


to hunt. Living thus in friendship and harmony, the brothers knew neither want nor
sorrow; they didn’t know luxury, either, but in truth they didn’t miss it.

Since the brothers had lived in the forest from their earliest years, they had
no idea if there were other people in the world beside themselves. They assumed that
there were, but how these people lived they didn’t know, and they didn’t bother
themselves about it either.

But one day when three of the brothers went hunting they came across a
bear. They see that Mishka [the bear] has a fine fur coat. Why not kill the bear for
it? The bear takes to his heels, the brothers are right after him, and they chase him
nearly the whole day. But try as they might, the confounded beast would not give
himself up. Finally they reached a tall mountain. The bear went up the mountain and
hid in the forest (that mountain was all overgrown with forest). The brothers see they
don’t have the strength to chase him up the mountain; they’re very tired. They were
sorry and vexed to let the animal go, but there was nothing to do about it, it was
already time to turn homeward; evening had come.

But although the brothers just wanted to go home, none of them knew which
direction to go. Running after the bear all day, they’d lost their way. The brothers
thought about it and decided to send Ivan up the mountain: if he climbed to the top
and took a look around, maybe their way would be visible. Ivan agreed, went up the
high mountain, and in a minute was already hidden in the forest.

The brothers waited and waited, but Ivan didn’t return. The brothers began
to worry that some misfortune had befallen him and sent Stepan up the mountain to
look for Ivan and catch sight of their route. Dem’ian waited below. He waited an
hour, then another; no brothers appeared. Dem’ian got frightened and climbed up the
mountain himself.

He climbed right up to the top—no sign of his brothers. And he really yelled
and called them. No, it was as if they’d vanished into thin air. Then Dem’ian began
to cry and climbed a tree to take a look for the way home. He peered down from
above—and saw a wonderful sight. The forest ended not far beyond the mountain,
and further lay a broad plain, without end or border. And on that plain were several
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settlements and villages. You could see fields and meadows where cattle grazed; on
the roads, carts and people traveled. Dem’ian saw that there were many of these
people. In the distance a town was barely visible, with houses of white stone three
stories high, with tall churches, and the sun shone brightly on their gilded cupolas.
That’s what Dem’ian saw from the top of the tree. Never had he thought that there
were so many people, so many villages; never had he seen such beautiful white
houses and gold-domed churches. All of this very much amazed him, and he gazed
until the sun went down and night was coming on.

"How wonderful!" he breathed.

"Really wonderful," echoed someone from another tree.

"Really and truly wonderful!” said someone from a third tree.

Dem’ian looks around—and sees his brothers sitting in the trees. It turned out
that they were so lost in contemplation that they didn’t even hear when he was
yelling and calling for them. The brothers rejoiced and went home, since the view
from above had clearly shown them their way.

As the brothers went, they talked about what they had seen from the
mountain.

"You see, brothers," said Ivan, "That must be where people live as in
paradise. There are a lot of them, so they would have the resources to do anything.
If they need to fell trees or drain a swamp, or lay down a road, or build buildings
of white stone, they can do it, because many of them live together and they have a
lot of strength. But the four of us living together, what can we do? Nothing. We
don’t live any better than some bear. That’s the real truth. And what if someone gets
sick? There are many of them and some will always be healthy, but we—remember
when a bear mauled me and brother Luka was taken ill with a fever? We nearly died
of hunger. There’s no doubt about it: it’s better by far when a lot of people live
together, and more cheerful and prosperous."

"So, brothers," said Stepan, "why don’t we leave the forest and take a look
at people and show ourselves? Then we’ll really begin to live! We’ll be living off the
fat of the land! That’s enough of living in the forest."
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"So let’s leave," the brothers agreed.

They arrived home and told their younger brother everything they had seen
and decided to leave the forest on the very next day.

No sooner said than done. They dressed in their best clothes, took provisions
for several days, bowed in all four directions, and left their native forest. After two
days they reached a level area and went along a country road; on both sides golden
rye rustled, and the brothers were happy and lighthearted.

