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    On a vast borderland where empires chafe and horsehooves drum, love, loyalty, and survival are hurled into the same crucible, and the sparks that fly from that furnace illuminate not only the fates of individuals but the forging of a nation, as the wind of the steppe fans private vows into public reckonings of duty and faith, and every gallop, oath, and embrace threatens to kindle the tinder of history into war, in a landscape where borders blur and names, languages, and banners mingle.

With Fire and Sword, the opening volume of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s panoramic Trilogy, first appeared in 1884 and quickly established its author as a master of the historical epic. Set in the mid-seventeenth century within the sprawling Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, the novel unfolds against the convulsions of the Cossack uprising associated with Bohdan Khmelnytsky. Its central premise is straightforward and compelling: lives bound by honor and affection are swept into a conflict that redraws allegiances, tests beliefs, and measures courage. Without divulging outcomes, this introduction invites you to encounter a world where private desires and public calamities are in constant, dramatic dialogue.

Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846–1916) wrote at a time when Poland did not exist as an independent state, its lands partitioned among empires. He turned to the past to strengthen cultural memory and civic imagination, demonstrating how national identity could be sustained through shared stories. His achievement was recognized internationally when he received the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1905. Yet his ambitions in this earlier novel are not narrowly patriotic; they are humanistic and narrative in scope, seeking to entertain, to console, and to probe character under duress, while honoring the complexities of an era that still shapes Central and Eastern Europe.

Part of the book’s classic status arises from its stylistic assurance. Sienkiewicz balances sweeping battle panoramas with intimate scenes of conversation, courtship, and council, shifting tempo so that spectacle serves character rather than the reverse. He cultivates humor and bravado without losing sight of fear, hunger, and fatigue. The prose presses forward with the cadence of marching columns, yet pauses to register the gesture that reveals a temperament or the superstition that betrays an age. This modulation—between pageantry and particularity—gives the novel its vitality and creates the sense that history is both grand theater and stubborn, ordinary life.

Equally decisive are the themes that the narrative returns to with resonant clarity. Loyalty—personal, familial, military, and confessional—competes with the shifting arithmetic of survival. Honor is priceless, yet it must be paid for in coin minted from scarcity: time, blood, and trust. The frontier is not simply a place but a condition, where identities are layered, provisional, and often incompatible. The story treats love as both sanctuary and snare, and it portrays courage as a discipline rather than a mood. In this vision, heroism rarely sparkles without cost, and tragedy rarely arrives without a stubborn ember of hope.

To conjure this world, Sienkiewicz drew on chronicles, memoirs, and folklore, distilling them into a narrative that respects historical pressures while embracing the liberties of fiction. The Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth emerges as a multiethnic polity with competing jurisdictions and ambitions; the Cossack communities appear with their own grievances, codes, and leaders. The novel does not read as a treatise, yet it is saturated in the texture of seventeenth‑century life: military organization, travel, diet, beliefs, and omens. This grounding anchors the plot’s momentum and allows readers to feel how decisions made in haste reverberate across villages, regiments, and courts.

Structure reinforces substance. The book follows intersecting journeys that carry the reader from manor houses to encampments, from provincial towns to open steppe, from festive gatherings to fraught parley. Scenes unfold with an eye for choreography: the etiquette of a greeting, the disorder of retreat, the lull before assault. Dialogue is plainspoken yet strategic, a tool for persuasion as well as self-revelation. Sienkiewicz keeps multiple vantage points in play, so that the conflict’s scale is felt without reducing its participants to mere symbols. The effect is a living map of loyalties drawn in hoofbeats, smoke, and whispered vows.

The novel’s classic reputation also stems from its cultural work. Published when Polish readers were hungry for continuity, it offered a narrative that could be owned collectively without erasing internal debates. It has been translated into many languages and continues to find new audiences, which speaks to its energy and accessibility. As the first part of the Trilogy, it laid the foundation for an epic design that helped secure Sienkiewicz’s international stature, later crowned by the Nobel Prize. More than a patriotic emblem, however, it is a robust piece of storytelling that rewards attention with suspense, color, and insight.

Its influence has radiated beyond the page. Generations of writers in Central and Eastern Europe have learned from its pacing, its blend of romance and campaign narrative, and its refusal to treat history as a static backdrop. The story has also reached viewers through adaptations, most notably a major film released in 1999 that renewed discussion of the novel’s characters, settings, and ethical tensions. These afterlives confirm the book’s flexibility: it can be read as adventure, as meditation on power and belonging, or as a mirror held up to the anxieties of changing political orders.

Modern readers will notice that the book invites argument as well as admiration. Because it portrays communities in conflict, it inevitably registers the prejudices and limits of its nineteenth‑century vantage, just as it strives for empathy across divisions. Rather than flattening rivals into caricature, Sienkiewicz gives them motives, rituals, and leaders, though his sympathies are clear. The result is a text that can sustain historical debate while retaining narrative drive. It is possible to question its framing and still be gripped by its humanity—precisely the sort of tension that keeps classics alive through successive generations.

Approached today, the novel rewards both immersive and reflective reading. Its momentum delights those who come for duels, stratagems, and courtship, while its moral questions repay slower scrutiny. Different translations inevitably shade tone and register, but the underlying architecture—shifts in scale, contrasts of voice, carefully paced revelations—rings through. One need not be versed in seventeenth‑century politics to follow the action; the book teaches its world as it goes. Notes or an informed preface can enrich context, yet the story’s core experience remains immediate: choices made under pressure, bonds tested by distance and fear, and fidelity measured in deeds.

What grants With Fire and Sword its lasting appeal is the way it turns history into a felt environment in which recognizable human stakes are at risk. In an age that again witnesses contested borders, volatile loyalties, and arguments over memory, Sienkiewicz’s vision speaks with undiminished power. The novel affirms that ideals only matter when tested, that plural societies demand both courage and compromise, and that love persists as a stubborn counterforce to chaos. It is a classic not because it is comfortable, but because it keeps asking urgent questions—and refuses to answer them cheaply.
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    With Fire and Sword, first published in 1884, opens Henryk Sienkiewicz’s celebrated Trilogy and is set in the mid-seventeenth century during the Khmelnytsky Uprising. The narrative unfolds across the vast borderlands of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, where shifting allegiances and frontier warfare shape private lives as well as national fortunes. Drawing on documented events and figures, the novel uses a panoramic canvas to frame the struggles of nobles, Cossacks, Tatars, and townspeople. Sienkiewicz positions personal quests within the currents of history, presenting a story of movement and siege, loyalty and betrayal, as the Commonwealth faces a profound internal and external crisis.

At the center stands Jan Skrzetuski, a noble officer serving the Commonwealth, whose travels across the steppe expose him to the volatile pressures building among Cossack hosts and aggrieved communities. Early encounters with emissaries, raiding parties, and uncertain allies reveal a landscape where local grievances can quickly ignite into larger conflagrations. Through Skrzetuski’s disciplined perspective, the reader witnesses how honor codes, military obligations, and personal vows collide with the messy realities of frontier politics. His role as a soldier and messenger threads him through diverse camps and councils, making him an observer and participant in the mounting unrest.

