





ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Yuri Yanovsky (1902-1954) occupies a special place
in Soviet Ukrainian literature. Few writers managed to
portray the Promethean post-Revolutionary era with such
poetical intensity, romantic spontaneity and stylistic
diversity as he did in his main work The Horsemen.

Written in 1932-1935, this novel grew out of Yanov-
sky’s experiences during the Civil War and his novel
The Four Sabers (1930). The latter work epitomizes the
writer’s concept of “concrete romanticism,” which is
perhaps best described in Yanovsky’s own words: “A con-
densed story, an extract from many swings of a saber
is a song. A synthesis of many deaths is one death in
the song. The essence of many lives is one life in the
song. A shadow of the struggles of thousands of men is
the struggle of one man in the song.”

The Horsemen is much broader in concept and range
of artistic devices. Alongside the romantic élan and ballad
quality of The Four Sabers, it has the distinctive features
of an epic. Opening with a scene of brutal fratricide —
a class cross-section of the Civil War — the novel rolls
on to portray the driving forces of the war, its known
and unknown heroes, and the burning aspirations of the
people for freedom and a new, happy life.

An established classic today, the novel was berated
in the 1930s and 1940s for a variety of “faults” — from
“nationalist sentiment” to indulgence in the pathology
of war. The same fate befell Yanovsky’s last novel Peace
about the ordeals of World War Two and the painful
rise of Nazi-ravaged Ukraine from the ruins. His plays
were more successful with the official critics.

The rediscovery of Yuri Yanovsky, which began in
the late 1950s, still continues. A proper evaluation of
the highly innovative work of this writer and its place in
Soviet literature is still to be made.
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THE DOUBLE RING

Sabers raged and horses ran riderless; the
Polovets brothers did not recognize each other,
and the sun glared down from the sky. The
jabbering and din called a market to mind, and
dust swirled as though stirred up by a herd of
cattle. Then everyone scattered over the steppe
and Overko emerged victorious. His black hood
flapped on his shoulders. “Come on, boys, let
the blue blood flow!”

The dust was settling. Some of Andriy Polo-
vets’ men had been lucky enough to escape.
Others raised their hands in surrender only to
have them chopped off. They raised their dust-
and sweat-caked faces to the sky and had them
slashed with sabers. Then they fell to the ground
and gnawed the earth, choking on their agony
and despair, only to be hacked to bits at random
or trampled by horses.

The two detachments had clashed on the even
steppe at Kompaniivka. The sky rose from the
horizon in towers of blue. It was August 1919.
The detachment of General Anton Denikin’s *
White Volunteer Army was headed by Andriy
Polovets. Overko Polovets led the troop of Chief
Hetman Simon Petlyura’s ** Mounted Cos-

* Denikin, Anton (1872-1947) — Russian general;
organized and led counterrevolutionary forces in
the south of Russia

** Petlyura, Simon (1879-1926) — Ukrainian nation-
alist; led opposition to Bolsheviks, was defeated
and fled to Poland



sacks. The steppe pirates had grappled together
broadside on and whirled in a sultry storm on
the flat steppe. It was an August of unheard-
of intensity.

“Over here!”

Tall steppe men were led over, and heads
rolled like watermelons. Underfoot was a water-
melon plantation, and horses stopped to eat the
crushed fruit. Some of the men screamed de-
mentedly and inaudibly as if in a nightmare,
and others went down like so many young elms,
losing all their bark and leaves as they fell.

“Just try and escape now!”

Sabers swished, bone cracked, and then And-
riy was led up to Overko.

“An officer? Whew —is it you, brother-
mine?!” Overko called out.

Andriy raised his head and shoved his wound-
ed hand through the front of his tunic, staining
it with blood.

“It’s me, you miserable Judas!”

“So did your generals do you any good?”

Tall as he was, Andriy grew taller still; Over-
ko was playing with his hood like a girl with
her raven braid. They were both tall and broad
of shoulder, with predatory beaks and gray eyes.

“Do you want to live?” asked Overko. “Think
of the sea splashing at our Dofinivka and good
old Musiy Polovets standing on the beach
looking for mackerel through his field glass —
remember the field glass you brought Father
from the Turkish front?”

Andriy unbuttoned his tunic and raised his
wounded hand high as if calling for help; but
he was only trying to stop the bleeding.
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“Here’s a fine thing,” Overko’s men called
out. A horse screamed in pain, spinning in one
place. Sweltering heat fell on the steppe, and
the blue towers of the southern sky stood on
the horizon.

“You crawling Petlyurite scum, you,” Andriy
spat out. “To peddle Mother Russia to the Gali-
cians! We’ve already beaten them in the Car-
pathians; we want no Austrian yoke on our
necks!”

Overko laughed, winked to his Cossacks, and
signaled a lad who had whipped out his sword
against Andriy to hold it. The lad began to poke
at a watermelon, annoyed. The swelter was
getting worse and worse. Andriy did not put
down his arm; the blood flowed freely into the
sleeve, and he was ready for anything as he
stood there before his brother Overko.

“] wonder what you’re thinking about,” the
victor inquired. “Odessa or Ochakiv?”

“I'm thinking about our father and what he
said a long time back...”

“The maistro’s * starting to blow,” Overko
interrupted him as he gazed to the southwest,
“and it may drive the rain here yet.”

“And the words he said a long time back:
‘There’ll be no end to the family in which
brothers live in harmony.””

