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Introduction

Russia has more trees than there are stars in our galaxy. From the Baltic to the Pacific, from the Arctic to the steppes of Central Asia, Russia’s forests account for nearly one-fifth of the world’s forest cover. It is not surprising, then, that the forest lies at the heart of Russian culture and history. One prominent Soviet writer observed in the 1950s that the forest greeted the Russian at his birth, when it provided the wood for his cradle, and that it “attended him through all the stages of his life.”1 When he died, the forest offered a cross to mark his grave. Throughout Russian history, the forest has been at the heart of national identity, a symbol of what is good and what must be preserved, the last bulwark against annihilation.

But Russians have long had a deeply contradictory attitude to the forest, blending respect and affection with neglect and even hostility. This ambivalence is characteristic of a place that has long been torn between east and west, city and country, proletariat and peasantry, past and future. It is a tension that spans Russia’s vast territory, whose tree population is as diverse as its peoples and its sense of self. The Oak and the Larch tells the story of the northern Eurasian forests, which have, over the centuries, been part of the domain of Chinggis Khan’s Golden Horde, the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union, and now the Russian Federation and other states that emerged from the USSR.

The two trees of the title are sylvan symbols of the poles of Russian geography, climate, and culture. Russian fairytales often feature oaks: sacred, towering, and mighty, attributed with righteous authority and healing powers. Reigning over the deciduous forests of European Russia, the oak is a symbol of the earliest rise of Muscovy. Its wood built the ships of Peter the Great’s imperial fleet, which made Russia a great power in the eighteenth century. But in the expanse east of the Ural Mountains, conifers hold sway. The larch, which can live for a thousand years, stands for the northern forest, the taiga. This biome comprises much of Siberia, the vast territory of northern Asia that Russia began colonizing in the sixteenth century. The taiga was wild and unmapped, a realm of mortal danger but also the source of luxurious furs that traversed the globe and made Russia rich.

Many of the places explored in this book were captured by Russia only in the last few centuries—within the lifetime of a middle-aged larch. The accidents of history have given Russia control of a large and extraordinarily diverse share of the world’s forests, from taiga to deciduous forest to pine barrens to temperate rainforests to wetlands. Russia’s imperial expansion has encompassed a huge range of ethnicities, languages, religions, and approaches to nature. For both people and trees, the story of northern Eurasia’s forests is about much more than Russia. Some of the most important tales these forests tell are about Siberia, one-third of Asia’s landmass; Ukraine, Belarus, and Poland; the North Caucasus; and Central Asia.

Most accounts of Russian history start in Kyivan Rus, the first East Slavic state, and move north to central Russia before expanding into Siberia. This book breaks with that tradition by beginning with the story of Siberia’s forests and the people who inhabited them thousands of years before Russians set foot in northern Asia. We move west with Chinggis Khan, who emerged from the forest of northern Mongolia; his Golden Horde went on to conquer much of Eurasia, leaving an indelible mark on Russian society. From the days of Kyivan Rus to the present, the forest has played a central role in Russia’s imperial expansion, and resistance to this expansion. Russian victory in the North Caucasus was predicated on the destruction of forests that gave cover to Chechens and Avars who waged one of the fiercest guerrilla wars of the century. The swampy forests of Belarus and northern Ukraine, meanwhile, were a nearly ungovernable space where centralized powers struggled to exert full control, even in the twentieth century. When the Nazis invaded, the region’s woods were a crucial hiding place for Soviet partisans who helped win the Second World War.

The dizzying scale and variety of the northern Eurasian forests have granted them an exceptional multiplicity of stories and meanings. Long after western Europe had felled a large proportion of its trees, the Russian Empire still had more forests than it could map. Forest myths and sacred trees figure in many cultures.2 Mythology and religion do not stop at national boundaries; they began long before national boundaries existed. Yet in its centrality and manifold meanings, the forest has given rise to some of the most vexing questions of Russian political and cultural history: questions about power, identity, responsibility, and agency. Is the forest to be feared or respected? Does the forest protect people, or is it people’s responsibility to protect the forest? Can humans design their future by manipulating the nonhuman world, or are they at the mercy of forces larger than themselves? The societies and peoples inhabiting Russia and its empires have oscillated wildly in their responses, which have ranged from creeds of submission to fantasies of mastery.

Writers have very often been the ones formulating and answering these questions. In Russia, novelists and poets have a long history as forest defenders—and as agents of empire, shaping ideas of national identity. For centuries, the distinctly Russian combination of censorship and veneration of literature pushed political and scientific debates into belles lettres. With its power to leap across boundaries of time, space, and identity, meanwhile, literature is an ideal dwelling place for new visions of society and nature. This is why writers have pride of place in this book. The 2022 invasion of Ukraine has caused reconsideration of Russia’s cultural legacy, with some arguing that all Russian cultural achievements are sullied by the war crimes committed under Putin. What is needed is not dismissal but a deeper kind of consideration, and inclusion of the many realms of identity and experience that have been pushed aside by conventional narratives that assume the primacy of ethnic Russians. The story of the forest offers a new vantage point from which to understand the history and culture of the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union, and now the Russian Federation. By looking at Russia from the forest’s perspective, we can gain new understanding of the nature of Russian power, Russian nationalism, Russian imperialism, and Russia’s ideas of itself.