Suddenly they heard the rumble of wheels. A miserable little cart was going
by to which was harnessed a wretched little horse, and on the cart sat a poor
peasant—thin, pale, and ragged.

"Hello, good man," said the brothers.

"Hello," he answered. "What brings you to these parts?"

The brothers told him where they were from and why they had come.

The peasant shook his beard and said, "You’ve come in vain, my dears, in
vain. You’d have been better off staying in your forest, never knowing the blessing
of master or police officer. Now you’ll know sorrow!”

The brothers were frightened. "Tell us sensibly, Grandpa, why would it be
better for us to stay in the forest?"

"What’s the point of frightening people? I don’t have time to explain it to
you, my dears. But I tell you: return to the forest. It’ll be better."

With that, the old man went on. The brothers paused and began to discuss
whether the old man had told them the truth or lied to them. They thought and
thought and decided he must have lied, because how could it be bad to live here?
Plenty of land, a lot of people, and besides, if it’s bad to live here, would people
have built such mansions as they had recently seen from the mountain? No, truly the
old man must have lied.

The brothers went further. They saw a wanderer going by singing a song,
such a mournful one, that the brothers began to listen:

I go by the meadows; the wind whistles in the meadows:
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It’s cold, little wanderer, it’s cold;
It’s cold, my dear one, it’s cold.

I walk through the grain—why are you so meager, grain?
From the cold, wanderer, from the cold;
From the cold, my dear one, from the cold.

I pass by herds—why are the cattle so weak?
From hunger, wanderer, from hunger;
From hunger, my dear one, from hunger.

I go into a village: muzhik," do you live warmly?
No, I'm cold, my dear one, cold;
Cold, my dear one, I'm cold.

I go to another village: muzhik, is your belly full?
No, I'm hungry, little wanderer, I'm hungry;
Hungry, my dear one, hungry.

And a third I visit: peasant, why do you beat your woman?
From cold, wanderer, from cold;
From cold, my dear one, from cold.

And a fourth: muzhik, why do you go to the tavern?
From hunger, wanderer, from hunger;
From hunger, my dear one, from hunger.

I traveled throughout Russia: the peasant moans and groans,
He moans from the cold, from the cold;
He groans from hunger, from hunger."

The wanderer passed by, and the brothers stood, still listening to the plaintive
song. "Well brothers, they don’t sing songs like that where the living is good.
Clearly, was the old man telling the truth?"

"Clearly, he didn’t lie," said Stepan.

"What to do now?" asked the third brother.

"Search for where it is better," said the fourth.
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And the brothers decided to go looking for a place where it is good to live.
One would go north, one south, the third to the east, and the fourth to the west. And
then they’d meet up and go together to the best place. The brothers bid each other
farewell and parted.

In the North

Ivan, the oldest brother, went north and soon came to a village. He sees
peasant men and women working in the field. The sun is scorching; they’re dripping
with sweat. And among them walks the master [barin] in a straw hat and foreign-
style suit, with a walking stick in his hands. He walks around and doesn’t do
anything himself, just, you know, shouts at the peasants. After a while he says,
"Phew, it’s so hot in the field, I'm exhausted," and he gets into his carriage and
leaves.

Ivan approaches the peasants and asks, "Tell me, gentlemen, who is that who
just left?”

"That’s our master," they answered him.

"Master? So . . . But why, allow me to ask, do you work like this, and that
guy doesn’t do anything, but has just gone off in a carriage? And he’s dressed better
than you, and he’s so delicate: just look, it’s hot, so he’s stopped doing anything. I
suppose it’s not too hot for you to work? Tell me, peasant sirs, where did he get
such privileges? Do you love him so much, or is it something else?"

At first the peasants just laughed at Ivan’s words; they thought, this guy is
just kidding around. But then Ivan explained that he had lived his whole life in the
forest and didn’t know any of their customs.