“Here’s a fine thing,” Overko’s Cossacks
called out. “He’s got more blood in him than a
bull! T hacked at him but good, and so did you,
by the Holy Cross. Now what’s Overko going
to say? ‘Kiss your precious life goodbye,’ that’s
what!

* Maistro — southwesterly Black Sea wind
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“A fine thing?” Overko echoed. “Ours is a
large family, men without number and three
more studs beside you and me to keep it
growing. A family’s just a root, and the nation
comes first, no matter how you look at it; so
if you're up against the nation, let this family
weep and brother kill brother!”

“Here’s a fine thing,” the black hoods called
out again, and Andriy paled like a piece of
cloth bleaching in the sun. The steppe was
getting much too hot for men and horses, and
the maistro was about to start blowing from the
southwest.

“Forgive me, my family, for not keeping
harmony. A family can decline and die out, but
the nation must stand. Forever and ever, amen.”

“I curse you with all of my Russian heart for
Mother Russia, great and indivisible from
Warsaw to Japan, from the White Sea to the
Black, I curse you as a brother in the name
of all our kin, I curse you and despise you in
my dying hour...”

“Finish him off, for goodness’ sake!” Overko
shrieked, and Andriy staggered and fell to the
roar of the victors. The maistro blew out of the
'southwest, and the sky towered motionlessly
above the steppe.

Down by the sea, old Musiy Polovets paced
up and down the shore, looking for some wind
or wave through his field glass, searching for
net bobs and thinking of his son Andriy. “It’s
a good field glass you brought, Andriy.” Over
the sea rose the silhouette of the re-enlisted
warrant officer of the Imperial Russian Army,
selfless fighter for the True Faith, Czar and
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Fatherland and hero of Sarikamish and Erze-
rum.* But a boat was heading ashore, skimming
from wave to wave in time to measured rowing.
A puff of cloud eddied above Odessa to the west,
and no one but old Polovets and perhaps the
experienced fishermen rushing for shore could
tell that it concealed growling thunder and
flashes of lightning. The boat was clearly
visible now. The old man lay down on the sand
and took another look, level with the sea. There
were five men in the boat. And it was the
Swallow, a vessel he knew well. One of the men
was without a hat and standing aft. The descrip-
tion checked on three points. There would also
be the password, “Have you got any green
mackerel for sale?” and the answer, “You can
never get enough, can you?” The old man went
down to the water, rolled up his pantlegs, turned
the boat around, stayed the stern and pulled it
ashore. The boat beached. The men jumped out.
The passwords were exchanged and heavy
packages unloaded, reminding the old man of
his son Panas’ smuggling days. “What have you
got, dynamite?” “Something even more power-
full” his guests replied laughing.

One of the men, his other son’s iriend, recog-
nized the old man and said with a grin, “So
Ivan’s fighting the Whites and you're fishing,
eh, old guard?”

“Guard, eh. I'm a fisherman, in case you
didn’t know.”

“Chubenko, tell him that from now on, he’s
with the Red Guards whether he likes it or not.”

* Scenes of battles between the Russian and the Tur-
kish armies in World War 1
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Ivan's friend took old man’s hand. “Look,
we've outsmarted Denikin's men and outsailed
the French. The press is all here, complete with
the type — workers of the world, unite!” And
he smacked the old man’s palm so hard, the
empty shore rang.

The underwings of the cloud over Odessa
stirred in the gathering wind. The sea turned
black. Old Polovets listened intently to the
sound of waves lapping against the rocks.

“The sea’s rumbling... There’s going to be a
bit of rough weather. A maistro’s broken loose
in the mountains across the sea.”

“The maistro’s broken loose somewhere,” said
Overko Polovets as he gazed out across the
steppe enclosed by the blue towers of the sky.
His black hoods had gotten down to rummaging
through the butchered enemy’s pockets. A yellow
and blue flag flew from a lance stuck amidst
the shambles, and the southwester was picking
up over the steppe.

The storm started unwinding from afar. It
stood upright like a spindle and blossomed
under the sky, a curved-out column of dust
obscuring the sun, then slid down the highway,
tore into the watermelon field, roared across the
battleground, sending caps and shreds of uni-
forms soaring, men tumbling and horses shying
away, broke against the mountain of horse and
human flesh, hit the earth in a cloudburst of
lung-clogging dust, and was carried away,
bending like rain under the maistro’s driving
force.

The Cossacks sneezed and brushed dust from
their uniforms, horses neighed, and suddenly,
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horsemen under a black banner sprang out from
around the woods and fanned out, letting their
tachankas * forward. “To arms! Into the saddle!
Makhnovites! Machine guns!” But the fachankas
swiftly pushed past the flanks, four-in-hands
gobbling ground beneath them, carts jumping
into the air like unclean spirits, and machine
guns rattling away Shots flickered dimly
through the dust. Searing heat tore at the breast.
The maistro blew, hot and fitful. Wave after
wave of cavalry rolled over Overko’s men.

“We're winning — let them have it!”

“Hold fast!”

“Hurrah!”

Wild whistles; the rumble of distant thunder.

“Beat them to a bloody pulp!” Panas Polo-
vets’ order rang out.

Machine guns stopped, and suddenly all the
shooting was over. The maistro evenly carried
the dust away. One after another, Overko’s black
hoods fell under the hooves of galloping horses.
Sabers glittered in swinging hands. And the
fighting ended as abruptly as it had begun.

Overko Polovets sat on the ground by the
wheel of a fachanka, his head split open. He
pressed his hand to the wound, staring at his
feet. He was not dying yet; his fine health would
not flow out through the wound. Panas Polo-
vets walked over and peered into his brother’s
face, pistol in hand.

