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What a painfully picturesque sight a Russian village is!  As you approach it in a straw-filled springless, jolting cart over a crusty or sludgy road, winding beneath a leaden sky, your eyes wander over grain fields, now luxurious in growth, now desolate, almost bare . . . Here a stunted grove peeps out from the valley, there barren hillocks, a withered meadow, a spacious pasture, with scrawny cows stirring lazily amidst riotous weeds; yonder a patch of wild bushes, where potatoes or rye should have grown; close by a swamp, which, if drained, would have yielded bountiful root-crops; over all hover a spaciousness, a silence, a gloom; dense flocks of crows blacken earth and air; and far away, merging into the hazy sky, is a dark-bluish wall of forest, standing like a sentinel over the drooping village and its huddle of humanity!

You draw close to the village.  A small moss-covered shrine nestling in the shade of stately pines or birch, greets your eyes.  It is capped by a small cross, and is kept open in summer; inside you see a row of bright-colored crucifixes hanging in somber frames all around the walls, their backs wrapped neatly in snow-white linen.  In front of the shrine, rooted in the ground is a tall massive cross with a wooden statuette of Jesus, crucified, nailed at the top.  If you are orthodox you remove your hat, bow low, and make the sign of the cross over your body.  Often you can see wandering beggars or pilgrims with heavy packs on their backs kneeling in an attitude of devotion before this shrine . . . .

You enter the village.  Two rows of somber log-huts built upon open ground, with small windows and thatched roofs, in places moss-covered and grown over with weeds; a straggling street sometimes with no beginning, no middle, and no end . . .

in winter a deep bed of snow, in spring and summer a deep bed of dust or river of mud; no pavements, no sidewalks, excepting here and there a shapeless plank on stones or a heap of brush stumped down; no lawns, no flower beds; no lamp-posts and, therefore, no lights at night; in front of each house in the street an open well with a massive sweep, and not far away a big manure pile, the dung, after a rain oozing into the well; hens, ducks, geese, pigs, loiter everywhere, and crowds of children, dirty-faced, half-naked, with lumps of bread and cold potatoes in their hands, playing boisterously.  Such is the appearance of a village in Great and Whiter Russia!

Even less inviting is the interior of a peasant's hut.  There is no door from the street.  To enter it you must go into the courtyard, which is always thickly strewn with rags, egg-shells, bones, garbage, and all manner of filth, for the peasant housewife dumps her refuse into the yard.  In spring and fall and at other times after a heavy rain, the yard, especially if it is on low ground, turns into a puddle of slush . . .You come to the door, press down a projected latch and it opens . . . The first room you enter is the seny--a sort of vestibule with no windows and no 

light . . . In this room certain agricultural and house implements are kept and provisions are stored.  It is always cold and damp, and smells of rotting wood and musty bread . . . .

In front of the seny are the living quarters, usually only one room, fair-sized, dark, damp, fetid, smoky, with bare walls, a floor of earth or rough boards,—always, excepting at Easter or Christmas, in sad need of scrubbing.  In the place of honor in the corner, directly beneath the ikons, stands a big bare polished table; near or around it, crude backless benches, often also a few chairs, and heavy planks around the walls.  Then there is the polati, a wide spacious platform, resting against the back wall, which serves as a sleeping place.  There is no mattress on it, no pillow, no sheets, no blankets, no semblance of bedding, excepting loose straw or sacks stuffed with straw and covered with a home-woven hemp cloth.  When bedtime comes, the peasant pulls off his boots, if he has any on, and drops on the polati, usually in his clothes.  Of night-shirts he has not begun to dream yet.  If the family happens to be very large every available inch of space on the polati is occupied.  In summer the congestion is greatly relieved, owing to the fact that the young people sleep outdoors.  The mother usually has her infant beside her to be near and nurse it, when it wakens in the night, and it occasionally happens that she rolls upon it in her sleep, and chokes it to death.

There are not many windows in a peasant hut, perhaps about two facing the street and two facing the courtyard.  They are very small in size and drip constantly with steam and dirt.  If a pane breaks, it is not so readily replaced, not even by the richer peasant, because the glass has to be bought . . .  In fact, many a poor peasant has no glass in his windows, because glass is expensive.  Of course, it is unsanitary to shut out the light from the house . . . But it is cheaper to use flax, rags or boards, than to buy glass . . . .

This, then, is the interior of a peasant's hut. . .  though the mouzhik may be so unlearned as not to know the multiplication table, he on the whole quite thoroughly approves of it.  He multiplies rather rapidly.  Large families are the rule and not the exception.  And then there are the grandparents and perhaps some non-relative, an adopted orphan or an illegitimate child, all living in the same room which is kitchen, bedroom, dining hall, reception parlor and during the cold months also calf-pen, pig-sty and lamb stall!