Then the peasants began to explain to him: "You see, this is why the master
is privileged: all this land belongs to him. We don’t have much land. So the peasant
goes to the landowner and gets hired to work; for his work he is paid a small
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amount, and the whole harvest goes to the landowner. It turns out that the master
pays all the workers together about one hundred rubles. But the landowner gets two
or three thousand rubles from the merchant for the wheat or rye which the peasants
sowed, cultivated, and harvested. So then that’s his profit. He didn’t lift a finger,
but, you see, he caught one or two thousand rubles. Understand? Somewhere else he
might even get three thousand, if he has a lot of land. So God knows how many
thousands are collecting in the landlord’s pocket, even though he doesn’t do anything.
Sometimes the peasant agrees on a sharecropping arrangement with the landowner;
again, the landowner doesn’t do anything, but ends up with half of what the peasant
earned. There are many peasants—and the landowner gets about as much as they do
all together. That’s why he can do nothing, why he has better clothes, why he lives
so well."

Ivan listened and listened, and then said: "So then the whole reason is that
the land belongs to the barin. But, fellows, that’s certainly a lie. The land is God’s,
just the same as the water, the air, the sun, or the stars. If I tell you that the sun is
mine, are you going to pay me money so that it will shine? Of course you won’t! So
why do you pay for the land?"

"Brother," said the peasants, "we know that without your help. But you see,
if we don’t pay the landowner money, or if we take it into our heads to sow grain
on his land without permission, soldiers will come with guns and cannon, they’ll
begin to shoot, stab, and rob us, so we submit whether we want to or not."

Just then the bailiff came up and chased Ivan away, so that he wouldn’t
hinder the work.

Ivan went on to the village itself. Such poverty there—it was terrible.
Tumbledown huts, barely standing. Farm equipment—not a thing to their name. It
makes one sick at heart. Inside the huts it’s even worse: filth, stench, kids crying,
asking for something to eat. . . . Ivan also began to cry, it was all so unfamiliar.
Near the village he saw the landowner’s estate: a two-story stone house with an iron
roof painted green, a cast-iron balcony. Around the house were flower beds of rare
flowers. Near the house were various structures of a wealthy estate; there were also
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horses, pigs, and all kinds of fowl. The landowner himself sat on the balcony in a
dressing gown, smoking a pipe and drinking coffee.

Ivan was annoyed and in his own simple way spoke to the landowner: "Sir,
please tell me, why do those peasants live so poorly?"

The landlord looked at him angrily and answered: "Your muzhiki are
drunkards and lazybones. If they worked, they wouldn’t live in such poverty."

"Is that so, barin? How is it that you do nothing, and just look at your estate.
Those peasants are working in the field, and you sit there drinking coffee. No, Sir,
the muzhik isn’t poor because of laziness, but because you take everything that he
earns. Work as much as you like, but you won’t manage to get out of poverty. That’s
not right, you know, barin!"

Ivan didn’t say this to insult the landowner, but because he thought, in his
simplicity, to appeal to his conscience. Ivan didn’t know yet that a rich man’s
conscience is like hardened steel; there’s no way to soften it. Ivan said this from the
goodness of his heart, but the landowner became angry.

"How dare you, with your ugly peasant mug, speak to me so rudely,” he
shouted. And you’re in for it now, you son of a bitch, you rabble-rouser
[buntovshchik]! Hey, Van’ka, Mishka! Take this fool to the district police officer
[stanovoi]: maybe he’ll teach him some manners. "

They took Ivan off to the police officer, but the landowner was unable to
calm down for a long time. He kept repeating: "What people,” good Lord, what
people! Wild beasts! They don’t let you drink a cup of coffee in peace."

The police officer did a fine job of teaching Ivan; he gave him a good
beating, as much as he felt like. He beat him and kept repeating: "Don’t be
impertinent, scoundrel, don’t you dare say anything to your betters. Be humble
before the rich man. Remember, fool, once and for all: don’t fight with the strong
and don’t take the rich man to court. Know the law, know the custom."