A parallel strand introduces Helena Kurcewiczówna, whose ties to a powerful borderland family place her at the intersection of personal ambition and political leverage. The charismatic Cossack colonel Bohun, marked by fierce pride and passionate temperament, emerges as a rival suitor to Skrzetuski. Their contest is not merely romantic; it reflects competing visions of loyalty and identity in a region where authority is contested at every level. The entanglement of affection, honor, and clan obligation turns private intentions into public stakes, giving the narrative its central emotional tension without overshadowing the broader historical forces in motion.

Sienkiewicz surrounds Skrzetuski with memorable companions whose talents and temperaments shape the novel’s tone. The master swordsman Michał Wołodyjowski brings vigilance and skill; the towering Longinus Podbipięta embodies austere piety and strength; and the wily, jovial Onufry Zagłoba provides wit, improvisation, and morale. Together they form a mobile fellowship that moves between garrisons, estates, and encampments, linking scattered episodes into a coherent journey. Their camaraderie offers relief from the brutality of war, while their differing methods—discipline, brute courage, and cunning—furnish multiple approaches to survival and duty in a swiftly changing theater.

The political and military tides swell as Bohdan Khmelnytsky consolidates leadership among the Zaporozhian Cossacks and secures alliances, notably with Crimean Tatar forces. The Commonwealth’s magnates and commanders muster their levies, with Prince Jeremi Wiśniowiecki symbolizing stern resolve and logistical acumen. Campaigns surge across the steppe, with engagements such as those near Zhovti Vody and Korsun signaling a dramatic shift in confidence and momentum. Refugees flee, garrisons are tested, and correspondence carries tidings of defeat, retrenchment, or renewed hope. Sienkiewicz stages these movements to show how tactical decisions ripple through farms, towns, and noble courts alike.

Personal stakes sharpen as raids, ambushes, and sieges scatter allies and imperil households. The fate of Helena becomes a galvanizing concern for Skrzetuski and his companions, while Bohun’s daring and volatility turn the private feud into a recurrent flashpoint amid wider hostilities. Stratagems, disguises, and clandestine passages alternate with formal engagements, highlighting both the resourcefulness of individuals and the precariousness of anyone caught between rival armies. Estates change hands, messengers vanish, and fortunes swing with the weather and the will of commanders, keeping the search for security—and for loved ones—fraught and unresolved.

Throughout, Sienkiewicz balances martial spectacle with reflections on social hierarchy, faith, and ethnicity. The novel explores grievances rooted in burdens on Cossacks and peasants, the ambitions of magnates, and the strains of a multiethnic polity. Religious difference and frontier custom shape codes of conduct, while the steppe itself, with its distances and sudden storms, acts as a moral and strategic force. The author grafts legendary heroism onto a frame of archival reality, suggesting both the attraction of chivalric ideals and the human cost they can mask, especially for noncombatants swept into cycles of retaliation.

As the conflict escalates, councils of war, treks of displaced populations, and the defense of key strongholds intensify the narrative’s pace. Encounters with historical figures underscore the stakes of decision-making under pressure, while internal divisions and external alliances complicate strategy. Skrzetuski’s band tests the limits of endurance and trust, moving from skirmishes to large campaigns without abandoning their personal commitments. The pursuit of Helena, negotiations with potential allies, and the need to rejoin units or reinforce garrisons converge into a sequence of choices that define character under duress, steering the story toward an earned, hard-fought culmination.

By its end, With Fire and Sword presents a sober meditation on the price of civil strife and the fragility of political orders built on uneven privilege and competing loyalties. Without relying on a single verdict, the novel honors courage, companionship, and perseverance, while acknowledging suffering and dislocation. As the opening of the Trilogy, it establishes themes—national memory, contested sovereignty, and the making of heroes—that will echo through the subsequent volumes. Its enduring significance lies in dramatizing how private loves and public causes intersect during upheaval, inviting readers to weigh valor against responsibility and to consider the burdens that history imposes.
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    With Fire and Sword is set in the middle decades of the seventeenth century, chiefly between 1648 and 1651, across the southeastern borderlands of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, known in many sources as the Ruthenian or Ukrainian palatinates. The overarching institutions shaping life were the Commonwealth’s noble democracy, the Roman Catholic Crown tied to the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and the semi-autonomous Zaporozhian Cossack Host on the lower Dnieper. Around them stood other powers: the Crimean Khanate under Ottoman suzerainty, Muscovy to the east, and the Habsburg and Swedish realms beyond. Sienkiewicz’s narrative unfolds within this volatile frontier, where private magnate authority, royal policy, and local communities collided.

Formed by the Union of Lublin in 1569, the Commonwealth operated under an elective monarchy and a parliament, the Sejm, in which the szlachta (nobility) jealously guarded political liberties. Decisions required consensus, and by mid-century the liberum veto—first exercised in 1652—threatened to paralyze legislation. Powerful magnates commanded private armies, controlled vast estates, and brokered regional alliances, often overshadowing royal governance. Local sejmiks shaped taxation and levies, while confederations offered nobles tools of collective action. This institutional framework, robust yet brittle, underlies the novel’s portrayal of both gallant public spirit and the centrifugal forces that limited the Commonwealth’s capacity to respond to crises.

After 1569, the Kyiv, Bracław, and Chernihiv palatinates were administratively tied to the Crown, accelerating colonization of steppe lands under magnate patronage. Large latifundia, fortified towns, and starosties structured authority, while Ruthenian peasants, Orthodox clergy, and burghers sustained regional life. New settlements, often protected by wooden or earthen forts, pushed east and south, intensifying contact with nomadic raids and Cossack communities. The novel draws on this frontier world of manor houses, garrisons, and caravan routes—an environment where loyalties were layered, law was negotiated locally, and the distance from Kraków or Vilnius gave magnates and their officials extraordinary sway over everyday existence.

The Zaporozhian Cossacks emerged from the lower Dnieper frontier as free warrior communities skilled in steppe warfare and riverine raids. From the late sixteenth century, the Commonwealth maintained a register of Cossacks who received pay and legal privileges in exchange for service, particularly against Ottoman and Tatar threats. Many others remained unregistered, seeking autonomy at the Sich and living by fishing, hunting, farming, and seasonal campaigns. Their tactics favored fortified wagon laagers (tabor), musket fire, and mobile cavalry. Sienkiewicz’s depiction of Cossack organization, charisma, and discipline reflects this historical military culture, even as the novel concentrates on dramatic confrontations with Commonwealth forces.

Religion was a central axis of identity and conflict. The Union of Brest (1596) created the Greek Catholic (Uniate) Church, recognizing papal authority while retaining the Byzantine rite. Many nobles supported the union; many Orthodox believers resisted. Orthodox hierarchs faced periods of legal uncertainty until royal measures in the 1630s restored fuller recognition. Parish life, monastic lands, and brotherhood schools remained focal points of Ruthenian society. Confessional boundaries overlapped with social and political grievances, intensifying disputes over church patronage and rights. The novel mirrors this tension through characters aligned with Catholic and Orthodox communities, illustrating how faith informed allegiance without reducing complex motives to creed alone.