And then there is the smoke in the house, blue and dense and penetrating.  It comes first from the chips which light the house during the dark hours.  Not all peasant have lamps, and of those that have, many find oil expensive on occasions, and so they burn wooden chips . . . They light, of course, is dim and shaky--a painful strain on the eyes--and the chips have to be replaced about every ten minutes, they burn so fast; but worst of all is the smoke they give off, clouds hanging in heavy blue wreaths all over the room . . . whenever it comes to a choice between smoke and warmth on the one hand and cold on the other, the mouzhik always prefers the first.  It is much cheaper.  No wonder disease of the eyes and blindness are so widely prevalent in the Russian village . . . .

Not many peasants can boast of more than two changes of clothes.  Some consider themselves fortunate, if they have only one that looks respectable.  Fashion matters little, and has only begun to change in the villages that lie close to the cities.  In the remote rural districts the same blouses, same bodices, same skirts, same headgear, are worn from generation to generation.  Owing to the high tariffs on cotton and cotton goods even the cheapest cloth was too high-priced for the peasant, and he could not afford to make a new smock or new shirt as often as he wished.  Usually he wears a garment as long as it will cling to the body.  If there is a rip or rent in it, he patches and repatches it, again and again . . . 

Possessing only one or two suits of clothes and wearing them day after day, with no underwear on the body and constantly engaging in heavy menial work, it is not particularly easy for either a man or woman to maintain an especially clean bodily condition.  That is why the peasant pays regular visits to the banya--the bath house.  In some sections every family has its own banya.  It is a small hovel in the back of the house, with a big stove in it and a stone hearth; the stones are heated and water is poured upon them, giving off a dense hot vapor . . .  A bath he must take regularly, usually every Saturday . . . 

The food of the peasant is likewise simple.  By force of circumstance he is essentially a vegetarian.  In the first place the Greek Orthodox religion prohibits the use of all animal foods, including egg and milk products, but excepting fish, on Wednesdays and Fridays and a various lengthy intervals during the year.  In the second place, meat is rather expensive; the hog or steer with the peasant raises, he is likely to sell in order to obtain the money with which to pay his taxes and debts.  Even the well-to-do mouzhik, partakes of meat only on Sundays and holidays and at other special occasions, never every day.  The chief articles of food are bread, made out of whole grain of rye, and potatoes, also the various vegetables in season, cucumbers, beets, onions, turnips, radishes, garlic, and various milk products . . .

The feeding of babies is most pitiful.  In summer the mother, being obliged to work in the field, cannot devote herself to the care of her infant.  She cannot even stop now and then to nurse it.  Artificial baby food preparations which are in such common use in this country, are unknown in the Russian village, and if they were, few peasant mothers could avail themselves of them because of the expense.  And so the mother feeds the infant a Zhvatchka,—she chews up a mouthful of bread or potato, empties it into a piece of thin cloth, ties it into a nipple, and puts it into the mouth of the child to suck!  Or else she transfers this chewed food to the baby’s mouth with her finger.

This, then, is the food of the peasant—simple, coarse, cheap, dry and dreadfully monotonous.  And yet scarcely a year passes but millions of mouzhiks have not even enough rye bread and potatoes.  Famine in Russia is about as periodic as it is in China, though China is only about half the size of Russia, and has twice as large a population.

Because of such living conditions disease is rampant in the Russian village, and the death rate is appallingly high, more than twice of the United States.  Smallpox, typhoid, croup, diphtheria, dysentery, invade the Russian village with cruel regularity, and exact a heavy toll from the peasant population, especially from children.  In European Russia in 1912 out of every one thousand infants about one-third died before they reached their first birthday.  In the same year according to the official registration figures, about eighty-two per cent of the population suffered from some ailment or other . . . .

The village, strange as it may seem, is by far the heavier sufferer from epidemics and disease in general, and its mortality is higher than that of the city.  A number of reasons account for this phenomenon.  The condition of the peasant home is filthier than that of the city dweller.  Scarcity of food is more periodic, and sanitation is practically non-existent; the health regulations that have found their way to the statute books might never have been written, as far as the peasant is concerned.  He ignores them, whenever he can.  Besides, physicians in the village are much rarer and difficult to reach . . . 

There are many occasions of sorrow in the Russian village, far too many, and there is nothing more heart-rending than a peasant in grief, especially a peasant woman.