* Tachanka — horse-driven cart with a machine gun
mounted on it; reputedly invented by Nestor Makh-
no, leader of anarchist bands in Ukraine during the
Civi] War of 1918-1920
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“So this is where we met, little brother,” he
said, tossing back his hair which reached all
the way to his shoulders. “Andriy’s here too —
funny, don’t you think? And I was right there
in the woods all along waiting for you guys to
stop, and so you did, eh, one dead as a doornail
and the other can hardly breathe. So what, do
you still want a free Ukraine now?”

Overko did not raise his eyes. Up rode four-
teen-year-old Sashko Polovets, grimy with
gunpowder. “Hey, let me finish him offl” he said.

“It’s Overko, you fool.”

Sashko paled, jumped down from his horse,
went up to his brother and lifted his head by
the chin.

“Overko, my grief,” he said in the voice of
their mother, old Polovchikha.

Overko spat a mouthful of blood in his face
and moaned.

“You blood-crazy Makhnovite butcher,” he
said softly, staring at his feet, “you’re traipsing
over the steppe with a knife in your bootleg
while Mother Ukraine’s weeping tears of blood.”

Panas stood sturdy as an oak over him,

guffawing; Sashko clutched and let go of his
saber and wiped his brother’s blood from his
face. S ' ,
“In the name of Nestor Makhno,” Panas
roared effusively, “I'll give you a fair- trial.
You’ll be drownéd in the sea, guilty of your
blood brother’s murder, and of supporting the
Ukrainian state on the territory of Anarchy,
Mother of Order, we’ll chop off your head.”

Overko spat out another mouthful of blood.
The cloud in the west was growing ominously
fast. The maistro had gradually changed to a
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grego, its opposite, and now the grego was
egging the cloud on, prodding it from all sides,
knocking it together like a flock of sheep, and
a muffled growl was heard in the distance. The
sun scorched.

“Give me more water,” said Overko.

His eyes drifted along the hedge of feet in
front of him. Hatred welled up in him, but he
checked it and said, “Do you still remember
what Father taught us? There’ll be no end to
the family in which brothers live in harmony.”
Thunder rumbled; the rain was nearby.

“Ours is a family of fishermen, all tough as
old leather and used to rough weather,” mused
Panas. “But a family grows into the state
with all its rules and restrictions, while we here
carry liberating anarchy to the world. So what
good is family if you don’t need any, if you need
no state but a free association of free human
beings?”

“Curse you...”

“Hold your curses: I, a free sailor of Nestor
Makhno, give you a minute to think, so go ahead
and chew it over. There’s always time for
dying — am I speaking the truth, boys? He could
become one of us yet. After all, he’s one of the
Polovets fishermen, rough and tough as we
goddamn come, even though he went to teachers
college and played in their folk theaters. Am
I speaking the truth, brother?”

“] curse you with my hatred as brother and
with our rotten fate, you blood-guzzling dege-
nerate Makhnovite butcher, 1 curse you in the
name of God, the people, and the light of day...”

Overko did not look up to see his death, it
ilew out of Panas’ Mauser and blew his brains
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out onto the wheel. A streak of lightning split
the cloud. Thunder struck. “It smells of rain,
boys — mount up!” A high gray curtain fell a
mile away where it was raining, clouds edged
up to the sun, the steppe darkened. The earth
was trembling, waiting for the rain. The grego
blew evenly high above.

Pacing thoughtfully up and down the shore,
old Polovets watched out for strangers tlirough
his field glass while the work was being ground
out in a seaside cave. Chubenko was in charge
there, working for three, kneading that press so
heartily his friends barely had the time to feed
paper into it. And paper there was aplenty,
a whole heap that would do the whole coast for
cigarettes. The leaflets were coming in different
languages, for French sailors and Greek infant-
ry, too, because who knew who’d be in Odessa
the next day or what language they'd speak, so
the committee had said to print enough for
everyone, and orders were orders. The fisher-
man’s keen eyes caught sight of a man walking
down the shore from Odessa. In the field glass,
the man resolved into a soldier. Another figure
emerged from the steppe. In the field glass it.
too, became a soldier.

The fisherman looked the cave over to see if
it were camouflaged well, then went farther
down the shore and started fussing busily
around the nets hung out on poles there The
soldiers were approaching. It was raining over
Odessa, and part of it was covered by fog, and
cruisers and destroyers lay puffing in the roads
The soldiers were approaching. The grego sowed
the sea with rain, and the patrol wasn’t there
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for some reason, or maybe it would come by
car or cutter later. The old woman had gone to
the market, because fish wasn’t enough to live
on. The soldiers were approaching. They walked
with an even military step as though drawn by
a magnet. Polovets felt his bony wrists, not
knowing why. A man of medium height, he had
always felt strange when his giant sons sur-
roundegd him like a pine grove. The soldiers
were approaching. They were foreigners, and one
of them quickened his pace. Polovets pretended
he didn’t see. What language will you speak
with him? The man came up closer; he was dark
and slim. What language will you speak with
him? “Any green mackerel?” he heard. “Can’t
ever get enough, eh?” he answered without a
second thought, his heart pounding fast and
strong for joy like it had when he was young.
He embraced the soldier. The sheer curtain of
rain over Odessa hung lower, and the sea was
almost black.