According to a Slavic legend, at the beginning of time two oak trees stood in a vast blue sea, awaiting the creation of earth and sky. Pagan Slavs worshipped at the feet of oaks in sacred glades, dedicating the trees to the god of thunder.3 In fairytales, the forest stretched up into heaven; one Russian folk saying describes “a forest so tall it makes a hole in the sky.” The oldest written histories of the Eastern Slavs—the tribes who later became Belarusians, Russians, and Ukrainians—describe newly founded Kyiv, capital of Rus, as surrounded by a great pine forest teeming with wild beasts, prey for hunters.4 After the Mongols sacked Kyiv in 1240, the center of East Slavic power shifted north to the densely forested lands around the upper Volga River. Russian chroniclers of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries often wrote about “the wooded land” rather than naming any specific location. The forest was their home. In Russian icons of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, heaven was a stand of trees.5

As the Slavs expanded their territory, forest areas provided a natural fortress from which to launch attacks on the enemy tribes who inhabited the windswept Eurasian steppe. In the late sixteenth century, the newly dominant principality of Muscovy started making the zaseki, a line of arboreal fortifications to protect against nomad raids.[fn1] Long belts of trees were cut and laid out, their branches sharpened so that they formed a spiky line to stop invaders on horseback. The forest was militarized. This practice turned magical in Russian fairytales, where the hero often throws a comb that changes into a thick forest to protect him from pursuers.

The forest also held danger. The greatest rival to humans was the bear, “abbot of the forest.” He competed with humans for precious honey. According to legend, the bear had once been a man who was denied the bread and salt traditionally offered to guests as a sign of friendship. In revenge for this slight, he took on a frightening new shape and made the forest his stronghold, defending it against the species to which he had once belonged.6 Enemy soldiers often found refuge in the woods, a place where death was always lurking.

An early chronicle of Kyivan Rus describes forest dwellers as “magicians,” or as existing like “wild beasts”—in other words, as pagans.7 In those days, history was written by monks. As the Slavs embraced Orthodox Christianity, the forest became the repository of pre-Christian beliefs and mystical practices. The Christian church wished to extirpate the spirits and rituals that hid among the dense trees, but these endured in the form of superstition and fairytales—often told during tree felling, when whole villages camped deep in the woods and passed the evenings telling stories around a fire.8 In folklore, the ruler of the forest was Baba Yaga, the dreadful, fascinating witch who lived in an ambulatory hut on chicken legs. Baba Yaga loved to devour children and maidens, but at other times she took pity on those cast into the forest, giving them magical gifts. Guardian of a portal to the underworld, she ruled a bountiful forest where a hero could be transformed. Baba Yaga is probably a deformed version of a mother goddess from pre-Christian tradition. Stories about her are remnants of old initiation rites that marked the passage from childhood to adulthood, with symbolic death and rebirth achieved through a trip into the forest.9 The Virgin Mary was imported; Baba Yaga, in her forest hut, is the true mother of Russian culture.

Another folkloric character, the leshii, or wood goblin, embodied both the forest’s power of protection and its potential menace. Like Baba Yaga, he is a remnant of pre-Christian beliefs, and he has all the resentment of a defrocked deity. The leshii was sometimes called the “forest tsar,” “forest master,” or even “forest official,” in a tongue-in-cheek acknowledgment of nonhuman forms of sovereignty over natural spaces. Those who walked in the leshii’s realm had to play by his rules. Russian peasants knew that the spirit of the woods had to be appeased or avoided, lest he wreak havoc on human endeavors. Modern-minded people denounced this idea as backward; today, as human error causes a cascade of natural disasters, it seems wise.

As Russian agriculture expanded, the forest became an enemy. Backbreaking work was needed to fell and burn trees to make way for cultivated fields. A peasant family would often repeat this process several times, exhausting one field and going on to slash and burn the next plot of forest. The woods were home to wolves, bears, and unclean spirits, not a nurturing home but a dark past. As Slavs ventured east in search of the taiga’s precious furs, Christian missionaries in Siberia wielded their axes against the sacred trees of animist natives.

In the push and pull of Russian expansion, the forest often served as a refuge. When Russian colonists marched east into Siberia, many Indigenous peoples retreated into the taiga. So did escaped serfs, bandits, and religious dissidents. The Romanov dynasty consolidated its power over the Russian Orthodox Church in the seventeenth century, but a small group of schismatics, known as Old Believers, fled for the depths of the forest, where they preserved their old ways in sanctified isolation. Siberia’s remote forests and mountains became a paradoxical place of liberty and penal servitude. Old Believers bartered with fugitives, and political exiles documented the traditions of Indigenous people who still lived as hunter-fisher-gatherers and herders. Convicts sent to Siberia in the nineteenth century often absconded from their hard labor during the warmer months, when the call of the cuckoo bird, “General Kukushka,” roused them to escape into the forest. They liked to declare, “The prison is my father, and the taiga is my mother.”10

The Siberian taiga seemed infinite. But by the nineteenth century, some of Russia’s most gifted writers feared for Russia’s heartland forests, which were too quickly being turned into timber. This concern was allied with opposition to serfdom, one of Russia’s greatest moral blights. In 1852, Ivan Turgenev published a book of stories that celebrated the Russian countryside, lamented the high-speed felling of its forests, and portrayed serfs and peasants with dignity and compassion. At a time when many members of the Russian aristocracy viewed serfs as less than human, the book caused a sensation. It is credited with helping to bring about the emancipation of 1861. But the process of emancipation and associated land reforms accelerated deforestation, which became so severe that it affected rivers and precipitation. There were public debates about how to “emancipate” the woods and save them from the ravages of the market. The forest’s plight was taken up by Lev Tolstoy. As a young man, he participated in the military deforestation of the Caucasus; his experience in the army helped make him a writer, a pacifist, and a lifelong planter of trees. He used the proceeds from War and Peace to reforest his estate in central Russia, recycling books back into woods.

