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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The main theme of my research is the interaction between the agricultural 
settlers and the environment of the steppe region from the eighteenth to the 
early twentieth centuries, as ever larger areas of grassland were ploughed up 
and turned over to grain cultivation. Environmental history - the history of the 
interaction between humans and the natural world and their attempts to 
understand that world - is one of the fastest growing areas of historical 
research. Humans have come to understand their relationship with, and 
impact on, natural environments most readily when they have found 
themselves in unfamiliar conditions. Over the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, the steppes of the Russian Empire were settled by farmers who 
came from quite different environmental conditions. Many originated from 
the forested, fairly infertile, but humid heartland of Russia or from the more 
fertile land of what is now northern Ukraine. The settlers also included migrants 
from German lands who responded to invitations from Catherine the Great.1 
On moving onto the steppes, these Russian, Ukrainian and German settlers 
encountered a vast grassland, often described as a ‘sea of grass’, with very 
fertile black soil, the famed chernozem, but low and unreliable rainfall, and 
few trees. They had to adapt and alter their ways of life, changing their 
agricultural methods and using new building materials, for example, while 
seeking to understand this unfamiliar environment and their relationship with 
it.2  

 
The prominent environmental historian John McNeill has pointed out that 'the 
sweep of Russian frontier expansion' is 'cry[ing] out ... for the attention of 
environmental historians.'3 My research goes some way towards addressing 
this need by analysing the settlement of Russia's steppe frontier. It will also 
make a significant contribution to the relatively small, but growing, body of 
work on the environmental history of Russia as a whole.4 By focusing on the 
interaction between humans and the natural environment, moreover, my 
research serves as a useful counterbalance to the overemphasis on 
'environmental determinist' interpretations of Russia's history.5 
 
My research makes a contribution to another aspect of Russian history that 
has attracted much interest in recent years: the study of Russia as a empire.6 
An important aspect of much of this work has been a focus on the periphery 
rather than the centre.7 Indeed, the steppe region and its inhabitants have 
been the subject of a number of books in recent years. Michael 
Khodarkovsky8 and Willard Sunderland9 have paid particular attention to 
empire building and the interaction between ethnic groups across the steppe 
region as a whole. A number of monographs have considered particular 
ethnic groups or regions on the steppes, for example: Thomas M. Barrett10 and 
Shane O’Rourke11 on the cossacks; Khodarkovsky on the Kalmyk nomads;12 
and John R. Staples on a region of southern Ukraine inhabited by German 
and Slav settlers as well as Nogai nomads.13 Several of these books, for 
example those by Barrett, O'Rourke and Staples, included discussion of 
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environmental issues. What will be original about this proposed monograph is 
that environmental history will be placed at the heart of the story of the 
interaction between the population as a whole and the environment across 
the entire steppe region.  
 
A further feature of my research is the comparative framework and global 
perspective. The Russian experience on the steppes was part of a broader 
encounter between farmers, mostly of European origins, and grasslands 
around the globe. The environment of the steppes is the direct counterpart of 
the prairies and Great Plains of North America, the pampas of Argentina and 
similar regions in Australasia. The steppes can, to some extent, be considered 
as an addition to Alfred Crosby's 'neo-Europes': regions in temperate parts of 
the globe that were settled by Europeans, who transformed them into lands 
with productive European-style agriculture.14 In all these regions, the 
indigenous populations were displaced, together with the native flora and 
fauna, and the fertile grasslands were ploughed up to grow grain, 
increasingly wheat, to feed the expanding urban populations of the 
industrialising cities of Europe and North America. Historians have compared 
the development of agriculture on the grasslands of North and South 
America.15 I have written elsewhere about comparisons and connections 
between the steppes and the Great Plains.16  
 
The main focus, however, is on Russia. As well as considering the relationship 
between humans and the steppe environment, my research also sheds light 
on other questions. The Russian encounter with the steppes raises questions 
about Russian identity: the forested heartland of Russia has in many ways 
been integral to Russia's sense of identity. The expansion of the empire and 
settlement of regions with very different landscapes changed the way 
Russians thought about and represented their native land.17  Since the steppe 
region straddles the ancient (the river Don) and the modern (the Ural 
mountains and Ural river) borders between 'Europe' and 'Asia', the 
incorporation of the steppes was one of the factors that prompted Russians to 
consider their place in the world: was Russia European, Asiatic, or did it have 
distinct identity of its own? This recurring theme in Russian intellectual and 
cultural life has attracted attention from historians of Russian imperialism and 
culture as well as geographers,18 and merits further attention from the 
perspective of environmental history.    
 