He pounded Ivan for a long time and kept repeating these things. Finally Ivan
understood that the law consisted of the rich man bullying the poor man, while the
poor man was supposed to take it all quietly and get down on his knees.
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The police officer finally let Ivan go in peace, and Ivan left that village
without a backward glance. "Here they’ll skin the hide right off you," he thought.
He soon came to another village. But here he again saw the same thing: again the
peasants worked and lived in poverty, and the landowner didn’t do anything and lived
in wealth. He went further. He went on for some time. Finally he got tired and
wanted to eat. "It would be good to rest now," he thought, and just then he saw a
tavern by the road. He sees people going in and out, eating, drinking tea. Ivan went
in too.

"Give me vodka and something to eat,” he said to the owner.

"Do you have money?"

"Money? No, I confess."

The tavernkeeper laughed: "What do you mean, you want it without money?
Very clever, brother, but that’s not the custom here. Here’s what you should do: sell
me your fur coat, and then with that money you can eat and drink. Well then, I'll
give you a ruble."

Ivan had a coat of sable; he caught the animal himself in the forest, and the
coat was worth more than one silver ruble, but Ivan, lacking experience, didn’t know
anything about this. By chance he knew about vodka—on the road a passerby had
treated him.

"0O.K.," he said, "a ruble then." He took off the coat and took the ruble. The
tavernkeeper even exclaimed, "The Lord really sent a fool!" He was even somewhat
ashamed, and gave Ivan half a glass for free.

Ivan sat, drank vodka, and had some refreshment. A ragged fellow was
sitting there too, not eating or drinking, just watching the others. Obviously his belly
had brought him, too. Ivan noticed him and said:

"Uncle, hey uncle!"

"What do you want?" answered the muzhik.

"Don’t you want to drink and eat a little? It’ll be more cheerful together."

The peasant drank, ate, and he and Ivan began a conversation. Well first, as
people do, they got acquainted, introduced themselves, then the peasant asked Ivan
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where he was from and where he was going, and why. Ivan answered, well, he says,
thus and thus, I come from the forest and I'm searching for where it is better to live.
My brothers, he says, went, one to the south, another to the west, a third to the east,
and I ended up going north. The peasant listened and burst into laughter.

"Oh, you’ve amused me, Ivan, really, that’s the truth! What eccentrics! Right
from the forest. Listen, friend, go to the south or anywhere you like, it’s all the
same. Don’t bother searching for the place where the peasant lives well! Believe me,
I’ve been around. And judge for yourself: how can the peasant live well? Judge for
yourself. "

"Why can’t he live well?" asked Ivan.

"Oh, you’re such a fool, old chap! What foolishness you’re talking. Think
about it. In the first place, does the peasant have land?"

"I don’t know."

"You don’t know? Well then, I'll tell you. He doesn’t have his dear land
[zemlitsa]. He has the tiniest bit, and it’s the most worthless, low-grade land. That’s
what! I see you don’t know anything, so I’ll tell you. We used to belong to the
landowners, we were serfs, understand? We belonged to them body and soul. In
those days the son-of-a-bitch would say: I have one hundred or five hundred souls.
And his own soul was long ago sold to the devil, truly! Well then, in ’61, 19
February, the tsar freed us. Wait, you don’t even know who the tsar is? The tsar, old
man, is in charge of all the earth, there’s no one higher than him, he does what he
wants, and there’s no law written for him."

“Where does he come from? Was he chosen, perhaps?”

"What do you mean, chosen? He was just born from his father. His father
was tsar, so he’s tsar."”

"I see you have some strange customs!"

"Really strange, brother! But that’s not the oddest thing about it. Listen a bit
more. When we were serfs, we endured terrible torments from our lords, and we had
only one hope—in the tsar. We had complete faith in him. We thought perhaps he,
our little father [batiushka], would take pity on us and free us from this torment,
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would give us our beloved land. And what do you think? He freed us all right—but
he freed us in a way you wouldn’t wish on your enemy, that’s how. In the first
place: they designated from among our landowners, our evildoers, you hear, they
designated arbitrators,” who could decide which land should go to us, and which
should remain with the landowners. And they decided: they allotted us sand, stone,
and swamp. And they didn’t give us the land free of charge, but for money, and a
lot of money at that. Figure out everywhere how much the land is worth, and that’s
how much they took from us. And if the peasants didn’t agree, those arbitrators
immediately called the soldiers, who began to shoot with guns, cannon . . .
catastrophe: like it or not, you have to take the land, even if it’s not worth a penny
[grosh]."