Tolstoy was one of a growing number of Russians who dreamed of an end to private property. In his uncompromising pacifism, however, he was an outlier in an age of mounting political violence. When the Bolsheviks executed the last tsar and his family in 1918, the royal bodies were left in unmarked graves in a forest outside Ekaterinburg. As the Russian Empire descended into civil war between revolutionaries and counterrevolutionaries, Reds and Whites, the countryside was caught in between. Peasants calling themselves the Green Armies resisted the requisition of their grain and waged an antigovernment insurgency from their lairs in the forest. In Siberia, the descendants of settlers and prisoners united with Indigenous peoples to resist Bolshevik rule; partisan armies dissolved into the taiga and then struck at unexpected moments, fending off Soviet control for years.

For those who fled the revolution, the forest and its inhabitants became emblems of exile. In Vladimir Nabokov’s first published story, “The Wood-Sprite,” a dreamy young man is visited by a “bony and implausible” creature who perches on an armchair “like a crow on a tree stump.” The sound of the creature’s rustling voice recalls all that the young émigré has lost.11 Russia’s black fir forests and white birches have been felled or burned; the leshii fled the country after finding a forest glade full of dead bodies. Published in 1921 in a Berlin newspaper for Russian émigrés, “The Wood-Sprite” expresses Nabokov’s own grief and anger at being driven out of Russia by the revolution.

Having vanquished their opponents, the Bolsheviks set out to bend nature to human will in their attempt to build a new world. This project entailed a refashioning of time itself: In the 1920s and 1930s, revolutionary time was imagined as entirely linear, accelerating like a train hurtling along a track. Any belief in the old logic of nature, and any pity for casualties, was counterrevolutionary. The passage from one season to the next, the familiar cycles of buds and blossoms, fading flowers and falling leaves, were no longer valid. But Stalin proved nostalgic for the old shelter of the zaseka. After the Second World War, he devised a scheme to plant immense walls of forest that would shield Russian cities and fields from the wild winds of the Central Asian steppe. Acorns became tools of ideology. Most of the trees that were planted died.

The Soviet approach to time and nature had disastrous results for humans and ecosystems alike, but survivors and witnesses learned from the trauma. As early as the 1950s, before much of the world cared about climate change, Soviet environmentalist writers recognized that breaking with the cycles of nature could destroy the forest, as well as other biomes, and upend the foundations of society. Tempered in the fire of the Soviet experiment, Soviet writers of the forest were prescient in their understanding of climate change and forest destruction. They saw that loss of the forest meant the loss of one of Russia’s most important refuges, its source of material and spiritual nourishment. To safeguard Russia’s national spirit, they believed that it was essential to protect its forests.

As the Soviet Union thawed, the leshii became a symbol of environmental degradation but also of the forest’s resilience, and even its potential for retaliation. In his 1959 short story “Tenants,” the dissident writer Andrei Sinyavsky imagined a communal apartment populated by a leshii and other creatures of Russian folklore made refugees by Soviet industrialization. Sinyavsky suggested that as people polluted the environment, the spirits of the forest would reemerge in unexpected places, with ruinous results. Nature would have its revenge, the forest’s murmur becoming a roar of righteous fury. Sinyavsky soon ended up in a prison camp felling trees.

It was fitting that the Soviet Union died in the forest. On December 8, 1991, Boris Yeltsin of Russia, Stanislav Shushkevich of Belarus, and Leonid Kravchuk of Ukraine met at a hunting lodge in the primeval forest of western Belarus and agreed to dissolve the Soviet Union. The accord sank Mikhail Gorbachev’s efforts to keep the union together, and he stepped down as president of the USSR a few weeks later. No longer anchored by an empire, Russia was adrift. Some Russians searched for reassurance, as well as berries and mushrooms, in the forest—and depended on garden plots for food as supply chains and currency collapsed. Environmental activists fought to protect forests from the new threats of privatization and global capitalism as Russia’s trees were offered to the highest bidder.

In the Russian Federation, trees have not lost their connection to Russia’s history of conquest and military might. Some of the most advanced weapons of war bear the names of trees. The Russian Navy’s prime nuclear-powered submarine is called the Ash Tree (Yasen), while the Strategic Rocket Forces field an intercontinental ballistic missile called the White Poplar (Topol). In November 2024, the Russians fired a new hypersonic intermediate-range ballistic missile called the Hazel Tree (Oreshnik) at a factory in the Ukrainian city of Dnipro. Ukraine, meanwhile, has developed a “Baba Yaga” combat drone: a bomb-dropping forest witch.

Under Putin, pro-regime writers are warrior-ideologues defining the “national idea”—and sometimes finding it in the forest. At the same time, the country is awash in fantasies of quitting corrupt civilization for a self-sufficient life in the woods. Some Russian citizens have escaped conscription to the war in Ukraine by disappearing into the forest, a time-honored tradition. At a moment of exceptional fragmentation, when much of the Russian liberal and leftist intelligentsia has fled the country, the image of the forest continues to bind together disparate factions.