“We’ll have to bury him,” Panas said as he
reined in by Overko’s body. “He was a gutsy
son of a bitch, after all.” The rain pelted down
in small hard drops. Two tachankas were stood
a convenient distance apart, a blanket was
drawn between them, and Panas himseli took
a spade and began to dig the grave for his two
brothers. Sweat rolled down his face like bird-
shot; he was heavy and beefy, this fourth
Polovets, a onetime merchant marine sailor and
smuggler. » :

Sashko curled up on a fachanka by the ma-
chine gun, oblivious to the rain."He thought he
felt his mother’s hand tearing his hair, and there
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were just the sand and the sea and nets drying
on poles and all the time in the world to take
a swim, and no need to fear a bullet... So out of
reach, thxs fisherman’s life and the sea smelling
so dearly, and why the heck had he come with
Panas anyway... Panas treated him like some
snotty-nosed punk but all the same he wouldn’t
go back — cross his heart and hope to die —
just because such was the accursed Polovets
seed!

Panas panted and puffed, throwing earth out
of the grave, playing with the spade as another
would with a spoon.

“That’s done. Now just let someone dare to
say I've shown my family no respect.”

"And the funeral was held. The rain flung out
its sails, and now and then a swell raced-across
the steppe and the rain came on harder, piercing
the earth. Raindrops ran down Panas Polovets’
face, and it seemed that he was weepmg tear-
fully over the grave. All his men’s faces were
streaming with tears of rain, too, and it was
frightening to see an entire mllltary unit crying
so bitterly. The rain would not abate.

Then a mirage loomed on the far side of the
rain: the red banner of the Internationalist
Regiment’s cavalry squadron commanded by
Ivan Polovets was unfurled in the distance. As
the first shots rang out, Panas was up and in
the tachanka, swinging the machine gun this
way and that, Sashko passing him the cartridge
belt. But the other carts scattered every which
way and the horsemen dashed for him at once.

“Surrender! Put down your arms! It’s the
Reds! The Reds!”
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There was nowhere to run; Ivan Polovets was
herding them into bullets, and it was surrender
or die. Panas burst into tears of impotent rage.
Ele jumped on someone’s horse but it fell under

im.

He unhitched one from his tachanka, shouting,
“Follow me, boys, Makhno’s eagles don’t sur-
render!” He tried to break through Ivan’s flank
and lost half his men. The rain poured unremit-
tingly, and horses slipped in the mud. Finally
Ivan pushed harder, and the Makhnovites
gave up.

The rain showered its last drops and moved
its host of clouds further, levying reinforcements
of vapors great and small and rearraying its
ranks, leaving the light, puffy, wispy clouds and
cloudlets behind and keeping the dark, strong
and rain-bearing ones as its reliable support
and reserve.

Panas Polovets stood before his brother Ivan
and his commissar, Herdt. All the bullets had
missed him; hatless, hair falling down his neck,
his mud-stained clothes a terrible mess, he
stood, big and bulky, in front of his lean, spare
brother Ivan.

“So this is where we met, Panas,” Ivan said
and exchanged a few words with Herdt. The
prisoners were rounded up, and the victorious
men of the Internationalist Regiment began to
arrive from all directions. The sun peeped out,
and the smooth steppe shimmered, the blue
towers of the sky rising slowly in the wake of
the lifting clouds.

Panas stood silently, gazing at the expanses
of the sky. Sashko came over and slumped at his
feet, his face ashen and twitching. “So Sashko’s
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here too,” Ivan said sullenly, and suddenly,
Panas yelled at the top of his lungs:

“You crawling coal-eating underground nit,
you! Lenin’s lackey, Communist flunky, whom
do you serve, you commissar bastard?”

“l serve the Revolution and the Interna-
tional,” Ivan said, “but I'll talk with you later.”
He exchanged a few more words with Herdt,
walked silently over to the prisoners, and stared
at them closely, examining every face as a
checker examines machine parts for a hidden
flaw, then paced there and back again and began
to speak.

“Boys,” Ivan said, “your service with the
turncoat and bandit Nestor Makhno is over.
Speaking to you is your Panas Polovets’ brother,
and we're both of us fishermen, and so are all
of our kin. My words are plain and simple, but
I trust you'll understand anyway. For now is
the time two truths are settling their disputes
on these steppes — the truth of the haves and
that of the havenots. We are retreating before
the bloody czarist General Denikin, fighting our
way to Kiev, and still, we're beating the enemy
without mercy even as we retreat. Here you
are, too, and I'll bet there are not a few pen-
niless fools who fell for false prophets’ words
among you. So we call on you people — for you
and we are of the same miserable fate: Stand
by our side to fight for the truth of the poor
together! The village poor and the workers are
with us, and we’ll march to victory as one,
tHrééicheers for Soviet power and the Red Army,
hurrah!”

Herdt gave a command, and a few men went
off to the left and stopped. The rest headed into
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the steppe in a throng. They just walked away
slowly in a throng. All eyes were glued to them,
and silence reigned. The throng moved farther
and farther away; some quickened their pace,
some trotted; and then one broke into a run,
then a second and a third, and they all stamped-
ed into the steppe like a flock of sheep, fleeing
death, afraid to glance back. Then Ivan Polovets
ordered the machine guns readied. At a signal
from him, several machine guns opened fire and
did not stop until the task had been accomp-
lished.

Panas expected no mercy for himself: he had
seen his men die, men he had hand-picked like
seeds of grain, and the rest of them had simply
ceased to be his. His childhood flashed through
his head: salad days in the boat and moonlit
fishing trips, and the sea’s endless expanses,
and the smell of Mother’s dress.