The early modern economy of the Commonwealth depended heavily on grain exports channeled down the Vistula to Gdańsk, supporting the folwark system of noble estates worked by enserfed peasants. Leaseholding (arenda), often managed by Jewish intermediaries, and monopolies on mills, inns, and distilleries tied rural livelihoods to magnate finances. In the southeast, Tatar slave raids and steppe insecurity disrupted trade and settlement, while the Cossack presence offered both protection and competition. These structures formed the material backdrop to grievances over labor obligations, taxation, and legal jurisdiction. The novel’s estates, fairs, and supply trains evoke this economic world, where credit, coercion, and patronage intertwined.

Warfare in the 1640s combined firepower and cavalry shock. Commonwealth armies fielded famed heavy hussars alongside medium cavalry (pancerni) and infantry with pikes and matchlock muskets; artillery supported sieges and field actions. Cossacks excelled at defensive operations behind wagon fortifications and could deliver disciplined volleys, while Crimean Tatars specialized in swift cavalry raids and encirclements. Fortified towns with earthen bastions, wooden palisades, and star-shaped works guarded crossings and river lines. Supply was precarious, making foraging and convoy protection crucial. The novel’s marches, skirmishes, and sieges echo these realities, emphasizing the logistics, intelligence, and alliance politics that often determined outcomes more than courage alone.

Multiple, layered causes preceded the 1648 explosion. King Władysław IV had considered war against the Ottomans in the mid-1640s, encouraging Cossack mobilization before the Sejm blocked his plans. Hopes raised and dashed sharpened Cossack discontent over reduced registers, arrears, and jurisdictional disputes. Bohdan Khmelnytsky, a registered Cossack of minor noble background, became the uprising’s leader after a personal conflict—commonly cited as involving the local official Daniel Czapliński—intersected with broader grievances; specific details vary in sources. The novel weaves these elements into a dramatic spark, reflecting how private injustices could ignite collective action when institutions proved too fragmented to resolve frontier disputes.

The uprising opened with Cossack–Tatar victories at Zhovti Vody and Korsun (spring 1648), destroying Commonwealth field forces and galvanizing support. At Pyliavtsi (September 1648), another Commonwealth army collapsed. Władysław IV’s death in May 1648 triggered an interregnum, complicating command until Jan II Casimir’s election later that year. Khmelnytsky advanced toward Lviv and Zamość, extracting ransoms rather than taking the latter by storm. These events, widely chronicled, frame the novel’s atmosphere of sudden reversals, improvisation, and negotiated survival. The shifting balance of power, shaped by Tatar alliances and noble factionalism, created a theater in which personal loyalties and local garrisons mattered enormously.

In 1649, Commonwealth defenses coalesced around the siege of Zbarazh, where a royal relief expedition forced negotiations. The Treaty of Zboriv (August 1649) expanded the Cossack register—often cited at 40,000—and granted autonomy across the Kyiv, Bracław, and Chernihiv palatinates, with guarantees for Orthodox nobles and clergy. Tatar interests were satisfied through payments and privileges. Yet the agreement left unresolved authority over many towns and estates, and mutual distrust persisted. Sienkiewicz reflects the fragile truce’s mood: celebrations tempered by anxiety, commanders wary of sudden betrayal, and civilians caught between jurisdictions. The peace marked a pause rather than a settlement, foreshadowing renewed conflict.

Hostilities resumed in 1651, culminating in the massive Battle of Berestechko (June–July 1651), where Commonwealth forces, aided by Tatar missteps and internal Cossack divisions, achieved a decisive battlefield victory. The subsequent Treaty of Bila Tserkva (September 1651) curtailed Zboriv’s concessions, reducing the register—commonly noted at 20,000—and constricting Cossack autonomy. Neither side could enforce a lasting order. Raids, reprisals, and local sieges continued, eroding trust and resources. The novel’s trajectory toward a climactic confrontation parallels this cycle of mobilization and uneasy accords, emphasizing how campaigns strained supply lines, shattered communities, and left both victors and vanquished vulnerable to shifting alliances beyond their control.

The uprising’s dynamics cannot be isolated from regional geopolitics. The Crimean Khanate, dependent on tribute and the slave trade, shaped campaigns by joining or abandoning battles according to its interests. Muscovy, rebuilding after earlier wars with the Commonwealth, concluded the Pereyaslav agreement with the Cossacks in 1654, drawing the conflict into a broader Russo–Polish War. Soon thereafter, Sweden’s invasion in 1655 opened the ‘Deluge,’ overwhelming the Commonwealth on several fronts. Although With Fire and Sword ends before those developments, it foreshadows them by showing how local grievances became gateways for great-power interventions that reconfigured authority from the Dnieper basin to the Baltic.

Everyday life in the setting was deeply multiethnic. Jews served as merchants, leaseholders, and artisans; Armenians traded regionally; Tatars settled in some areas; Poles, Lithuanians, and Ruthenians shared towns with Magdeburg municipal rights. Languages overlapped, and law was plural—Magdeburg codes, noble courts, and ecclesiastical jurisdictions. The szlachta cultivated a ‘Sarmatian’ identity visible in dress, horsemanship, and ritualized hospitality, while Ruthenian brotherhoods sustained schools and charity. Fairs, Orthodox and Catholic feast days, and military musters punctuated the calendar. Sienkiewicz’s attention to taverns, roads, and manor halls evokes this texture, reminding readers that behind campaigns stood households, guilds, and rural parishes coping with insecurity.

Henryk Sienkiewicz wrote the novel in the 1880s under partition, decades after Poland lost statehood in the final partition of 1795 and after the crushed insurrections of 1830–31 and 1863–64. Russian authorities enforced censorship and policies of Russification, especially in the Kingdom of Poland. Publishing a historical romance allowed the author to celebrate civic virtues obliquely; he later described the Trilogy’s purpose as ‘to uplift hearts’ (ku pokrzepieniu serc). First appearing in newspaper serial form in 1883–1884 and as a book in 1884, With Fire and Sword offered readers a patriotic past that paralleled their present constraints without directly violating political prohibitions.

The novel’s reception has reflected contested memory. Polish readers often embraced its portraits of courage and solidarity under pressure. Ukrainian scholars and writers, valuing Bohdan Khmelnytsky as a nation-building figure, have criticized the work’s magnate-centered viewpoint and depictions of Cossack motives. Historians have also noted stereotyped portrayals of Jews and the marginalization of non-noble perspectives. These debates are grounded in verifiable divergences between nineteenth-century national narratives and seventeenth-century social complexities. Recognizing such tensions helps situate the book as a product of its time of writing, shaped by audience expectations under partition, even as it draws faithfully on many documented events and customs.

Sienkiewicz built his narrative from seventeenth-century chronicles, royal correspondence, and memoir literature, combining factual campaigns with invented protagonists. He compressed timelines, heightened contrasts, and used composite characters to typify social strata—the magnate commander, the petty noble retainer, the Cossack ataman. The battles, treaties, and major personages are generally placed correctly, but motivations are simplified and rhetoric elevated to suit the chivalric mode. Such choices align the novel with the European historical romance tradition, where verisimilitude anchors a moral tale. Reading it against archival research highlights both the fidelity of many details and the imaginative scaffolding designed to concentrate meaning.