And yet Russia’s forests are shrinking. From 2001 to 2023, Russia, the largest country in the world by area, lost about 11 percent of its tree cover.12 Russia is warming at more than twice the average global speed: One result is a dramatic increase in forest fires. The world’s newspaper readers have been shocked in recent years to learn that even Siberia—the land of permafrost and nine-month winters, shoulder-deep snow and rare tigers—is aflame. Wildfires are a natural phenomenon in the taiga, but warmer, drier conditions have made them more severe and more frequent. In 2021, Siberia’s forests were ravaged by the biggest wildfires in Russia’s history, larger than those in all the rest of the world combined.13 An area of forest twice the size of Ireland was burned. For the first time ever recorded, smoke reached the North Pole. In 2022, smoke from Russian wildfires reached California.14 In 2024, wildfires swept Siberia and the Russian Far East; the burned area was 50 percent larger than that of the previous year’s fires.15 While Russia was focused on the war in Ukraine and its consequences, its own landscape was transformed. As permafrost and glaciers melt, as forests and peat bogs burn, Russia is faced with profound questions about its future identity.

The dream of subjugating nature is deeply embedded in many societies, especially Christian ones. In the Book of Genesis, God tells Adam and Eve to “fill the earth and subdue it,” naming them rulers of all living things. Advancing technology gave humanity ever more effective ways of subordinating the earth to human needs and desires. But today many of us are remembering that we are not above or outside the nonhuman world, and never will be. Here the forest history of Russia and its empires offers a certain comfort, a new way of seeing. Faced with an exceptionally harsh climate and centuries of political repression and upheaval, inhabitants of northern Eurasia cultivated a resilience that has much to teach us as the planet enters a new age of political and climatic extremes. These forest dwellers never forgot what it was like to live at the mercy of nature. Through their stories, we can learn not only about the bounty, beauty, and refuge offered by the forest but also about how to survive in hard times.

In Anton Chekhov’s last play, a felled cherry orchard stands for the death of the old social order. The fate of the vast northern Eurasian forests will help determine the future climate of the whole world. Recent battles fought in the charred forests of Ukraine have shaped European history and international geopolitics. As in a fairytale, the forest is the threshold between the worlds of the living and the dead, between arrogant new gods and disgruntled old ones. The story of these forests is a testament to human cruelty, shortsightedness, and vain ambition. But it is also a tale of resilience and of the power of art.




CHAPTER 1

A Fortress in the Taiga

A man rows a canoe along a broad, glassy river. As he approaches the sandy shore, he fires two shots from his rifle. Villagers rush to greet him and his honored guest: a bear. The hunter has already opened the bear’s coat in the forest and removed its shoes and gloves. In other words, he has skinned it. Women and children kiss the animal’s pelt, stroke its staring face, and implore it not to frighten them when they pick berries in the forest. The bear is lowered into a specially prepared house adorned with its favorite tree, a young Siberian pine. Now men sing songs of Torum, the forest’s god and the bear’s father. The soul of Torum’s son must be returned home with due pomp, so that he will not trouble the people who killed him. “Out of wood,” the men sing, “a gallant new man was created.” Like bears, humans depend on the forest for their existence.[1]

The people celebrating this ritual are Khanty who live near the Agan River, in northwestern Siberia. Their ancestors arrived in the region by 500 CE, long before a Slav ever set foot there. The bear’s arrival was captured in Sons of Torum, a 1989 film by an Estonian writer and filmmaker named Lennart Meri. In 1941, at age twelve, Meri had been exiled to the Volga River region after Stalin annexed Estonia.[2] He later became fascinated by Uralic languages like Khanty and Mansi, which are related to Hungarian and, more distantly, to Finnish and Estonian. The members of this far-flung linguistic family shared more than vocabulary; they were united by a history of domination by Russia. Sons of Torum is an ode to survival and return. Meri became the second president of newly independent Estonia in 1992, bringing the memory of Siberia’s forests to the highest rungs of Estonia’s government. In 2006, he was buried in Tallinn’s Forest Cemetery, where Estonian luminaries rest eternally among the trees.

The Khanty bear ceremony survived encounters first with imperial Russian missionaries and colonizers, then with forced Soviet modernization, collectivization, and executions. Some of the earliest information about Khanty religious traditions comes from Russian priests who sent their reports to the archbishop of Siberia to alert him to the problem of continued paganism.[3] In the latter half of the nineteenth century, ethnographers became fascinated by the bear ceremony. Finnish and Hungarian visitors were particularly attracted by the linguistic link to their own languages. It was mind-boggling to think that one branch of the same population had ended up in the baroque palaces of Budapest while another had remained hunter-fisher-gatherers in the remote northern forests.

The strange kinship had a whiff of alternative history: What would have happened if Hungarians had never adopted agriculture, never become owners of grand estates, never built cities? Well into the twentieth century, the Khanty relied for their survival on their reindeer herds and on the gifts of the forest and rivers: berries and pine nuts, dried and smoked fish, frozen meat, dried birds. Their forest lifeway still resembled societies that existed across northern Eurasia for millennia. Once upon a time, the people living in this area were at the vanguard of human development.

A few hundred kilometers northwest of the river where Meri filmed, a sandy elevated spit overlooks the vast expanse of the West Siberian plain. Whorls of Siberian pine, spruce, and larch cede to brown, squelching swamp. This stretch of forest is the last before the beginning of Arctic tundra to the north. It is traced with wide, slow rivers, still the principal routes of transport for the Khanty and other Indigenous people—by boat in summer, and in winter, along the ice. White moss, food for reindeer, foams on the ground beneath the trees.

