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How Much Land Does A Man Need?

An elder sister came from the town to visit her younger
sister in the country. This elder sister was married to a mer-
chant and the younger to a peasant in the village. The two
sisters sat down for a talk over a cup of tea and the elder
started boasting about the superiority of town life, with all
its comforts, the fine clothes her children wore, the exquisite
food and drink, the skating, parties and visits to the
theatre.

The younger sister resented this and in turn scoffed at
the life of a merchant’s wife and sang the praises of her own
life as a peasant.

‘T wouldn’t care to change my life for yours,” she said. ‘I
admit mine is dull, but at least we have no worries. You live
in grander style, but you must do a great deal of business or
you’ll be ruined. You know the proverb, “Loss is Gain’s elder
brother.” One day you are rich and the next you might find
yourself out in the street. Here in the country we don’t have
those ups and downs. A peasant’s life may be poor, but it’s
long. Although we may never be rich, we’ll always have
enough to eat.’

Then the elder sister said her piece.
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‘Enough to eat indeed with nothing but those filthy pigs
and calves! What do you know about nice clothes and good
manners! However hard your good husband slaves away
you’ll spend your lives in the muck and that’s where you’ll
die. And the same goes for your children.’

‘Well, what of it?’ the younger sister retorted. “That’s how
it is here. But at least we know where we are. We don’t have
to crawl to anyone and we’re afraid of no one. But you in
the town are surrounded by temptations. All may be well
one day, the next the Devil comes along and tempts your
husband with cards, women and drink. And then you’re
ruined. It does happen, doesn’t it?’ '

Pakhom, the younger sister’s husband, was lying over the
stove listening to the women’s chatter.

‘It’s true what you say,” he said. ‘“Take me. Ever since I was
a youngster I’ve been too busy tilling the soil to let that kind
of nonsense enter my head. My only grievance is that I don’t
have enough land. Give me enough of that and I'd fear no
one - not even the Devil himself!’

The sisters finished their tea, talked a little longer about
dresses, cleared away the tea things and went to bed.

But the Devil had been sitting behind the stove and had
heard everything. He was delighted that a peasant’s wife
had led her husband to boast that if he had enough land
he would fear no one, not even the Devil. ‘Good!’ he
thought. ‘T’ll have a little game with you. I shall see that
you have plenty of land and that way I’ll get you in my
clutches!’

How Much Land Does A Man Need?

Not far from the village lived a lady with a small estate of
about three hundred acres. She had always been on good
terms with the peasants and had never ill-treated them. But
then she had taken on an old soldier to manage her estate
and he proceeded to harass the peasants by constantly
imposing fines. No matter how careful Pakhom was, one of
his horses might stray into the lady’s oats, or a cow might
sometimes wander into her garden, or some calves might
venture out on to her meadows. Every time this happened
he would have to pay a fine.

Pakhom would pay up and then he would go and swear
at his family and beat them. All that summer Pakhom had
to put up with a great deal from that manager, so he wel-
comed winter when it came and his cattle had to be kept in
the shed: although he begrudged the fodder, at least he
wouldn’t have to worry about them straying.

That winter word got round that the lady wanted to sell
some of her land and that the innkeeper on the highway was
trying to agree on a price with her. The peasants took this
news very badly. ‘If that innkeeper gets his hands on that
land he’ll start slapping even more fines on us than that
manager. But we can’t survive without it, we all depend on
it for our living.

So a few peasants, in the name of the village commune,
begged the lady not to sell any of her land to the innkeeper
and to let them buy it, offering her a better price. The lady
agreed. Then the members of the commune thought of
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buying the whole estate. They met once, they met twice, but
no progress was made: the Devil had set them at loggerheads
and there was nothing they could agree upon. In the end
they decided to buy the land in separate lots, each according
to what he could afford. The lady agreed to this as well.

One day Pakhom learned that one of his ncighbours was
buying about fifty acres and that the lady had taken half
payment in cash, allowing the man one year to pay the bal-
ance. This made Pakhom very envious. “They’ll buy up all
the land,” he thought, ‘and I'll be left with nothing.’ So he
conferred with his wife. ,

‘Everyone’s buying land,” he said. ‘We must get hold of
twenty acres, or thereabouts. If we don’t we won't be able
to live, what with that manager bleeding us white with fines.’

So they racked their brains as to how they could buy some
of the land. They had a hundred roubles saved up, so that
by selling a foal and half their bees, by sending one of their
sons out to work for someone who paid wages in advance
and borrowing from a brother-in-law, they managed to
scrape together half the money.

Then Pakhom took the money, chose about thirty acres of
partly wooded land and went off to the lady to see if he could
strike a deal. He managed to get the thirty acres, they shook
hands on it and Pakhom paid a deposit. Then they went into
town and signed the deeds, Pakhom paying half cash down
and pledging to settle the balance within two years.

And so Pakhom now had land. He borrowed money for
seeds and sowed the newly bought land; the harvest was
excellent. Within a year he had repaid both the lady and his
brother-in-law. Now he was a landowner, in the full sense of
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the word: he ploughed and sowed his own fields, reaped his
own hay, cut his own timber and could pasture his cattle on
his own land. Whenever he rode out to plough the land
which was now his for ever, or to inspect his young corn and
meadows, he was filled with joy. He felt that the grass that
grew and the flowers that bloomed were different from any
other grass and flowers. Before, when he had ridden over
that land, it had seemed the same as any other. But now it
was something quite special.

So Pakhom lived a landowner’s life and he was happy. And
in fact all would have been well had other peasants not tres-
passed on his cornfields and meadows. He spoke to them
very politely, but they took no notice. Herdsmen let their
cows stray on to his meadows, then horses wandered into
his corn on their way home from night pasture. Again and
again Pakhom drove them out without taking further action,
but in the end he lost patience and complained to the Dis-
trict Court. He knew very well that the peasants weren’t
doing it deliberately but because they were short of land.
But still he thought, ‘T can’t let this go on. Before long they’ll
have destroyed all I have. I must teach them a lesson.’

So he taught them a lesson in court, then another, making
several of them pay fines. Pakhom’s neighbours resented this
and once again began to let their cattle stray on his land,
this time on purpose. One night someone managed to get
into Pakhom'’s wood and felled about ten young lime-trees
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