“It’s because my death is near,” he thought,
and spoke to Ivan the words he had heard from
Overko: “I say, Ivan, two of us are dead as it
is, and remember, ‘There’ll be no end to the
family in which brothers live in harmony.’”

“It’s a good family in which there are no black
sheep, too. Some of us are honest working men,
tried by misery and steeped in class conscious-
ness, and some bushwhacking bandits and
muddle-headed fools, our enemies, and their
hired hands. So you see for yourself — the
family breaks up, but the class stands, and all
the world is with us, and so is Karl Marx.”

“I curse you; I curse you in my dying hour!”
Panas screamed in agony, snatched a small
Browning from his tunic and put a bullet
through his mouth. For a moment or two he
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stood still, then began to rock and sway, curled
up like a scorched leaf and crashed heavily to
the ground, wet earth flying from under him.

“Shoot me too, then,” the disgusting Sashko
shouted at Ivan, “shoot, you bastard!”

“You dratted spawn of Satan, you,” Ivan
muttered as he grabbed Sashko by the hair —
a gorgeous Makhno-style forelock tucked out
from under the boy’s hat — and yanked at it
angrily. Herdt smiled.

It was hot in the steppe at Kompaniivka one
day in August 1919. The maistro, the fisherman’s
wind, blew up and high pliant columns of dust
swirled past. Then the grego brought on a long
teeming rain, and in the meantime, bloody
battles were fought, and Ivan Polovets lost
three of his brothers “in blood but not in class,”
as Commissar Herdt put it.



CHILDHOOD

The Perekop plain, this Ukrainian Texas,
stretches from across the Dnieper, south of Ka-
khovka, all the way up to Melitopol. Sands and
virgin steppe straggle along the river from the
southwest to the northeast. To the south are the
Black Sea and the Jarilgach bay. The town of
Perekop stands on a neck of land, which has,
since time out of mind, served as the gate to
the Crimea. Endless open spaces (at least on the
scale of two human feet), bare plains without
a stream or tree where villages and homesteads
are few and far between, and where the large
scorching sun moves across the sky and sets
somewhere beyond the land, as though sinking
into the sea. The sky is not dark-blue as on the
other side of the Dnieper, but the delicate tur-
quoise of Persian silks — the color of the Cri-
mean sky over the infinite steppe.

This wild steppe has been a battlefield at the
juncture of many an epoch. But this does not
prevent it from bursting into bloom every spring
and burning out in summer, being soaked with
rain in fall and freezing in winter when cruel
snowstorms rage and steppe men are conceived
in snowbound huts. One of them was born in
that boundless plain just a few hours’ walk from
Perekop. He grew on the steppe and was
scorched by the sun and parched by the wind;
and he was always hungry, because the hut he
had been born in was a poor one, and the steppe
was his first childhood memory.
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A stranger is unable to understand how peo-
ple can live on a bare empty plain, but little
Danilko would steal out of the hut, leaving
behind his baby sister, whom he’d been told to
sit with. He would wander deep into that steppe
which sprawled before him like a magic valley
where grasses and flowers oozed a heady frag-
rance and even the sun smelled of beeswax
when he held his hand up to its rays for a time
then smelled it. How many different dainties
he found in the steppe and ate his fill of... Then
he strolled to his father, who was tending the
master’s sheep, a flock as big as an army, and
was given a crust of bread with a tiny onion
and a pinch of salt to go with it.

Many edible plants grew in the steppe; he
only had to tell the good herbs from the bad, or
he might wolf down enough henbane or toad’s
poppies to make him sick. Now crocuses, goat’s
beard, spurge (not the kind that grows on pas-
tures), nightshade, and wild poppies were all
scrumptious goodies and the steppe’s welcome
gifts. On the steppe, he could walk and ramble
and follow his nose, then drop down, put his
ear to the ground, and listen very closely to hear
it rumble and boom. If he lay face up and peered
hard into the sky where clouds sailed in the
blue, he felt as though he were soaring high
above the ground, pushing clouds apart as he
flew, growing big and strong in the sky. Then
he got back to earth and saw how many friends
he had in the steppe.

There was a lark singing its heart out to its
mate so high above the boy couldn’t see it;
an eagle hovering in the wind, barely stirring
its wingtips as it peered down, looking for prey;
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a stork striding through the grass like a land
surveyor; a lizard, green as a leek, scurrying
across a swath; wild bees buzzing along in
search of pollen; a gopher whistling and grass-
hoppers chirping one and the same tune like the
village fiddler at a wedding.

He was curious to know where the sun fell
every evening. His feet were just itching to walk
and walk across the steppe to the very edge of
the earth so he could look down into the deep
pit where lots of dead suns had surely piled up.
He would be able to see how they were lying
down there and what they looked like — sieves,
frying pans or five-kopeck coins?

The little shepherd (who, by the way, might in
time learn to be a shepherd’s helper, then
a shepherd’s mate and finally, take the place
of his shepherd father) drifted back home at
dusk. Not far from home, he was met by a friend
who told him how Mother had thrown a fit,
because the baby Danilko had left on its own
had nearly choked to death crying. Mom would
probably give Danilko a few licks, but he
needn’t be afraid, the friend said. They’d go in
to eat supper together, and while they were
together, she wouldn’t hit him very hard. And
even if she did, it wouldn’t hurt much once he’d
eaten well anyway, so all he had to do was eat
and keep calm. Thus they strolled into the yard
and up to the hut, Danilo the Greatgrandson
and Danilo the Greatgrandfather (like young,
like old, people szid u:pon seeing them together).
Inside stood a low table with a royal feast upon
it — white-bread kvass, so sour it set the teeth
on edge, and barley scones.