This remote expanse of taiga hardly seems like a cradle of human innovation. Today, it sits squarely in the middle of nowhere. Yet it contains one of the oldest-known fortified settlements in the world. The Amnya site, named for the nearby river of that name, has astonished the archaeology world and helped overturn assumptions about how societies progress over time, changing from peaceful hunter-gatherer communities to agrarian societies characterized by private property, social inequality, and warfare. Radiocarbon dating published in 2023 shows that the fortifications were built eight thousand years ago—almost five thousand years earlier than researchers had thought such settlements were first established in the region, and many centuries before the appearance of similar forts in Europe. The tiny, wooded citadel is the northernmost Stone Age stronghold anywhere in Eurasia. It survived in part because the area’s forest, too cold and swampy for agriculture, has never been plowed. Up to the present day, the Indigenous people living nearby have refrained from building over the visible house pits. According to their traditional cosmology, digging is dangerous, because it risks disturbing the spirits of the lower world.[4]

This fortified settlement, and numerous similar, more recent promontory forts in the Ob River region, offer a tantalizing riddle for archaeologists. Why did Neolithic people need forts in the first place? What were these fortifications meant to protect, at a time long before trade? And how did Neolithic hunter-fisher-gatherers manage to construct this monumental architecture so deep in the northern forest, in a place that even today is seventeen hours by car from the nearest major Russian city?

There is clearly something exceptional about the Ob River basin. The area shows evidence of continuous habitation since the Neolithic period. A former riverbed nearby, abandoned by the larger river-course and reduced to a dead-end lake, provides one clue. This area is known even today for its abundant fish. It is home to pike, perch, and whitefish, as well as exotic, fatty northern fish of the salmonid family: tender, silvery muksun, white-fleshed nelma, and the hucho taimen, which makes for delectable “taiga sushi,” as Henny Piezonka, a German archaeologist studying the Amnya site, described it. With its blue-green head and luminous, sunset-colored tail, the taimen is so big that Chinese and Mongolian legends render it as a kind of sea monster. The so-called river wolf or river tiger is known to prey on rats, ducks, and muskrats, though it usually hunts other fish. It can grow to be up to six feet long and one hundred pounds, and it can live for fifty-five years. The taimen makes the Amnya site look modern: It has existed for fifty million years.[5]

Archaeologists suspect that the Amnya settlement was built to store and protect the bounty caught in this relict lake, which is a perfect place to fish using a weir, an underwater fence. The Khanty and Selkup, another Indigenous group in the area, still fish using weirs—as Piezonka put it, “technology perfected eight thousand years ago.” Sons of Torum shows how Khanty men strip pine roots with their knives and teeth, smoothing them until they are supple as leather. The roots are used to bind wooden laths, forming a screen to trap fish in a lake after they swim in during the spring. In the autumn, when it becomes cold enough to preserve them, the fish can be pulled out of the water without the aid of lines or nets.

Such piscine bounty demanded new ways of living. A weir cannot be abandoned for a season. It requires year-round maintenance, as well as protection from enemies and wild animals such as bears. A weir could make the difference between a well-fed winter and death by starvation. This explains why nomadic or seminomadic hunter-gatherers chose to build a fortress on the riverbank and commit to settling down. The strong but flexible roots of the Siberian pine, woven into a weir, bound them to a single place.

The Neolithic hunter-fisher-gatherers lived relatively well. Like the Khanty as late as the twentieth century, they hunted forest animals and ate preserved fish in winter; in spring, they turned to migratory birds arriving from the south; in autumn, they caught fish and elk migrating from the other side of the Ural Mountains. The beginning of the Neolithic period was the moment when people began to use ceramic vessels as well as wooden ones, and this area near the Amnya is the first place in the region where pottery has been found. Before ceramics, containers were made of birch bark, which can be used for baking but cannot be held over an open flame. Clay pottery made it possible to simmer, a process essential to making fish oil or fish glue, and to store food safely over long periods. (The local Indigenous people still make fish glue from pike bones.) The taiga’s long stretches of subzero weather, meanwhile, allowed the Neolithic people to freeze meat and oils.

The accumulation of precious food opened new possibilities for social organization. Inequality resulted, as did property rights and collective projects such as the construction of the fort.[6] And there was war. Fish oil and fish meal, easy to store and transport but requiring much labor in its acquisition and preparation, was an appealing target for raiders. The Amnya complex shows evidence of the first stone arrowheads in the region, contemporaneous with the emergence of fortified settlements. Archaeologists suggest that they were used for war rather than hunting. This warfare may have been a product not only of competition for existing resources but also of prehistoric climate change. Around 6200–6050 BCE, the climate cooled, causing population movements and prompting hunter-gatherers around northern Eurasia to mark their territory in novel ways; hunter-gatherers in Russian Karelia, at the border of present-day Finland, began to use formal cemeteries.

Away from their fortified home, the taiga dwellers built small structures and made offerings, depositing stone arrowheads and pottery decorated with the sculpted heads of birds and animals. The worshippers set the structures alight and then heaped them with soil, pouring out vivid red ochre to close the ceremony. As the ritual was repeated, red hills grew; they contain animal bones, antlers, and human skulls. The hills prefigure the burial mounds of the Scythian warrior-nomads of Siberia as well as the festive bonfires of the pagan Slavs—a tradition that continues even today.