They each drank another glass. Then Ivan asked: "Well, if the landowner
hadn’t agreed to give you the land, would they have sent soldiers against him?"

"What do you mean! No way, they’d never send them."

"So then everything’s done to the benefit of the lords?"

"Yes, everything for them! Now listen further. They gave us some land, they
freed us. We were free, well then, go where you want: to jail, to Siberia, or to the
grave—you can go anywhere. We started life afresh, but it has turned out badly.
There’s not enough land, it’s worthless, nothing grows. And taxes are even more
than before: for the land alone there’s the redemption fee, and the poll tax has
become four times greater! It turns out that you have to go to the same old landowner
and get hired by him, because you’ve got to get money from somewhere. And the
peasant still needs grain, hay, and firewood. And we don’t have much plough land,
even less meadow, and no forest at all. So you go to the landowner and get some
land to sharecrop, or you rent some. And we fell into slavery even worse than
before. Whatever you do, right away there’s a fine. As they say: They used to beat
you with a cudgel, and now they do it with a ruble. Eh, what a life we have, Lord
forgive me!"

They drank some more. They were silent, and then the muzhik again began
to speak. "So you see, my dear man, there’s no way for the peasant to live well.
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Taxes alone increase from year to year. And there’s no money—they sell your last
cow to pay the arrears. Then they start beating people. At the slightest excuse they
immediately send soldiers—they shoot, they kill. Disaster!"

"But tell me, Uncle," asked Ivan, "where do they get their soldiers?"

"My dear man, they’re from us, from us."

"How from you?"

"Rather, from the peasants. They take our sons, our brothers, train them for
the military, and then send them against us. And they beat their fathers and brothers
to death. What a terrible thing!"

“Your ways sure are strange. You mean, you kill your own?"

"Yes, dear one, our own. An outsider can’t believe it, but it’s true: our
own."

Ivan went on and saw that the muzhik had told him the truth, the honest to
goodness truth. He traveled through many villages and towns—everywhere there was
grief for the peasant and worker. Ivan got mad and thought about turning back, when
he finally happened on one little village. He got closer and saw two men traveling
in a cart, heatedly discussing something. The horse was going slowly, and Ivan soon
caught up with the cart and heard the conversation.

“So you keep your word, Nikita Ivanovich: pressure them to pay their taxes
in such a way that they won’t be able to manage it. Put their livestock up for sale
first of all, and I’ll be right there to buy the cattle for a song. Hee, hee, hee, it’s
really clever! And I won’t forget you, Nikita Ivanych, your ten percent. "

"0.K., O.K., what are you pestering me for? I said it, well I’ll do it,"
answered the other.

Ivan overtook the cart and came to the village. There he met a peasant.

"Who’s that there in the cart?” he asked him.

"That’s our starshina,” said the peasant, "with the butcher from the town."

Ivan guessed what was going on. "Just wait, bloodsuckers,” he said to
himself," I’ll blow the whistle on you!"
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The headman and the butcher arrived. The butcher went into a hut, and the
starshina went and called a meeting.” The peasants gathered: "What’s up?"

The headman began to demand money, taxes. The peasants answered, "Wait
a little, Nikita Ivanovich, let us sell our grain. Then we’ll pay in full."

The headman insisted, "No," he said, "I can’t delay one second. I’'m not my
own master either. If you don’t have money, I’'m going to inventory your livestock!"

"Have you no heart, Nikita Ivanych, that you want to ruin us completely?
Wait a bit. We’ll pay everything like we’re supposed to."

"No more talk!" shouted Nikita Ivanych and began to seize the livestock. The
butcher suddenly appeared, "Pray, do you wish to sell your livestock?" he asked.

“I'm selling," said the starshina, "what about it?"

"I’d buy, if the price is right."

They spoke in this manner, and didn’t let on that they’d already made a deal.