And later, when he came to see Greatgrand-
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father who slept out in the shed, Danilko wiped
tears which seeped out of his eyes against his
will, because Mother was mean, and she sure
had a hand. Any other mother would have
gotten over it a long time ago, but not his, oh
dear no. “Did it hurt a lot?” Greatgrandfather
would ask. “Never mind, my boy — after all,
she carries this house upon her shoulders and
works like a horse. He who feeds, beats... And
your father’s a lazy bum and a drunkard. He’s
probably going to get chucked out of the
herdsmen again one of these days. Then he won’t
crawl out of the tavern at all... He’s proud man
and won’t bow to anyone, but that’s something
you have to do — bow to people and show them
respect. You can’t live any differently unless
you want to be like me — naked as the steppe
and not a crumb of my own.” But Danilko was
already sleeping the sleep of the grass after
a good day of swaying in the wind. Snuggling
up to Greatgrandfather, he was warm and deaf
to all those wise thoughts which never made
anyone any wiser before his own time anyway.
All the springs of his childhood then merged
into one, and Greatgrandfather rose above the
ground like the keeper of steppe lore, a sorcerer
who knew all the secrets of spring. Every spring
that came was livelier and lovelier, and it was
announced by the babak,* a wind that awoke
on St. Eudokia’s Day** before dawn and
whistled away like a marmot indeed.
Greatgrandfather made a point of noting the
direction of the wind on that day. If it blew from

* Babak (Ukr.) — marmot

** March 14 (March 1 by the Julian Calendar used
by the Russian Orthodox Church)

27



the Dnieper, there would be good fishing; if it
came from the steppe, it was good for the bees;
from the south — for crops. When you saw your
first swallow, you had to throw her a handful
of earth and say, “Here’s for your nest, Mother
Swallow.” The swallows don’t fly away to
warmer climates, they sleep through the winter
at the bottom of the sea, a river or well, hooking
themselves down there with their tiny claws.

Then primroses peeped out of the earth for a
few days, and Greatgrandfather told Danilko to
pick them quickly and trample on them, repeat-
ing: “Lord, help me trample them before I go,
then I'll live another year or so” If a body was
slow about it, he was sure to land in his death-
bed before next spring, so Danilko thought prim-
roses to be a magic cure-all and intoned this
rhyme whenever someone was seriously ill.
When they recovered, he repeated after the
grownups: “Look, he’s fit enough to trample
primroses!”

And the first thunder was a vernal alarm bell
that made the earth thaw out like there had
never been any winter at all. The girls raced to
the nearest well to wash up and dry their faces
with a red sash for beauty, while the lads
grabbed hold of the corner of a hut and pretend-
ed to lift it for strength. Only after the first
thunder would the villagers dine out in the yard
and not in the house... O First thunder of spring!

On the Day of the Forty Martyrs *, when day
and night are of equal length, every pupil was
supposed to bring the teacher forty small bagels.
Wheat larks with tiny beaks and a pair of

* March 22 (9)
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wings were baked in every house, and all the
children ate them with relish at school. But poor
Danilko’s lark was of barley meal, and Mother
had cried, because she hadn't even a handful
of wheat flour in the house. Danilko did not
understand why she was so unhappy and showed
off his lark all around school, trilling and mak-
ing a nest for it. And its wings were so neat —
oh, Mother could make a lark, Danilko’s was
the nicest of them alll A pinch of a herb as
sweet as honey was baked in its tummy, and his
rich classmates even offered a big store-bought
bagel from town for it, but nothing doing! Who’d
ever seen a lark like his in town?

Danilko put the lark on his desk and glanced
at it every now and then as he wrote in his
notebook, and his pet sat there by the inkpot
gazing at Danilko’s painstaking work out of the
corner of its eye as though it really were alive.
The whole thing ended with Danilko trading
it for five wheat larks. He carried them home in
the bosom of his shirt, happy that they would
all taste of a wheat lark now: Mother, Great-
grandfather Danilo, his .drunkard father, he
himself, and even little Vustya would suck at
one, because she had no teeth to chew with yet.
" On Warm Alexis’ Day *, their neighbor put
his beehives out in the sun, and the bees went
mad with joy. The poor little things crept out of
the hive weak and barely alive, but then they
warmed up in the sun, took to the air and buzzed
around till the boy’s eyes began to smart from

* The Day of St. Alexis, the Man of God — March
30 (17)
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watching them; and before long, swarms were
circling above the apiary, and the neighbor
burned incense. Soon after came Mid-Lenten
week when Lent broke in half and, the old peo-
ple said, you could even hear the snap.

It was cold in the hut. No bread, just un-
leavened scones and pickled beets. Mother stood
Danilko in the corner and prayed to God with
him, saying her prayers for Danilko to repeat
after her, while Danilko strained his ears,
waiting for Lent to smap in two, but no snap
ever came, and the prayers were said to the end.
Then he prayed alone and with genuine inspi-
ration, saying the prayer he loved best and
which Greatgrandfather Danilo had taught him:
“God help me find some potatoes, a little milk,
and a sound mind.”