The Amnya site’s rustling, wet expanse of trees and swamp has yielded a new understanding of human progress. The establishment of agriculture is still widely considered to be an essential step on the road to social “complexity”: accumulation, private property, social hierarchies, economic inequality, military conquest. The Neolithic Amnya fort shows that warfare and surplus economies can be sustained for millennia without agriculture, and that hunter-fisher-gatherers, who have often been imagined as primitive and peaceful, may have been more warlike and more sophisticated than scientific tradition had assumed. Even in the 2020s, the Siberian forest murmurs with startling secrets. It is a treasure chest, a hiding place, a fortress. The dream of living in absolute freedom in the woods, following a lifestyle not so different from that of hunter-fisher-gatherers, recurs again and again in Russian history—which has a habit of relapsing into the distant past.

In the prehistoric period, the taiga’s fish determined the course of human civilization. During the medieval era, it was the taiga’s furs that would reshape Eurasian economies and societies. During that period, fortifications around the Ob River served as safe storage points for the precious sable pelts collected by Indigenous hunters—Khanty, Mansi, Selkup, and Nenets—who sold them to traders or surrendered them as tribute. The mysterious northern forests of Siberia and northern Russia were renowned throughout medieval Eurasia as the source of furs that were traded as far as China, Italy, and North Africa, coveted by monarchs and aristocrats, traders and warlords. Archaeologists have found Persian Sassanid silver, ornate Byzantine vessels, and Chinese coins at forts in the Ob River basin, which was a spur of the Silk Road.[7]

Fur first became fashionable in the Islamic world. In the tenth century, Arab rulers and European kings wore dresses made of black and red fox fur. The very best fur, the most gorgeous pelts in the purest tints, came from northern European Russia and from northwestern Siberia, which became known to the Islamic world as “the land of darkness.” By the eleventh century, Europe’s monarchs, lords and ladies were draping themselves in sable, ermine, and “vair,” squirrel fur sewn into heraldic patterns. Later, they trimmed their brightly colored woolen clothes in gray and white “minever,” another name for squirrel. The fashion caught on among merchants and craftsmen. In 1327 England restricted fur-wearing to royalty and people of “high birth with incomes over 100 pounds per annum.” The effort failed, and upwardly mobile English people continued to deck their ambition in animal pelts.[8]

As western Europe hacked down its forests to make way for agriculture, its taste for fur only grew. The most desirable gray-blue and white winter squirrel pelts, favorites of Henry III and Edward I of England, came from Scandinavia and northern Russia. The Siberian forests, still nearly untouched, were a treasure trove. Fur could be exchanged for silver, fine woolen textiles, salt, and other luxury goods. It could even be a tool of diplomacy, sent to foreign rulers as a gesture of goodwill. For centuries, furs were by far the most valuable commodity coming from the dark northern lands, and one of the most valuable luxury goods circulating in Eurasia. The fur trading network reached as far as Spain, North Africa, China, and India. Once small groups of hunter-gatherers had fought over fish meal in the taiga; now states and armies across Eurasia competed for fur.

Controlling the fur trade depended on controlling the people who knew best how to trap the elusive sable, ermine, squirrel, and other creatures. But who were these expert hunters? Thanks to the fur trade, the peoples of the northern Eurasian forests were vaguely known as far away as Central Asia and China. The first accounts of the people dwelling on the southern edges of Siberia are from Chinese chronicles rather than Russian ones. The word taiga (the stress comes on the final “a”), synonymous with Siberia’s forests today, is not a Russian word but a Turkic name that comes from these earlier encounters with the forest peoples.

The forest and its inhabitants sparked the imagination of the era’s travel writers, who did not restrain their fancy. The twelfth-century Muslim traveler Abū Hāmid described one of the Islamic world’s first fur sources: “On the sea is an area of darkness, known under the name Iura.” The people of Iura (a name for the Indigenous people of western Siberia) have no war and no animals for transportation, “only huge trees and forests in which there is a lot of honey, and they have a lot of sables.”[9] The forest provides for all their needs. In the summer the sun does not set for forty days, and in the winter the night lasts for forty days—a nightmare for Muslims, whose religious practices depend on more regular cycles. Most striking is Abū Hāmid’s description of Iura’s trade:


The merchants say that the land of darkness is not far from them and that the people of Iura go to this land of darkness and enter it with torches and find there a large tree not unlike a large village, and in it is a large animal, which, they say, is a bird. They bring goods with them, and each merchant puts his property down in a separate place, makes his sign on it and goes away. Then after a while they return and find goods that are needed in their country. And each man finds some of those things near his own goods; if he agrees, then he takes them; if not, he gathers his own things and leaves the others and no exchange takes place. And they do not know from whom they are buying these goods.[10]



The single large tree, with its single bird inhabitant, represents the huge, frightening treasure chest of the taiga. It yields its riches only to the initiated, who trade their furs through a string of mysterious middlemen. The process is opaque enough to seem mythical.

The Eastern Slavs, too, imagined the fur-collecting peoples of the north as creatures from a fairytale. In the Primary Chronicle of 1096, the writer recounts a story told to him by a certain Giuriata Rogovich of Novgorod. According to Rogovich, the Iugra (an alternate version of “Iura”), Indigenous people of northwestern Siberia, described mountains that reached from the heavens to the sea. From the mountains, the Iugra said, could be heard the sound of voices, people cutting their way out of the rock. Though their language was incomprehensible, it was somehow evident that the people in the mountain were asking for more iron. In exchange, they would trade furs to the Iugra. But most of the year, the route to these mysterious mountain dwellers was impassable thanks to forest, snow, and precipices.