"Well then, buy!" answered the headman. And he began to price the cattle:
this cow is worth thirty rubles, he’ll let it go for three. It’s terrible, what kind of
business is this!

Ivan couldn’t stand it, he stepped forward and said: "Listen, Christians,*
here’s what I heard these swindlers, your headman and the butcher say." And he told
them everything—how they had reached an agreement and how the butcher promised
to share the profits.

My dear fellows! As he was telling all this, the peasants got very angry and
started to curse the headman as a Jew and exploiter,” and the latter began to snarl.
One thing led to another, and the peasants began to strike the headman, shouting,
"Don’t sell the mir!"* Ivan also grabbed Nikita Ivanych and almost pulled out his
whole beard. The headman finally broke loose, jumped on his horse, and fled the
village. The peasants wanted to go after him and grab the butcher too, but they
couldn’t do it—he was already long gone.

"Why do you keep such a swindler as a headman?" asked Ivan.

"Who’s keeping him?"

"Well then, you must have chosen him?"
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"Eh, my dear man, it wasn’t us. He chose himself!"

"How’s that?"

"Here’s how. At the last elections we wanted someone else instead, but he
learned about this and chose only his friends for the meeting, the same kind of
swindlers as himself—and made himself headman again! And he even makes fun of
us. “You fools,” he says, ’you think you’re going to push me aside, I’ll be your boss
for a lifetime.” And that’s how it was. We lodged a complaint against him."

"Why a complaint? You should have fired him, and that’s the end of it."

"No, my dear man, it’s the law. By ourselves, without the law, we’re not
allowed to do anything—the consequences would be severe. That is to say, they don’t
care a rap about us—but it seems that even then you can’t do anything without the
law. And you say fire the starshina. You need to write a complaint. And we did
write one and gave it to the arbitrator. So what happened? The headman, that is
Nikita Ivanov, is no fool either, and he’s friends with the arbitrator; whenever there’s
some holiday or name day he goes right away to congratulate him, brings a little
present, even gives the arbitrator’s wife a little gift, and something for their children.
So the arbitrator thinks the world of him. He read our complaint, came and cussed
out the whole commune, and left. We made another complaint—this time, then, to
the conference [s’ezd], as the law requires. And at the conference there sits our
arbitrator again, and various friends of his, and nobles he knows. They didn’t give
us any satisfaction here either. We made a third complaint, again in a lawful manner,
to the provincial bureau. And at the bureau, there again were the same relatives and
acquaintances of the same arbitrators who had rejected our complaint at the
conference. And for that reason they didn’t do anything for us there, either. So it
turned out that the arbitrator came to us. *You so-and-so’s,” he said, ’took it into
your heads to make trouble!” He flogged just about the whole village. ’If you don’t
settle down,’ he said, ’you won’t escape Siberia, you rascals!’

"We thought and thought and sent an emissary to Moscow to the best lawyer
to ask, well then, what should we do? The lawyer considered our case, thought,
looked at the law. 'Fellows,” he said, ’it’s impossible to do anything for you. The
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law is against you. The law is so constructed that the authorities can do anything they
want, and according to the law the muzhik must suffer everything in silence.” He
explained the whole law to us. We saw that there’s nothing to be done. So from that
time we gave it up as a lost cause!"

"You should have driven him away in spite of the law," said Ivan. "What the
devil do you need the law for!"

"Well, then the soldiers will come and start to shoot and rob."

"But you peasants are a hundred times more numerous than the soldiers,
aren’t you? What are you afraid of?"

"That’s all well and good, but still. If someone took the first step, we
wouldn’t sit around twiddling our thumbs. But everyone’s afraid to be first."

"Oh, truly, you’re spineless creatures, and not muzhiki. They don’t beat you
enough!”

The next day the district police officer came with witnesses. The headman
declared that the peasants were rioting and that the main instigator was Ivan, the
passerby. Well, the police officer immediately seized him, shackled him, and put him
in jail. Within a month he was tried and sentenced for rebellion /bunt] to Siberia.
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