Viewed in historical context, With Fire and Sword mirrors its seventeenth-century world of fractured authority, confessional rivalry, and economic dependence on coerced labor, while also critiquing, from the 1880s, the dangers of political disunity. It dramatizes the costs of magnate oligarchy, the perils of clientage, and the contingency of alliances with neighboring powers. By foregrounding courage and loyalty amid systemic weakness, the book invites reflection on the Commonwealth’s strengths and vulnerabilities and on the responsibilities of elites. For readers under partition, that message was both consoling and admonitory, turning a tumultuous frontier past into a lens for thinking about national survival.
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    Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846–1916) was a Polish novelist, journalist, and public figure whose work bridged late 19th- and early 20th-century European literature. Writing during the partitions of Poland, he used historical narrative and realistic detail to cultivate cultural resilience and popular appeal at home and abroad. His novels combined fast-paced plotting with moral reflection and a clear, accessible style. International audiences came to know him chiefly through Quo Vadis and sweeping historical epics, while Polish readers also valued his short fiction and feuilletons. In 1905 he received the Nobel Prize in Literature, which recognized the artistic power and broad reach of his epic prose.

Raised in the milieu of Congress Poland, Sienkiewicz pursued higher education in Warsaw. He attended the Main School (later the University of Warsaw), initially studying law before turning to history and philology, disciplines that informed his command of sources and narrative structure. Entering the press as a young writer, he absorbed the intellectual climate of Polish Positivism, with its emphasis on social utility, education, and incremental progress after the failed uprisings. At the same time, he admired the historical novel tradition and the rhetoric of Romantic patriotism. This synthesis—empirical detail joined to heroic storytelling—shaped his mature voice and his sense of literary purpose.

Sienkiewicz began his career as a journalist and feuilletonist for Warsaw periodicals, honing a crisp, observational style. In the mid-1870s he traveled to the United States and published Letters from a Journey to America, widely read dispatches that examined urban life, the frontier, and immigrant experience from a European perspective. The reporting complemented fiction that drew on folk speech and social observation, including pieces such as The Lighthouse Keeper, Sketches in Charcoal, and Sachem. These short works established his versatility, from irony to pathos, and prepared the ground for longer narratives by testing themes of individual dignity, moral decision, and community under strain.

His breakthrough came with the historical Trilogy—With Fire and Sword, The Deluge, and Fire in the Steppe—set in the seventeenth-century Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. Published serially before appearing in book form, the novels blended archival inquiry, battlefield spectacle, and memorable characterization. They presented conflict and loyalty in an expansive panorama that resonated with readers living under partition, offering a vision of continuity despite political eclipse. Critics debated their idealization of the past, yet acknowledged their narrative vigor and technical assurance. The Trilogy secured Sienkiewicz’s status as a master of the historical epic and became a foundational text of modern Polish popular literature.

International fame followed with Quo Vadis, a novel of ancient Rome whose vivid scenes and moral contrasts attracted an enormous readership across Europe and beyond. Rapid translations and stage adaptations spread his reputation and solidified his image as a storyteller able to combine classical subjects with contemporary ethical concerns. Around the same time he produced diverse works, from The Polaniecki Family and Without Dogma—contemporary novels exploring ambition, conscience, and social change—to The Knights of the Cross, a medieval saga of conflict with the Teutonic Order. In 1905 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in recognition of his epic narrative art.

Sienkiewicz’s writing reflected a durable set of convictions: respect for historical continuity, sympathy for individual courage, and a belief that literature could strengthen civic virtues. He wrote travel letters from Africa in the early 1890s and later produced the adventure novel In Desert and Wilderness for younger readers, further expanding his audience. Known for a lucid, rhetorical style that favored clarity over experimental form, he nevertheless engaged contemporary debates about realism, national identity, and the uses of history. During the First World War he helped establish a relief committee in Vevey to aid victims in partitioned Poland, working alongside prominent émigré leaders.

In his final years Sienkiewicz lived in Switzerland, where he continued to write and advocate for Polish cultural causes while Europe was engulfed by war. He died in Vevey in 1916. His remains were later repatriated to Poland, a symbolic homecoming for a writer so closely associated with national memory. Across subsequent generations his major works remained staples of school curricula and a touchstone for historical fiction, influencing writers who balanced research, spectacle, and ethical reflection. Read in new translations and adapted to new media, Sienkiewicz’s narratives continue to invite discussion about patriotism, faith, and the responsibilities of storytelling in times of crisis.
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The history of the origin and career of the two Slav States, Poland and Russia, is interesting not merely because it contains a vast number of surprising scenes and marvellous pictures of life, not merely because it gives us a kaleidoscope as it were of the acts of men, but because these acts in all their variety fall into groups which may be referred each to its proper source and origin, and each group contains facts that concern the most serious problems of history and political development.

The history of these two States should be studied as one, or rather as two parts of one history, if we are to discover and grasp the meaning of either part fully. When studied as a whole, this history gives us the life story of the greater portion of the Slav race placed between two hostile forces,--the Germans on the west, the Mongols and Tartars on the east.

The advance of the Germans on the Slav tribes and later on Poland presents, perhaps, the best example in history of the methods of European civilization. The entire Baltic coast from Lubeck eastward was converted to Christianity by the Germans at the point of the sword. The duty of rescuing these people from the errors of paganism formed the moral pretext for conquering them and taking their lands. The warrior was accompanied by the missionary, followed by the political colonist. The people of the country deprived of their lands were reduced to slavery; and if any escaped this lot, they were men from the higher classes who joined the conqueror in the capacity of assistant oppressors. The work was long and doubtful. The Germans made many failures, for their management was often very bad. The Slavs west of the Oder were stubborn, and under good leadership might have been invincible; but the leadership did not come, and to the Germans at last came the Hohenzollerns.

For the serious student there is no richer field of labor than the history of Poland and the Slavs of the Baltic, which is inseparable from the history of Mark Brandenburg and the two military orders, the Teutonic Knights[1] and the Knights of the Sword.

The conquest of Russia by the Mongols, the subjection of Europeans to Asiatics,--not Asiatics of the south, but warriors from cold regions led by men of genius; for such were Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, and the lieutenants sent to the west,--was an affair of incomparably greater magnitude than the German wars on the Baltic.

The physical grip of the Mongol on Russia was irresistible. There was nothing for the Russian princes to do but submit if they wished to preserve their people from dissolution. They had to bow down to every whim of the conqueror; suffer indignity, insult, death,--that is, death of individuals. The Russians endured for a long time without apparent result. But they were studying their conquerors, mastering their policy; and they mastered it so well that finally the Prince of Moscow made use of the Mongols to complete the union of eastern Russia and reduce all the provincial princes of the country, his own relatives, to the position of ordinary landholders subject to himself.

The difference between the Poles and Russians seems to be this,--that the Russians saw through the policy of their enemies, and then overcame them; while the Poles either did not understand the Germans, or if they did, did not overcome them, though they had the power.

This Slav history is interesting to the man of science, it is interesting also to the practical statesman, because there is no country in the Eastern hemisphere whose future may be considered outside of Russian influence, no country whose weal or woe may not become connected in some way with Russia. At the same time there are no states studied by so few and misunderstood by so many as the former Commonwealth of Poland,--whose people, brave and brilliant but politically unsuccessful, have received more sympathy than any other within the circle of civilization,--and Russia, whose people in strength of character and intellectual gifts are certainly among the first of the Aryan race, though many men have felt free to describe them in terms exceptionally harsh and frequently unjust.

