly so simple fact, if closely looked into! Instead of the most enterprising men from the most advanced European states, as in America or in Australia, the agent is a people that has long been kept back by nature and history, serfs but yesterday; instead of all political and civil liberties, of the independence and almost royalty of the individual  – an autocratic state, a meddlesome and nagging administration, the solidarity of the commune, which binds man to man and the laborer to the soil.  The Russians have had a twofold task set them, of apparently irreconcilable elements: to borrow civilization from Europe on one side, and on the other to carry civilization to desert lands. They have had a nation to educate, all but virgin lands to break. This task they had to accomplish under conditions the most repugnant to colonial growth, burdened with standing armies and a long term of military service, under a system of strict centralization and an omnipotent bureaucracy. It is owing to these inconsistencies much more than to the inferiority of soil and clime, if their development has been less rapid, and, above all, less productive than that of Northern America; that is what has kept European emigration away from the steppes and will keep it away for ever. No matter that Russia owns on both sides the Ural admirable land, which but awaits the plough – colonists from the West will not look that way. Even her neighbors of the Scandinavian North prefer the American “Far West” and the wastes of Canada.  Russia, then, is a recently colonized country. This is a fact which should not for a moment be lost sight of. Many of her peculiarities, many of her faults, private and public, come from this simple fact. This partly explains a certain remnant of crudeness in so many cultured Russians; for instance, the puzzling mixture of hyper-refined tastes and savage instincts, and a certain superficiality in all but the mere luxury of intellectual culture and civilization. Such inconsistencies are more or less noticeable among the Americans and in all “new” countries, where civilization, being too young and hasty, still has about it something unbalanced.

    Russia is a colony one or two centuries old, and at the same time an empire of a thousand years. She has some affinities with America and some with Turkey. This opposition alone gives the key to her national character as well as to her political situation. It is a country at once new and old, an ancient, half Asiatic monarchy, and a young European colony; a double-faced Janus, turned westward and eastward, one face old and decrepit, the other youthful, nay almost boyish. 

    This sort of duality is the principle which underlies the contrasts that strike us in Russian life everywhere – contrasts so frequent as to have become the rule and to justify us in saying that, in Russia, contradiction might be erected into a law. Everything has worked towards that result: the geographical situation between Europe and Asia astride on the Ural; the mixture of ill-amalgamated races; an historical past claimed by two worlds, and made of violently opposed phases. This law of contrasts rules everything. Hence the variety of judgments pronounced on Russia, and generally so false only because showing up one side alone. This law of contrasts turns up everywhere – in society, owing to the deep chasm that divides the higher from the lower classes; in politics and the administration; because of slight leanings towards liberalism in the laws, and the stationary inertness of habit; it shows even in the individual, – in his ideas, his feelings, his manner. Contrast lies in both substance and form, in the man as in the nation; you discover it in time in all things; it strikes you at the first glance in the clothes, in the houses, in those wooden cities with wide parallel streets, so similar to the new cities of America and not unlike the stopping-places along the steamer route in the East.

    This duality, which sways all the conditions of Russian life, also directly influences Russia’s material and political growth as well as her moral development. At once a military monarchy and a young colony, she has the weakness peculiar to both without the full strength of either. Belonging to a new world, having deserts to people, Russia, owing to her contact with Europe, is subject to the same burdens, military and financial, that the old crowded and civilized states have borne for ages. When, under President Lincoln, the United States were threatened with secession, what they had reason to dread most was not a curtailing of their territory, it was a radical change in their whole economical and political existence, which would have been caused by the creation of two rival powers on the same continent.

    Geography has placed Russia in the very position into which the secession of the South or the West would have forced the United States. Isolated from Europe by an ocean, as America is, she would have had a far readier and safer development; she need not then have divided her efforts between two contradictory tasks. The discomforts of such a material situation are singularly increased for Russia by moral disadvantages: she has before her the tasks of both Europe and America at once, and in her inhabitants she possesses tools inferior in quality to those of both. She is like an actor who was compelled to appear on the stage before he could learn his part, or to a man whose education had been neglected in his childhood and who is forced to complete it in the midst of the labor and strife of manhood. 

    The Russians are a people in the act of getting itself into shape, and that from the moral as well as the material standpoint. In no respect can they, without injustice, be compared with the nations of Western Europe. Towards the latter, Russia stands in the position of an army just forming and still scattered, who should have to face an army with full numbers and concentrated corps. She may be weak to-day before nations who, in a hundred years from now, will be unable to cope with her. In this respect, the Bulgarian war has not erased the impressions left by the Crimean war. To this day, Russia’s power is not in proportion to her bulk, nor to her population. The Russians know this; but they also know that time will raise their power to the level of the size of their territory.  

    
    
    
    
    



BOOK II. RACES AND NATIONALITY.
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CHAPTER I.