Beneath its fabulously improbable surface, this medieval game of telephone likely contains several kernels of truth. Travelers of the period exaggerated all their tales of unfamiliar peoples. But by telling this story, the Iugra may have been discouraging the Slavs from establishing direct contact with their trading partners, or from attempting to extract the forest’s riches themselves.[11] The Iugra had good reason to protect their status as middlemen, which brought profit and safety. For several centuries, they would succeed in preserving their land of darkness from the incursions of Russian colonizers.

The city-state of Novgorod was an early seat of Slavic power, existing from the ninth to the fifteenth centuries. At its peak, it stretched from the Baltics to the Urals. Its capital city was built with the wood of the surrounding forests. Oak, lime, and elm were used for the most valuable structures; the more abundant pine, spruce, and birch served for everything else.[12] Novgorod was a forest transmuted into a society, a kingdom of woodworking. It grew rich from its forests, where precious furs were so abundant that medieval visitors to Novgorod reported silky-coated animals falling from the sky. The Novgorodians were the first Slavic people to conquer the northern forest west of the Urals. Beginning in the eleventh century, they forced the Komi, natives of northeastern European Russia who are distantly related to the Hungarians, Finns, and Estonians, to bring them fur tribute. Now the native hunters were not traders exchanging pelts for weapons, metals, and other goods, as in the fanciful tales about the Iura/Iugra, but subjects paying tax to Slavic lords.

A fifteenth-century account of an exploratory trip into Siberia by Novgorodian merchants in search of fur, “On unknown men in the eastern land,” describes the peoples encountered along the way. These sketches are outlandish and clearly fanciful, drawing on a long-standing tradition of European myths about semihuman tribes.[13] The first group are described as cannibals who serve their own children as a welcome meal for the visiting merchants. But other descriptions can be read as a kind of magical ethnography. One group lives in the sea for a month every year as its people shed their old skins and grow new ones—perhaps a reference to the practice of wearing fish leather, common among northern peoples, and to seasonal migration. Another tribe is mouthless. Its mute members eat by putting food under their caps and chewing with their shoulders—a highly embroidered version of a people who speak a language unintelligible to the merchants or their interpreters. Another group dies for two months every winter, then returns to life. This is simply hibernation: a merging of humans with bears. The historian Janet Martin has pointed out that this story was not pure invention: The locations of the peoples described and the indication of who had sable were accurate.[14] Ethnography began as a means of gathering information essential to trade and war. In the northern forests, fur was the center of every story, the logic that shaped every intercultural interaction.

According to Khanty cosmology, the bear, the son of Torum, was a creature of the upper realm. Torum banished him to the forest for bad behavior. Human visitors to the Siberian taiga often saw it as a place of exile—or of escape. This included anthropologists and ethnographers. In the nineteenth century, many Russian scholars of Indigenous culture were intellectuals who had been banished to Siberia for political reasons. Unwilling to let their energies go to waste, they devoted themselves to documenting and analyzing the traditions and languages of the many peoples of Siberia, which comprise Uralic, Tungusic, Paleosiberian, Turkic, Mongolic, and other subgroups. Ethnography continued to thrive in the early Soviet Union, which was intent on mapping and understanding Indigenous peoples in order to reshape them into modern Soviet subjects.

In the 1920s, the intrepid Russian scholar Raisa Mitusova became the first ethnographer to study the area between the lower Nadym River and the upper Tromagan, Agan, and Pur Rivers, a region inhabited by the Khanty, Selkup, and Nenets, the northern neighbors of the Khanty. As the daughter of a Novgorod noblewoman and the young widow of a White Army officer—a biography that marked her as a potential “enemy of the people”—she may have known that the taiga was the safest place for her. She spent months migrating with the nomadic forest Nenets. She often slept outdoors with them; her hosts spread a piece of canvas on the snow and covered it with deerskins, then heaped her with the fur coats she had collected for her ethnographic museum. She learned both Nenets and Khanty on her own, and soon came to be respected by the two communities.

When Mitusova visited the Khanty of the Agan River, she found that centuries of contact with Russian missionaries and traders had had little effect; they were still almost untouched by Russian culture. Though they were considered Christian for official purposes, they continued to practice their traditional forms of worship. Mitusova was particularly intrigued by the bear ceremony, part of which she managed to attend and record. Her research was put to an end by Stalin’s purges: She was arrested on spurious conspiracy charges and shot in 1937. But the materials she collected survived, a priceless testament to the cultures of the forest and tundra.[15]

The forest and the snow were not deep enough to protect Mitusova; neither was the forest dense enough to save the northwestern Siberians. Soviet collectivization extended to Indigenous people, including hunter-fisher-gatherers and herders like the Khanty and Nenets. According to Soviet logic, oceans, rivers, and forests could be treated like factories, and their output of whales, seals, fish, and wood could be ramped up the same way output could be increased in a modern steel plant.[16] Reindeer were seized and sent to the area’s new collective farm, and opponents of collectivization were exiled. The Khanty were concentrated in “national settlements,” to promote a supposedly more civilized way of life; this forced settlement destroyed traditional patterns of subsistence and thus Khanty independence from the state.[17] Children were taken from their families and put in Soviet boarding schools.