The leading elements of this history on its western side are Poland, the Catholic Church, Germany; on the eastern side they are Russia, Eastern Orthodoxy, Northern Asia.

Now let us see what this western history was. In the middle of the ninth century Slav tribes of various denominations occupied the entire Baltic coast west of the Vistula; a line drawn from Lubeck to the Elbe, ascending the river to Magdeburg, thence to the western ridge of the Bohemian mountains, and passing on in a somewhat irregular course, leaving Carinthia and Styria on the east, gives the boundary between the Germans and the Slavs at that period. Very nearly in the centre of the territory north of Bohemia and the Carpathians lived one of a number of Slav tribes, the Polyane (or men of the plain), who occupied the region afterwards called Great Poland by the Poles, and now called South Prussia by the Germans. In this Great Poland political life among the Northwestern Slavs began in the second half of the ninth century. About the middle of the tenth, Mechislav (Mieczislaw), the ruler, received Christianity, and the modest title of Count of the German Empire. Boleslav the Brave, his son and successor, extended his territory to the upper Elbe, from which region its boundary line passed through or near Berlin, whence it followed the Oder to the sea. Before his death, in 1025, Boleslav wished to be anointed king by the Pope. The ceremony was denied him, therefore he had it performed by bishops at home. About a century later the western boundary was pushed forward by Boleslav Wry-mouth (1132-1139) to a point on the Baltic about half-way between Stettin and Lubeck. This was the greatest extension of Poland to the west. Between this line and the Elbe were Slav tribes; but the region had already become marken (marches) where the intrusive Germans were struggling for the lands and persons of the Slavs.

The eastern boundary of Poland at this period served also as the western boundary of Russia from the head-waters of the western branch of the river San in the Carpathian Mountains at a point west of Premysl (in the Galicia of to-day) to Brest-Litovsk, from which point the Russian boundary continued toward the northeast till it reached the sea, leaving Pskoff considerably and Yurieff (now Dorpat) slightly to the east,--that is, on Russian territory. Between Russia, north of Brest-Litovsk and Poland, was the irregular triangle composing the lands of Lithuanian and Finnish tribes. From the upper San the Russian boundary southward coincided with the Carpathians, including the territory between the Pruth to its mouth and the Carpathians. This boundary between Poland and Russia, established at that period, corresponds as nearly as possible with the line of demarcation between the two peoples at the present day.

During the two centuries following 1139, Poland continued to lose on the west and the north, and that process was fairly begun through which the Germans finally excluded the Poles from the sea, and turned the cradle of Poland into South Prussia, the name which it bears to-day.

At the end of the fourteenth century a step was taken by the Poles through which it was hoped to win in other places far more than had been lost on the west. Poland turned now to the east; but by leaving her historical basis on the Baltic, by deserting her political birthplace, the only ground where she had a genuine mission, Poland entered upon a career which was certain to end in destruction, unless she could win the Russian power by agreement, or bend it by conquest, and then strengthened by this power, turn back and redeem the lost lands of Pomerania and Prussia.

The first step in the new career was an alliance with Yagello (Yahailo[3]) of Lithuania, from which much was hoped. This event begins a new era in Polish history; to this event we must now give attention, for it was the first in a long series which ended in the great outburst described in this book,--the revolt of the Russians against the Commonwealth.

To reach the motives of this famous agreement between the Lithuanian prince and the nobles and clergy of Poland,--for these two estates had become the only power in the land,--we must turn to Russia.

Lithuania of itself was small, and a prince of that country, if it stood alone, would have received scant attention from Poland; but the Lithuanian Grand Prince was ruler over all the lands of western Russia as well as those of his own people.

What was Russia?

The definite appearance of Russia in history dates from 862, when Rurik[2] came to Novgorod, invited by the people to rule over them. Oleg, the successor of this prince, transferred his capital from Novgorod to Kieff on the Dnieper, which remained the chief city and capital for two centuries and a half. Rurik's great-grandson, Vladimir, introduced Christianity into Russia at the end of the tenth century. During his long reign and that of his son Yaroslav the Lawgiver, the boundary was fixed between Russia and Poland through the places described above, and coincided very nearly with the watershed dividing the two river-systems of the Dnieper and the Vistula, and serves to this day as the boundary between the Russian and Polish languages and the Eastern and Catholic churches.

In 1157 Kieff ceased to be the seat of the Grand Prince, the capital of Russia. A new centre of activity and government was founded in the north,--first at Suzdal, and then at Vladimir, to be transferred later to Moscow.

In 1240 the conquest of Russia by the Tartars was complete. Half a million or more of armed Asiatics had swept over the land, destroying everything where they went. A part of this multitude advanced through Poland, and were stopped in Silesia and Moravia only by the combined efforts of central Europe. The Tartar dominion lasted about two hundred and fifty years (1240-1490), and during this period great changes took place. Russia before the Tartar conquest was a large country, whose western boundary was the eastern boundary of Poland; liberated Russia was a comparatively small country, with its capital at Moscow, and having interposed between it and Poland a large state extending from the Baltic to the Black Sea,--a state which was composed of two thirds of that Russia which was ruled before the Tartar conquest by the descendants of Rurik; a state which included Little, Red, Black, and White Russia, more than two thirds of the best lands, and Kieff, with the majority of the historic towns of pre-Tartar Russia.

How was this state founded?

This state was the Lithuanian Russian,--Litva í Rus (Lithuania and Russia), as it is called by the Russians,--and it rose in the following manner. In the irregular triangle on the Baltic, between Russia and Poland of the twelfth century, lived tribes of Finnish and Lithuanian stock, about a dozen in number. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries these were all conquered,--the Prussian Lithuanians from the Niemen to the Vistula, by the Teutonic Knights, aided by crusading adventurers from western Europe; the others, Lithuanian and Finnish, by the Knights of the Sword,--with the exception of two tribes, the Lithuanians proper, on the upper waters of the Niemen and its tributaries, and the Jmuds or Samogitians on the right bank of the same river, lower down and between the Lithuanians and the sea. These two small tribes were destined through their princes--remarkable men in the fullest sense of the word--to play a great part in Russian and Polish history. It is needless to say much of the Lithuanians, who are better known to scholars than any people, perhaps, of similar numbers in Europe. The main interest in them at present is confined to their language, which, though very valuable to the philologist and beautiful in itself, has never been used in government or law, and has but one book considered as belonging to literature,--"The Four Seasons" by Donaleitis.

Though small, the Lithuanian country, ruled by a number of petty princes, was as much given to anarchy as larger aggregations of men. United for a time under Mindog by reason of pressure from outside, the Lithuanians rose first to prominence under Gedimin (1315-1340), who in a quarter of a century was able to substitute himself for the petty princes of western Russia and extend his power to the south of Kieff. Gedimin was followed by Olgerd, who with his uncle Keistut ruled till 1377; during which time the domains of the Lithuanian prince were extended to the Crimea, and included the whole basin of the Dnieper with its tributaries, together with the upper Dvina. Gedimin and Olgerd respected in all places the clergy of the Eastern Church, and thus acquired rule over a great extent of country with comparative ease and rapidity.