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    Are the Russian People a European People? – Is there in Russia a Homogeneous Nationality? – Interest Attaching to these Questions – The Ethnographical Museum at Moscow – Causes of the Multiplicity of Races on this Uniform Land – Reasons why their Fusion is not yet Completed – How it is that Ethnographical Maps can Furnish only Insufficient Data.

    
    WERE Russia a lately discovered virgin land, devoid of population, or roamed over only by a few nomadic tribes, she would soon offer to the world the same spectacle as the United States or Australia. She would rank with those countries where civilization, having left behind her the old institutions which protected her infancy, opens out for herself, on a new soil, a wider and more independent career. Left entirely to European civilization, Russia would quickly have rivalled America, for – according to a remark made by Adam Smith as early as the eighteenth century – nothing, once the foundations are solidly laid, can equal the rapidly increasing prosperity of a colony which, in a free land, is at liberty to construct an entirely new building. What makes Russia’s inferiority is her elderly population, with its antiquated customs and old traditions; it is this indigenous population which, by shutting out immigration from the West, robs her of the advantages of the usual marvellous growth of colonies.  Crudely contrasting with Western Europe, the Russian land was unfit to be the cradle of European culture, but is perfectly fit to receive it. Can the same be said of the different peoples that occupy those vast plains? Physical conditions cannot alone determine a country’s fate; in fact they can do nothing without man, without the race that dwells there. Nature has marked Russia for the seat of a great empire; but has history placed there a people capable of making a great nation? We must ask the same question about the people as about the country. Does it belong to Europe or Asia? Has it a kinship with us, giving it an inborn aptitude for our civilization? or is it an alien in the European family, in blood as well as education, and condemned from its birth to remain an Asiatic people under the clothes borrowed from Europe?

    This question which the Russians, as well as their antagonists, have turned in and out and from all sides with equal passion, amounts to nothing more nor less than the question whether or no the Russian people are capable of civilization at all. In our times, ethnography and the study of races has been made in certain countries to play a most untoward and equivocal part, even to being deferred to in the highest instance for judgment in questions of nationality, which, in any case, ethnography never could settle by itself. These exaggerations, prompted by self-interest, must not induce us to lose out of sight the real bearing of such studies. In order to know a people, a young people too, which has had no chance as yet to manifest its own genius, a knowledge of the elements of which it is composed, of the races from which it has issued, is imperative. To propound such a problem with regard to Russia amounts to asking whether Peter the Great could succeed in grafting Western civilization on the Moscovite wilding or whether, for lack of European sap, it cannot “take” on the alien trunk. 

    Side by side with this question of the filiation and intrinsic value of the Russian people, another arises, quite as important to the philosopher as to the politician: that of the degree of cohesion possible to so vast an empire. The physical unity of the land is not sufficient to ensure political unity, there goes to that also the material and moral union of the populations, a certain kinship of blood or brain, without which national unity is impossible. Is there in Russia, as in France or Italy, a compact nationality, strongly cemented by history, – or is it, like Turkey till very lately and Austria to this day, a patchwork of heterogeneous peoples, each with traditions and interests of its own? The Russian soil is made for unity. Nowhere do we find so vast an area so thoroughly homogeneous; at the same time, nowhere do we find so many different races. The contrast which appears everywhere in Russia is most striking in this respect. The most uniform of geographical areas is occupied by the most motley human families. Races, peoples, tribes, are all tangled together ad infinitum, and their diversities are brought out and made conspicuous by the diversity of their modes of life, their languages, their religions. Among them are found all the Christian confessions: Greek Orthodox, Armenians, Catholics, Protestants, sundry sects unknown to the West; all the beliefs of Asia face to face with those of Europe; Jews – Talmudists, and Karaïtes; Mahometans – Sunnites and Shiites; Buddhists, Shamanites, and heathens of all descriptions. The bare enumeration of the various races encountered in European Russia is something frightful – no less than twenty; and if no group, no smallest tribe is to be overlooked, this figure would have to be doubled, nay, trebled.