Nomads and seminomads like the Khanty were much more likely than sedentary populations to rebel against the Soviets; it was easier for them to pack up and leave a territory, taking their reindeer and other possessions with them. Shamans led the rebellions. After years of mounting tension over collectivization and the forced schooling of children, the Soviets offended Khanty and Nenets religious practice by forcing them to fish in a sacred lake. After unsuccessful attempts at negotiation, the Khanty took Soviet emissaries hostage and sacrificed them in a ritual killing on the lake’s frozen surface.

According to the Khanty writer Eremei Aipin, the rebels built defensive structures on the frozen lake and poured water over them, making an ice fortress—a tactic the Khanty had refined many centuries ago, and one that may have been used by prehistoric dwellers of earthen fortresses like the one at the Amnya site. The insurrectionists managed to defeat the first Soviet detachment, but reinforcements arrived and bombed the ice fortress from above. Some rebels were killed or captured; others scattered to the east or to the northern tundra. The Soviet secret police pursued rebels by plane across tundra and forest for eight months. Those captured, among them twenty-nine shamans, were executed.[18] This was a final, painful chapter in the conquest of Siberia.

One of the groups described by the fifteenth-century Novgorodian travelers knew the way to an underground city where trade occurred in absolute silence. Ethnographers and anthropologists have since documented the Khanty belief in silence as a gesture of respect to the other creatures and spirits with whom they share the forest. In a 2013 documentary film, Khanty linguist Agrafena Pesikova explained that for the Khanty, silence and unobtrusiveness are paramount. Khanty strive not to be seen or heard in the forest, not to leave a trace of themselves. Rather than worshipping the spirits of a place, the Khanty try not to trouble them.

“You shouldn’t disturb the beings living around you,” Pesikova explained. “Neither animals nor spirits, neither gods nor devils are to be disturbed. They live for themselves and we live for ourselves.” It is a philosophy of tactful coexistence, without a sense of absolute evil or absolute good.[19] In Khanty tradition there is no concept of “wilderness” or “nature.” There is no division between the forest and inhabited space, because the forest is itself fully inhabited. Territorial relationships are always being negotiated and renegotiated. Good manners are as imperative in a forest glade as they would be in the home of a friend—more important, because in the forest bad manners can spell fatal misfortune.

As we will see in the next chapters, this ethos is profoundly different from the Russian Orthodox Christian worldview, which maintained a Manichean sense of good and evil and called on Russians to subdue nature as God had commanded. Agents of the Russian Empire and then the Soviet Union subscribed to the idea, still prevalent today, of linear progress from “primitive” hunter-gatherers to “complex” sedentary societies. The recently uncovered prehistory of northwestern Siberia challenges this narrative; the Neolithic people at Amnya and later the Khanty, Mansi, Selkup, and Nenets proved that sophistication was possible without agriculture or a sedentary way of life. The history of Siberia’s conquest is another reminder of the heights achieved by nomadic societies. The first empire builders to lay claim to Siberia were not the settled Slavs but the Mongols, who were seduced by the riches of the taiga.

[image: Map illustrating the regions influenced by the Golden Horde and its conquest of Siberia, featuring towns and landmarks like Moscow, Khiva, and Bukhara. Includes artwork of animals, warriors, and ships across the map.]



CHAPTER 2

The Golden Horde and the Tree of Life

In the beginning there was a blue-gray wolf, and a fallow doe who was his wife. They crossed the sea, or perhaps only Lake Baikal, and they settled at the source of the Onon River, where steppe and forested mountains meet. The wolf and the deer had a son, and their son had a son. A boy was born: Yesugei Ba’atur. He became a Mongol chief. One day he was hunting with falcons along the river when he encountered a member of the Merkit, a rival tribe. This Merkit was accompanied by a beautiful young girl. Yesugei stole her.[1] Soon she bore a son, who arrived clutching a clot of blood as big as a knucklebone.

This son, called Temujin, was born among forest people who hunted foxes, wolves, deer, and forest antelopes. They lived in small tents made of wool and bark, rather than in felt yurts like the steppe herders, and they traveled by reindeer or by ski, the fastest way to move without the help of an animal.[2] One of these forest people brought baby Temujin sable swaddling from the sacred crescent of Burkhan Khaldun, the mountain that rose from the green sea of forest and marked the beginning of the northern lands—Siberia.

When Temujin was only nine years old, enemies killed his father. Another tribe took power, food grew scarce, and Temujin and his family were driven back into the depths of the forest, alone. His mother fed her sons on forest crab apples

















[image: In the photograph, Andrei Rublev is dressed in a cloak. He stands in a misty meadow, surrounded by tall grass and slender trees, looking over his shoulder directly at the camera. The nature worshipper is visible in the background, partially obscured by the fog.]
Andrei Rublev and a nature worshipper Mosfilm











[image: The hand-drawn map of Siberia is medieval in style, depicting various scenes, including figures on horseback, trees, boats on water, people engaging in activities like hunting and farming, and a castle. Various interconnecting rivers divide the land into sections.]
A map of Siberia from the Remezov Chronicle










[image: Map of Western Russia with labelled cities and geographical features. Notable locations include Moscow, St. Petersburg, and the Black Sea. Bodies of water like the White Sea and Caspian Sea are visible, along with regions such as Crimea and Karelia.]
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