Olgerd, who had completed a great state, left it to his sons and his brother Keistut. Yagello (Yahailo), one of these sons, had Keistut put to death; his brothers and cousins fled; Yagello became sole master. At this juncture the nobles and clergy of Poland effected an arrangement by which Yagello, on condition of becoming a Catholic, introducing the Catholic religion into Lithuania, and joining the state to Poland, was to marry the Queen Yadviga (the last survivor of the royal house) and be crowned king of Poland at Cracow. All these conditions were carried out, and with the reign of Yagello Polish history assumes an entirely new character.

With the establishment by Gedimin and Olgerd of the Lithuanian dynasty and its conquests, there were two Russias instead of one,--Western Russia, ruled by the house of Gedimin, and Eastern Russia, ruled by the house of Rurik. It had become the ambition of the Lithuanian princes to unite all Russia; it had long been the fixed purpose of the princes at Moscow to recover their ancient patrimony, the lands of Vladimir and Yaroslav; that is, all western Russia to the Polish frontier; consequently all the lands added by the Lithuanian princes to their little realm on the Niemen and its tributaries. This struggle between the two houses was very bitter, and more than once it seemed as though Moscow's day had come, and Vilna was to be the capital of reconstituted Russia.

When the question was at this stage, Yagello became King of Poland. The union, purely personal at first, became more intimate later on by means of the two elements of Polish influence, the Church and the nobility. Catholicism was made the religion of the Lithuanians at once; and twenty-seven years later, at Horodlo, it was settled that the Lithuanian Catholics of the higher classes should receive the same privileges as the Polish nobility, with whom they were joined by means of heraldry,--a peculiar arrangement, through which a number of Lithuanian families received the arms of some Polish house, and became thus associated, as the original inhabitants of America are associated under the same totem by the process of adoption.

Without giving details, for which there is no space here, we state merely the meaning of all the details. Lithuania struggled persistently against anything more than a personal union, while Poland struggled just as persistently for a complete union; but no matter how the Lithuanians might gain at one time or another, the personal union under a king influenced by Polish ideas joined to the great weight of the clergy and nobility was too much for them, and the end of the whole struggle was that under Sigismond Augustus, the last of the Yagellon kings, a diet was held at Lublin in which a union between Poland and Lithuania was proclaimed against the protest of a large number of the Lithuanians who left the diet. The King, who was hereditary Grand Duke of Lithuania, and childless, made a present to Poland of his rights,--made Poland his heir. The petty nobility of Lithuania were placed on the same legal footing as the princes and men of great historic families. Lithuania was assimilated to Poland in institutions.

The northern part of West Russia was attached to Lithuania, and all southern Russia merged directly in Poland. If the work of this diet had been productive of concord, and therefore of strength, Poland might have established herself firmly by the sea and won the first place in eastern Europe; but the Commonwealth, either from choice or necessity, was more occupied in struggling with Russians than in standing with firm foot on the Baltic. Sound statesmanship would have taught the Poles that for them it was a question of life and death to possess Pomerania and Prussia, and make the Oder at least their western boundary. They had the power to do that; they had the power to expel the two military orders from the coast; but they did not exert it,--a neglect which cost them dear in later times. Moscow would not have escaped the Poles had they been masters of the Baltic, and had they, instead of fighting with Cossacks and Russians, attached them to the Commonwealth by toleration and justice.

The whole internal policy of Poland from the coronation of Yagello to the reign of Vladislav IV. was to assimilate the nobility of Lithuania and Russia to that of Poland in political rights and in religious profession. The success was complete in the political sense, and practically so in the religious. The Polish nobility, who were in fact the state, possessed at the time of Yagello's coronation all the land, and owned the labor of the people; later on they ceased to pay taxes of any kind. It was a great bribe to the nobles of Lithuania and Russia to occupy the same position. The Lithuanians became Catholics at the accession of Yagello, or soon after; but in Russia, where all belonged to the Orthodox Church, the process was slow, even if sure. The princes Ostrorog and Dominik Zaslavski of this book were of Russian families which held their faith for a long time. The parents of Prince Yeremi Vishnyevetski were Orthodox, and his mother on her death-bed implored him to be true to the faith of his ancestors.

All had been done that could be done with the nobility; but the great mass of Russian people holding the same faith as the Russians of the East, whose capital was at Moscow, were not considered reliable; therefore a union of churches was effected, mainly through the formal initiative of the King Sigismond III. and a few ecclesiastics, but rejected by a great majority of the Russian clergy and people. This new or united church, which retained the Slav language with Eastern customs and liturgy, but recognized the supremacy of the Pope, was made the state church of Russia.

From this rose all the religious trouble.

The Russians, when Hmelnitski appeared, were in the following condition: Their land was gone; the power of life and death over them resided in lords, either Poles or Polonized Russians, who generally gave this power to agents or tenants, not infrequently Jews. All justice, all administration, all power belonged to the lord or to whomsoever he delegated his authority; there was no appeal. A people with an active communal government of their own in former times were now reduced to complete slavery. Such was the Russian complaint on the material side. On the moral side it was that their masters were filching their faith from them. Having stripped them of everything in this life, they were trying to deprive them of life to come.

The outburst of popular rage against Poland was without example in history for intensity and volume, and this would have made the revolt remarkable whatever its motives or objects. But the Cossack war was of world-wide importance in view of the issues. The triumph of Poland would have brought the utter subjection of the Cossacks and the people, with the extinction of Eastern Orthodoxy not only in Russia but in other lands; for the triumph of Poland would have left no place for Moscow on earth but a place of subjection. The triumph of the Cossacks would have brought a mixed government, with religious toleration and a king having means to curb the all-powerful nobles. This was what Hmelnitski sought; this was the dream of Ossolinski the Chancellor; this, if realized, might possibly have saved the Commonwealth, and made it a constitutional government instead of an association of irresponsible magnates.

It turned out that the Cossacks and the uprisen people were not a match for the Poles, and it was not in the interest of the Tartars to give the Cossacks the fruits of victory. It was the policy of the Tartars to bring the Poles into trouble and then rescue them; they wished the Poles to have the upper hand, but barely have it, and be in continual danger of losing it.

The battle of Berestechko, instead of giving peace to the Commonwealth, opened a new epoch of trouble. Hmelnitski, the ablest man in Europe at that time, could be conquered by nothing but death. Though beaten through the treachery of the Khan at Berestechko and perhaps also by treason in his own camp, he rallied, concluded the treaty of Bélaya Tserkoff, which reduced the Cossack army from forty to twelve thousand men, but left Hmelnitski hetman of the Zaporojians. That was the great mistake of the Poles; every success was for them a failure so long as Hmelnitski had a legal existence.

The Poles, though intellectual, sympathetic, brave, and gifted with high personal qualities that have made them many friends, have been always deficient in collective wisdom; and there is probably no more astonishing antithesis in Europe than the Poles as individuals and the Poles as a people.