On Willow Sunday * morning, Greatgrand-
father came home early from the morning
prayer and whipped Danilko from his warm bed
on the stove with a pussy willow branch that
had been blessed in church, repeating: “Willow
dear, strike a tear! It’s the tree, it’s not me, in
a week Easter’ll be. May you be tall as the
willow, healthy as the water, and rich as’the
earth!” The blessed branch was put away behind
the icon because it was the best remedy when
a child started to yellow and wither and waste
away. Then Mother would boil the branch in
water, pour the infusion into a trough and bathe
Vustya in it under a full moon out in the yard,
whispering this incantation: “Moon Adam,

* Palm Sunday. In the Russian Orthodox Church,
pussy willow branches take the place of palm
fronds
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whom they call Abraham*! Pray grant flesh
to these bones, or take them back if you won’t.”
And Greatgrandfather Danilo laughed, standing
in the moonglade in the middle of the yard:
“What do you want her to be, a cow?”

Of an evening, the village girls sang spring
songs, sitting together in a circle or row, and
the lads did not dare sing along, for it was
girls’ business to praise spring. So they went:
“Now spring is there, lovely and fair, the roofs
are adrip, the roofs are adrip, the roofs are
adrip. The young Cossack’s horse smells a trip,
a trip, a trip.” At work and at leisure, in the
master’s field and on their own, sprinkled with
tears, on an empty stomach and after a meal,
the girls would sing and praise the spring after
the hungry winter, and the lads would throng
about them, for such is the steppe-man’s nature
that he sings wherever he roams. There is hardly
anyone else in the whole world who sings the
way he does... -

Amid grueling work and singing passed
March and came April, the month when every-
thing blooms — the white birch and snowdrops,
the golden lychnis and downy silvery-lilac
anemones. Cherry orchards stood lost in reverie
like white lakes shimmering on the hot steppe.
When the rain fell in large drops, beating down
the light dust, the earth was steaming and dirty-
faced, hungry children scampered on the street,
singing: “Rain-o, jolly rumbelow, I'll cook you

* The moon was sometimes invoked as ‘Adam’ and
‘Abraham’ — the final phase of an ancient Slav
moon worship in which the moon became the pro-
genitor of the human family, The moon was prayed
to for the health of children
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some borsch, bring it out on the porch, the pot
will tumble and thunder rumble!”

But Danilko was rocking little Vustya and
could not run out into the rain. When in the
world would she die, so they could put her on
the bench * as if she were a grownup? Great-
grandfather Danilo would read from the Psalter
for her (as though she could understand a thing
from that leather book) and Mother would make
tasty pies with mashed potatoes or beans in
memory of her soul even though it was so small
and mean, because a human soul wouldn't fly
out of the house until it was remembered pro-
perly.

And how sweet the dead smelled when they
were put on the bench and Greatgrandfather
Danilo read aloud from the Psalter and the sun
reached through the window with its hands, and
the candle flame twisted on the wick like a bee
around a flower... The house smelled of the dead
man and pinewood shavings, and the boy could
sit in a corner and stare at the stranger on the
bench for a very long time. The corpse’s face was
as yellow as God in the icon, his soul hovering
above him. The boy tried hard to keep an eye
on the glass of mead standing on the icon shelf
for the soul to sip from. Time passed, and there
was less and less mead left in the glass, but
still Danilko hadn’t seen any soul. So he
wondered what it really looked like — a lark,
swallow, butterfly or maybe a big nippy bum-
blebee? .

* By tradition, the dead lay in state, as it were, on
a bench (peasant cottages generally had no chairs,
only long benches)
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The bean pies were so tasty and soft! Danilko
ate with inspiration, conscious that they were
for remembering that dead uncle; his wife was
so dumb, she plain forgot how many pies she'd
given him. He could easily have taken a tenth
if he’d wanted to, and she wouldn’t have said
a word, not the way she was wailing away with
her women neighbors. It was fun when some-
body died, because they never could do without
him, Danilko. Greatgrandfather was called to
read from the Psalter, and Danilko came along
as his helper. So thus they earned their bread.
It was spring, and a warm rain sprinkled the
dust down, and Lent rolled along like a hazelnut.

Now in White Week * when houses were
plastered and whitewashed and yards tidied
up, Danilko’s mother, poor though she was
(they did not even have a milk goat), would
sweep and scrub and clean her yard, then paint
the newly whitewashed hut all over with a bright
polka-dot-and-rose pattern. Then she fluttered
around the stove with her brush all day long:
no one in the village could paint a stove as
cleverly as she.

All the village knew that and called her,
Rihorikha, to decorate their stoves. She painted
them the way her late mother had taught her —
blue and red, black and ocher, and yellow and
green — and reminisced about her faraway home
village near the town of Zolotonosha, from
which she had been taken in marriage. Amid
these chores White Week passed, and Easter
came; it was associated for Danilko with
Mother’s tears, because Father would not crawl

* Holy Week
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out of other people’s homes, drinking with any-
one who stood him a treat.

And there wasn’t ever a man who wouldn’t
stand that shepherd Rihor a drink! Rihor might
swear at the rich farmers he drank with, spin
yarns about the clergy and their goings-on, or
shout and curse his wasted life, but no one ever
broke him off, knowing that any moment now,
Rihor would strike up a song, and after hearing
him sing, no one cared for anything else.

Danilko went and found his father and led
him home. On the way, he called Father every
name he had heard Mother call him, but Rihor
just staggered on, trying his best to walk
straight, and cried the whole road home. Some
of the boys taunted Danilko about his father
the drunk, but then Danilko propped his father
against the nearest gate, chased after the scoff-
ers, and plunged into a ferocious battle, fight-
ing on his own against two or three of them.
He returned blood-stained and tattered, but
victorious, having gotten the enemy to respect
his father’s drunkenness and taken all their
Easter presents away as trophies to make his
triumph complete.