    We possess several ethnographical maps of Russia. One of these, by Mr. Rittich, is both recent and excellent. But the Russians have done more: in the Dashkoff Museum, founded in Moscow on occasion of the Slavic Congress in 1867, they have attempted to give a presentation at once scientific and picturesque, something like an animated map, of the various peoples of the Empire. By means of mannikins of life-size and of waxen figures moulded after the exactest casts from nature, the peoples and tribes of Russia have been assembled there, in all the variety of their several types and garbs. On the north side of the vast hall, which is laid out after the fashion of a map, next to the Tungùz, the Yakùt, the Buriàt of Siberia, we see, in his garments of reindeer hide, the Samoyèd, who recalls the Esquimau, and the Lapp, who puts one in mind of the Mongol. Lower down, to the west, come the Finn peasant of Finland, and the Ehst of the Baltic provinces, both of them betraying, by their flattened faces, a distant kinship with the Lapp and the Samoyèd. On the eastern side we behold representatives of other groups of the Finnic race scattered over the basin of the Volga, and showing features less and less European, less and less noble: Permians, Votiàks, Tcheremàss, Mordvìns and Tchuvàsh, in the midst of whom a young Tatar woman from Kazàn, disrobed of her veil, is noticeable for her Oriental beauty. Facing this group, on the western side, are the Lett, Samogitian, and Lithuanian peasants, and at last the Bielorùss, – i. e., the denizen of Western or White Russia, square-faced, in striking contrast to a Jewish tradesman and a Jewish mechanic, with their long faces and sharp, thin noses.

    In the middle of the hall, on a wide platform, is enthroned the master of the empire, the “Velikorùss” (Great-Russian), in all the variety of his different crafts and provincial costumes; the men in high top-boots, or low, slipper-like lapti, plaited of tree-bast, in the red shirt or long-skirted kaftàn; the women in rich sarafàns, with their diadem-shaped kokòshniks. Below the “Velikorùss” comes the “Maloròss” (Little-Russian), with more refined features, garments of more elegant cut and material; the men wear high sheepskin caps, the girls flowers interlaced with ribbons. Behind the Little-Russians appear the Poles, then, from west to east, all the numerous tribes of the south of the empire: a Moldavian couple from Bessarabia, a murzà or Tatar prince from the Crimea, with his neighbor, a Tsigàn (gypsy) beggar, a Karaïte bride, a daughter of one of those Jews, enemies of the others, who pretend to be descended from the ten tribes transported by Nebuchadnezzar, – lastly two German colonists from New Russia or the Lower Volga, as different from the Russians to this day, in type and garb, as on the day of their immigration.

    In the southwestern portion of the hall we are met by the Mussulman and Buddhist tribes of the oriental steppes, with their Asiatic features and resplendent costumes: the Kirghiz with his tall, pointed cap, Kalmỳks from the governments of Stavròpol and Astrakhan, with narrow-slit eyes, yellow-skinned, wearing the beshmet of silk or velvet in the tenderest colors. Next to these a Bashkir woman from Orenburg or Ufa, in her red cloth robe – khalàt – and head-dress fringed with coins. In the extreme south we greet the tribes of the Caucasus, the handsomest in the world as to features, the most elegant as to dress. Here an Armenian merchant in plain black kaftàn; further a Tcherkess (Circassian) in crimson morocco shoes, his kaftàn bristling with cartridge pockets on the breast, and the camel’s-hair bashlìk slung round his neck; next, a Gruzin (Georgian) with lapti woven of leather straps, the arkhalouk, and the tchokka or surcoat with the long embroidered sleeves, open in front; a Mingrelian woman in a gown of light-blue silk and the long veil of transparent muslin, and a Kurd woman from the banks of the Araxus, in her silken tunic and wide crimson satin trousers, a ring passed through her nose; the Armenian woman in a green robe – khalàt, – wrapt up in one of those immense veils which the women of the Caucasus enshroud themselves in to walk abroad; the Gruzinka (Georgian woman) in a black satin petticoat with lavender bodice, and a band of brocade round her head, dances as she brandishes a tambourine. At the farthest end of the great hall, in a dark niche, a group of half-naked Ghebers from Bakù, the last survivors of the sect, worship the sacred fire.

    The impression produced by this museum, where one single state exhibits so many human types, a plain ethnographical map would not produce in the same degree. The colors hardly have shadings enough to spare one to each tribe; by their motley coloring, as by the puzzling intricacy of their lines they recall the geological maps of countries of the most complicated formations. It seems, at the first glance, as though in this country, where land and inanimate nature show such unity, all is confusion in the races of men. The configuration of the Russian soil accounts for this quantity and diversity of races, apparently so little in harmony with it. Having no well-defined boundary line either to the east or west, Russia has always stood wide open to all invasions; she was the highway of all the migrations from Asia into Europe. Nowhere have the strata of human alluvions been more numerous, nowhere more mixed, more broken and disjointed, than on this smooth, flat bed where each wave, as it was pressed upon and pushed on from the rear by the following one, met no obstacle ahead, save in the wave that had preceded it. Even as recently as in historical times, it were hard to enumerate the people that have settled on Russian land and established there more or less lasting empires  – Scyth, Sarmatian, Goth, Avar, Bulgar, Ongre or Hungarian, Khazàr, Petchenèg, Lithuanian, Mongol, Tatar, – to say nothing of the migrations of the Celts and Teutons of old, and others, whose very name has perished, but who, obscure as they were, may have left in the population a trace, undiscoverable at this day.
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