After Berestechko the Poles entered the Ukraine as masters. Vishnyevetski went as the ruling spirit. To all appearance the time of his triumph had come; but one day after dinner he fell ill and died suddenly. The verdict of the Russian people was: The Almighty preserved him through every danger, saved him from every enemy, and by reason of the supreme wickedness of "Yarema," reserved him for his own holy and punishing hand.

The old order of things was restored in Russia,--landlords, garrisons, Jews; but now came the most striking event in the whole history.

Moldavia, the northern part of the present kingdom of Romania, was at that time a separate principality, owning the suzerainty of the Sultan. Formerly it had been a part of the Russian principality of Galich (Galicia), joined to Poland in the reign of Kazimir the Great, but connected, at the time of our story, with Turkey. The Poles had intimate relations with the country, and sought to bring it back. The Hospodar was Vassily Lupul, a man of fabulous wealth, according to report, and the father of two daughters, whose beauty was the wonder of eastern Europe. Prince Radzivil of Lithuania had married the elder; the younger, Domna (Domina) Rosanda, was sought in marriage by three men from Poland and by Timofei Hmelnitski, the son of Bogdan. The first of the Poles was Dmitry Vishnyevetski; the second was Kalinovski, the aged hetman of the Crown, captured by Hmelnitski at Korsún, but now free and more ambitions than any man in the Commonwealth of half his age, which was then near seventy.

Lupul, who had consented to the marriage of his daughter with young Hmelnitski, preferred Vishnyevetski; whereupon Bogdan exclaimed, "We will send a hundred thousand best men with the bridegroom." Thirty-six thousand Cossacks and Tartars set out for Yassy, the residence of Lupul. Kalinovski, the Polish hetman, with twenty thousand men, barred the way to young Hmelnitski at Batog on the boundary. It was supposed that Timofei was attended by a party of only five thousand, and Kalinovski intended to finish a rival and destroy the son of an enemy at a blow. This delusion of the hetman was probably caused, but in every case confirmed, by a letter from Bogdan, in which he stated that his son, with some attendants, was on his way to marry the daughter of the Hospodar; that young men are hot-headed and given to quarrels, blood might be spilled; therefore he asked Kalinovski to withdraw and let the party pass.

This was precisely what Kalinovski would not do; he resolved to stop Timofei by force. The first day, five thousand Cossacks and Tartars, while passing to the west, were attacked by the Poles, who pursued them with cavalry. When a good distance from the camp, a courier rushed to the hetman with news of a general attack on the rear of the Polish army. The Poles returned in haste, pursued in their turn.

Young Hmelnitski had fallen upon a division of the army in the rear of the camp, and almost destroyed it. Darkness brought an end to the struggle. No eye was closed on either side that night. One half of the Polish army resolved to escape in spite of the hetman. At daybreak they were marching. "They shall not flee!" said Kalinovski "Stop them with cavalry; open on the cowards with cannon!" One part of the Polish army hurried to stop the other; there was a discharge of artillery; some of the fugitives rushed on, but most of them stopped. Then a second discharge of artillery, and a battle began. The Cossacks gazed on this wonderful scene; when their amazement had passed, they attacked the enemy, and indescribable slaughter began. It was impossible for the Poles to re-form or make effective defence. At this moment the army-servants, many of whom were Russians, set fire to the camp. Outnumbered and panic-stricken, thousands of Poles rushed into the Bug and were drowned. The Cossacks, with Berestechko in mind, showed mercy to no man; and of the whole army of twenty thousand, less than five hundred escaped. The peasants in all the country about killed the fugitives with scythes and clubs. Those who crossed the river were slaughtered on the other bank; among them was Samuel Kalinovski, son of the hetman. Then Kalinovski himself, seeing that all was lost cried, "I have no wish to live; I am ashamed to look on the sun of this morning!" and rushed to the thick of the fight. He perished; and a Nogai horseman raced over the field, while from his saddle-bow depended the head of the hetman with its white streaming hair. After the battle the body was discovered; on it the portrait of Domna Rosanda and the letter of Bogdan.

Farther on, near the Bug, was a division of five thousand Germans under command of Marek Sobieski, the gifted chief who had fought at Zbaraj. Attacked in front by the Cossacks, they stood with manful persistence till Karach Murza, the Nogai commander, at the head of fourteen thousand men, descended upon them from the hills of Botog like a mighty rain from the clouds or a whirlwind of the desert, as the Ukraine chronicler phrases it. Split in the centre, torn through and through, the weapons dropped from their hands, they were ridden down and sabred by Nogais and Cossacks. Sobieski perished; Pshiyemski, commander of artillery, was killed.

A year later the Poles at Jvanyets were in greater straits than ever before. They were surrounded by Hmelnitski and the Khan so that no escape was possible; but they had more gold to give than had the Cossacks. They satisfied those in power, from the Khan downward, with gifts, and covenanted to let them plunder Russia and seize Russian captives during six weeks. On these conditions the Tartars deserted Hmelnitski, peace was concluded, and the Polish army and king were saved from captivity.

This was the last act of the Cossack-Tartar alliance. Hmelnitski now turned to Moscow; the Zaporojian army took the oath of allegiance to Alexis, father of Peter the Great. Lithuania and western Russia were overrun by the forces of Moscow and the Cossacks. The Swedes occupied Warsaw and Cracow. Karl Gustav, their king, became king of Poland. Yan Kazimir fled to Silesia.

Again the Polish king came back, but soon resigned, and ended his life in France.

The eastern bank of the Dnieper, with Kieff on the west, went to Russia; but it was not till the reign of Katherine II. that western Russia was united to the east, and Prussia and Austria received all the lands of Poland proper.

I feel constrained to ask kindly indulgence from the readers of this sketch. I am greatly afraid that it will seem indefinite and lacking in precision; but the field to be covered is so great that I wrote with two kinds of readers in view,--those who are already well acquainted with Slav history, and those who do not know this history yet, but who may be roused to examine it for themselves. I hope to give a sketch of this history in a future not too remote, with an account of the sources of original information; so that impartial students, as Americans are by position, may have some assistance in beginning a work of such commanding importance as the history of Poland and Russia.




Jeremiah Curtin.

Washington, D. C, April 4, 1890.
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Table of Contents

The year 1647 was that wonderful year in which manifold signs in the heavens and on the earth announced misfortunes of some kind and unusual events. Contemporary chroniclers relate that beginning with spring-time myriads of locusts swarmed from the Wilderness, destroying the grain and the grass; this was a forerunner of Tartar raids. In the summer there was a great eclipse of the sun, and soon after a comet appeared in the sky. In Warsaw a tomb was seen over the city, and a fiery cross in the clouds; fasts were held and alms given, for some men declared that a plague would come on the land and destroy the people. Finally, so mild a winter set in, that the oldest inhabitants could not remember the like of it. In the southern provinces ice did not confine the rivers, which, swollen by the daily melting of snows, left their courses and flooded the banks. Rainfalls were frequent. The steppe was drenched, and became an immense slough. The sun was so warm in the south that, wonder of wonders! in Bratslav and the Wilderness a green fleece covered the steppes and plains in the middle of December. The swarms in the beehives began to buzz and bustle; cattle were bellowing in the fields. Since such an order of things appeared altogether unnatural, all men in Russia who were waiting or looking for unusual events turned their excited minds and eyes especially to the Wilderness, from which rather than anywhere else danger might show itself.