At home, Mother and Greatgrandfather were
sitting at the table with a scanty meal to break
the long Lenten fast. Sternly and solemnly,
Mother handed Father the blessed Easter cake.
The drunkard cut it in four as if making the
sign of the cross, then sliced it up and handed
the slices out to his family, as master of the
house. Tears rolled down Mother’s hard face and
dropped onto the bread. Danilko sat tightlipped
and grave after all his battles for family honor.
Greatgrandfather’s eyes flashed fire from under
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his bushy brows, and Easter Sunday was a real
curse for Danilko to whose lot so many fights
fell on that joyous spring holiday as would do
any other boy for a whole year. He confiscated
Easter cake and eggs from rich milksops, swung
in the swings of those who observed neutrality,
and fed blessed cake crumbs to mice to see how
they would turn into bats from committing
such a sin.

So Easter seemed not like a real holiday in
the bright procession of spring days. It was
much better on Remembrance Sunday *, when
all the villagers gathered at the cemetery to
remember their dead. Every family would bow
to deceased fellow villagers first, then sit down
at the graves of their own dead and drink “so
they will lie in peace and wait for us” and “so
they will sleep easy and hold this earth,” pass-
ing the glass from old to young. When Father
struck up his favorite song about the coming of
the Doomsday, people came over to listen from
all over the graveyard and beggars hobbled
along, “pray don’t begrudge us your grace, good
woman.” Mother sat sad and distant by Grand-
mother’s grave; “and Doomsday is close at
hand,” sang Father.

Greatgrandfather Danilo would down a whole
glass and chase it with an onion. “Come
Doomsday, everyone must die, and rich men kiss
their wealth goodbye,” he intoned, and all the
springs of Danilko’s life melted into one, the
vastness of the even Tauride steppe filling his
mind always to remain there — an indelible
picture of childhood. Then passed St. George’s

* First Sunday after Easter
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Day * and May burst into bloom. This was the
month when grasses and herbs grew for the
farmer’s hay and medicine.

Fields were blessed at that time, too. Priests
in beautiful vestments with gold-thread em-
broidery swung their censers, and Danilko was a
choirboy. They went singing, “That three good
rains in May give us bread for three years and
a day,” and blessed wells and springs, water
and earth, taking note of where the cuckoo had
first called (“not from a bare tree, God forbid,
or the harvest will be bad”). They collected
St. George’s dew, which was curative for the
eyes, and put it into assorted little bottles.
Cowherds and shepherds fasted that day to
appease St. George into keeping the wolf, whom
they believed to be his hallowed dog, off their
herds. Thus came May, and blackthorn blossom-
ed generously.

So one day Danilko and Greatgrandfather
Danilo left the village and headed dead south
and straight into the steppe. The blue distance
melted before them and fluffy puffs of cloud
swelled above the skyline and the distant sea
like a blooming cherry orchard at the end of
the earth.

Greatgrandfather walked away with a spright-
ly step, singing an old Cossack song about
a gentry schoolboy: “Now here comes a scholar
of good Polish stock, in fine leather pants off
the rump of a hog.” Danilko rambled along,
watching the white cherry trees run riot in the
sky. They had grown so big and heavy they
hung over the fence, and now and then boughs

* May 6 (April 23)
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of white blossom were snapped off in a clash
of two contrary winds blowing high above.
Danilko shut his eyes in the face of the
enormity of the world as he strolled beside his
ancient greatgrandfather who walked on and on
with his sprightly step, singing old songs and
telling Danilko proverbs. and the names and
uses of every flower and herb they passed.
“You've got to do a great deal of walking to
see the world, my boy, and when you've seen
it you won’t feel like dying. Our family have
always used their feet a lot, my grandfathers
and their fathers too, so I guess you'll also roam
around till you've walked your legs off... Oh,
we've always been a- restless lot. Some of us
were Cossacks. Some tilled land. In time they
all settled down on the river Psiol and named
the village Turbai *. Always stirring up trouble,
seething with rebellion, rousing others... and
that greedy pig of a landlord who lived nearby
took it into his head that he’d make them his
serfs. But Catherine the Great had a Zapo-
rozhian Cossack named Hritsko Nechosa ** for
a lover, so he warned them what was cooking.
Our troublemakers insisted that they were
entitled to the privileges of Cossacks, but the
landlord stole their birth papers from the church
and burned them, and the court couldn’t restore
their rights to them So they killed the landlord
and beat up the judge and defended themselves
for five years in a row until troops lay siege

* Turbai (Ukr.) — troublemakers

** The nickname of Grigory Potémkin (1739-1797),
Russian statesman and favorite of Catherine the
Great, in Ukrainian folklore
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to the village and death was looming ‘over.them.
But this Hritsko Nechosa was a sorcerer: like
all Zaporozhian Cossacks; he slipped through
the siege and led the villagers-out. He took them
to the free lands — on the Dniester and here at
Perekop. We come from those Turbai people,
too, and never have we been anyone s- serfs and
neither will you.

“‘They stood the poor wretch in the corner
to pray and went to the tavern their sides.to
sashay...’ Today is the day Vernal Nicholas *
blesses the water; let’s go. and 'steal.a glance to
see him walk on the waves. and -bless the sea,
sprinkling it with holy water so people could
bathe. He walks up and down the sea, sprinkles
it with holy water, and. if anyone happens to
drown at this time, he’ll pull the poor beggar out,
dry him, and take him to the tavern to b