At that time there was nothing unusual in the Wilderness,--no struggles there, nor encounters, beyond those of ordinary occurrence, and known only to the eagles, hawks, ravens, and beasts of the plain. For the Wilderness was of this character at that period. The last traces of settled life ended on the way to the south, at no great distance beyond Chigirin on the side of the Dnieper, and on the side of the Dniester not far from Uman; then forward to the bays and sea there was nothing but steppe after steppe, hemmed in by the two rivers as by a frame. At the bend of the Dnieper in the lower country beyond the Cataracts Cossack life was seething, but in the open plains no man dwelt; only along the shores were nestled here and there little fields, like islands in the sea. The land belonged in name to Poland, but it was an empty land, in which the Commonwealth permitted the Tartars to graze their herds; but since the Cossacks prevented this frequently, the field of pasture was a field of battle too.

How many struggles were fought in that region, how many people had laid down their lives there, no man had counted, no man remembered. Eagles, falcons, and ravens alone saw these; and whoever from a distance heard the sound of wings and the call of ravens, whoever beheld the whirl of birds circling over one place, knew that corpses or unburied bones were lying beneath. Men were hunted in the grass as wolves or wild goats. All who wished, engaged in this hunt. Fugitives from the law defended themselves in the wild steppes. The armed herdsman guarded his flock, the warrior sought adventure, the robber plunder, the Cossack a Tartar, the Tartar a Cossack. It happened that whole bands guarded herds from troops of robbers. The steppe was both empty and filled, quiet and terrible, peaceable and full of ambushes; wild by reason of its wild plains, but wild, too, from the wild spirit of men.

At times a great war filled it. Then there flowed over it like waves Tartar chambuls, Cossack regiments, Polish or Wallachian companies. In the night-time the neighing of horses answered the howling of wolves, the voices of drums and brazen trumpets flew on to the island of Ovid and the sea, and along the black trail of Kutchman there seemed an inundation of men. The boundaries of the Commonwealth were guarded from Kamenyets to the Dnieper by outposts and stanitsas; and when the roads were about to swarm with people, it was known especially by the countless flocks of birds which, frightened by the Tartars, flew onward to the north. But the Tartar, if he slipped out from the Black Forest or crossed the Dniester from the Wallachian side, came by the southern provinces together with the birds.

That winter, however, the birds did not come with their uproar to the Commonwealth. It was stiller on the steppe than usual. At the moment when our narrative begins the sun was just setting, and its reddish rays threw light on a land entirely empty. On the northern rim of the Wilderness, along the Omelnik to its mouth, the sharpest eye could not discover a living soul, nor even a movement in the dark, dry, and withered steppe grass. The sun showed but half its shield from behind the horizon. The heavens became obscured, and then the steppe grew darker and darker by degrees. Near the left bank, on a small height resembling more a grave-mound than a hill, were the mere remnants of a walled stanitsa which once upon a time had been built by Fedor Buchatski and then torn down by raids. A long shadow stretched from this ruin. In the distance gleamed the waters of the widespread Omelnik, which in that place turned toward the Dnieper. But the lights went out each moment in the heavens and on the earth. From the sky were heard the cries of storks in their flight to the sea; with this exception the stillness was unbroken by a sound.

Night came down upon the Wilderness, and with it the hour of ghosts. Cossacks on guard in the stanitsas related in those days that the shades of men who had fallen in sudden death and in sin used to rise up at night and carry on dances in which they were hindered neither by cross nor church. Also, when the wicks which showed the time of midnight began to burn out, prayers for the dead were offered throughout the stanitsas. It was said, too, that the shades of mounted men coursing through the waste barred the road to wayfarers, whining and begging them for a sign of the holy cross. Among these ghosts vampires also were met with, who pursued people with howls. A trained ear might distinguish at a distance the howls of a vampire from those of a wolf. Whole legions of shadows were also seen, which sometimes came so near the stanitsas that the sentries sounded the alarm. This was generally the harbinger of a great war.

The meeting of a single ghost foreboded no good, either; but it was not always necessarily of evil omen, for frequently a living man would appear before travellers and vanish like a shadow, and therefore might easily and often be taken for a ghost.

Night came quickly on the Omelnik, and there was nothing surprising in the fact that a figure, either a man or a ghost, made its appearance at the side of the deserted stanitsa. The moon coming out from behind the Dnieper whitened the waste, the tops of the thistles, and the distance of the steppe. Immediately there appeared lower down on the plain some other beings of the night. The flitting clouds hid the light of the moon from moment to moment; consequently those figures flashed up in the darkness at one instant, and the next they were blurred. At times they disappeared altogether, and seemed to melt in the shadow. Pushing on toward the height on which the first man was standing, they stole up quietly, carefully, slowly, halting at intervals.

There was something awe-exciting in their movements, as there was in all that steppe which was so calm in appearance. The wind at times blew from the Dnieper, causing a mournful rustle among the dried thistles, which bent and trembled as in fear. At last the figures vanished in the shadow of the ruins. In the uncertain light of that hour nothing could be seen save the single horseman on the height.

But the rustle arrested his attention. Approaching the edge of the mound, he began to look carefully into the steppe. At that moment the wind stopped, the rustling ceased; there was perfect rest.

Suddenly a piercing whistle was heard; mingled voices began to shout in terrible confusion, "Allah! Allah! Jesus Christ! Save! Kill!" The report of muskets re-echoed; red flashes rent the darkness. The tramp of horses was heard with the clash of steel. Some new horsemen rose as it were from beneath the surface of the steppe. You would have said that a storm had sprung up on a sudden in that silent and ominous land. The shrieks of men followed the terrible clash. Then all was silent; the struggle was over.

Apparently one of its usual scenes had been enacted in the Wilderness.

The horsemen gathered in groups on the height; a few of them dismounted, and examined something carefully. Meanwhile a powerful and commanding voice was heard in the darkness.

"Strike a fire in front!"

In a moment sparks sprang out, and soon a blaze flashed up from the dry reeds and pitch-pine which wayfarers through the Wilderness always carried with them.

Straightway the staff for a hanging-lamp was driven into the earth. The glare from above illuminated sharply a number of men who were bending over a form stretched motionless on the ground.

These men were soldiers, in red uniforms and wolf-skin caps. Of these, one who sat on a valiant steed appeared to be the leader. Dismounting, he approached the prostrate figure and inquired,--

"Well, Sergeant, is he alive yet, or is it all over with him?"

"He is alive, but there is a rattling in his throat; the lariat stifled him."

"Who is he?"

"He is not a Tartar; some man of distinction."

"Then God be thanked!"

The chief looked attentively at the prostrate man.

"Well, just like a hetman."

"His horse is of splendid Tartar breed; the Khan has no better," said the sergeant. "There he stands."

The lieutenant looked at the horse, and his face brightened. Two soldiers held a really splendid steed, who, moving his ears and distending his nostrils, pushed forward his head and looked with frightened eyes at his master.

"But the horse will be ours, Lieutenant?" put in, with an inquiring tone, the sergeant.

"Dog believer! would
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