The Russian steppes form part of the vast semi-arid grassland that stretches 
from Hungary to Mongolia. The Russian steppes extend as far south as the 
Black and Caspian Seas and the Caucasus mountains. The time period 
covered needs explanation: the main focus will be on the period between 
around 1700 and the early twentieth century. The start date approximates to 
Peter the Great's foundation of the Russian Empire. This was formally 
proclaimed after the defeat of Sweden on the Baltic in 1721, but a crucial 
antecedent was Peter's conquest in 1696 of the Turkish fortress of Azov, near 
the delta of the river Don, one of the major rivers flowing through the steppes. 
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Although Azov changed hands again before its final transfer from Ottoman to 
Romanov rule, its conquest was key to the Russian annexation of the rest of 
the steppe region over the eighteenth century. The end to the main period 
covered by this book will be the Empire's demise during the First World War. By 
1914, all but the most arid parts of the steppe region had been settled, 
ploughed up and cultivated, marking the completion of the process that took 
off in the early eighteenth century. Land in the steppe region was owned by 
the state, nobles, cossacks, peasants, and the remnants of the indigenous 
nomadic population. From the mid-nineteenth century, a growing amount of 
land was leased to commercial farmers, who used hired labour, machinery, 
often imported from the United States, and grew grain for the lucrative export 
market. Russian scientists had taken great steps forward in understanding the 
ecology of the region, and in devising more sustainable ways of using the 
land, but the existence of private property and limited resources and lack of 
sufficient will by the tsarist state meant there was little prospect for a 
wholesale intervention in the region by a state advised by scientists. The 
revolution of 1917 and the foundation of the new Soviet regime marked a 
fundamental change. Private property was abolished, and the new regime 
was committed to change, intervention and transformation, based on an 
ethos of conquering nature, including the fertile steppe region.  

 
2. THE STEPPE ENVIRONMENT 
 
In order to understand the interaction between humans and the 
environment, it is necessary to understand the ‘natural environment’ of the 
steppes on the eve of Russian agricultural settlement. This can be done in a 
number of ways on the basis of a variety of sources: contemporary 
descriptions of the environment, looking back to Herodotus, but focusing on 
such works as that of Cornelius Cruys in 1699,19 who surveyed the Don valley 
on the orders of Peter the Great in the wake of his conquest of Azov, by the 
Russian Academy of Sciences expeditions in the 1760s-70s;20 and the work of 
later scientists, who analysed surviving samples of  uncultivated steppe, 
including those preserved in nature reserves (zapovedniki).21 
 
The vast plain, in places rolling, elsewhere unnervingly flat, was dominated by 
big skies; the monotony broken up by the rivers, such as the Dniepr, Don, 
Volga, Ural and their tributaries, that cut valleys through the steppes and, 
characteristically, had high, or hilly, right banks and low, or meadow, left 
banks. The climate throughout the region was continental – short, hot 
summers and long, cold winters – and semi-arid. Precipitation was below 400 
mm a year on average throughout the steppes, and was unreliable, leaving 
the region prone to periodic droughts, which had catastrophic 
consequences for agriculture and agriculturalists. The severity of the climate 
was increased by hot, dry winds from the east, from Asia. Before agricultural 
settlement, the vegetation of much of the region consisted of grasses, 
characteristically feathergrass, herbs, wildflowers and shrubs. Trees were few, 
and confined mostly to river valleys and ravines. It was the shortages of trees 
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and water that were the most striking features of the environment to the 
migrants from the wooded and more humid lands of central Russia and 
northern Ukraine as well as central Europe.  
 
The climate, flora and fauna had interacted with the surface of the land over 
long periods of time to create the soil cover. The grasses rotted down and 
intermingled with the weathered parent rock to form the black earth 
(chernozem), rich in nutrients and organic matter, and the less rich chestnut 
soils in the more arid southeast of the steppes. These soils were ideal for 
growing grain. In studying the black earth as part of the environment in which 
it had formed, Russian scientists, most prominently Vasilii Dokuchaev (1846-
1903), devised modern soil science. The scientific significance of this 
achievement was on a par with the work of their more famous compatriot, 
Mendeleev, in devising the periodic table of elements. Russian soil scientists' 
work revealed the central paradox of the steppe soils: the very fertility that 
gave such bumper harvests in good years, when the rains came, was largely 
a consequence of the low rainfall that, in years of drought, led to harvest 
failures and famine. The low rainfall meant that the minerals which made the 
soil so fertile had not been leached out and created conditions ideal for the 
accumulation of organic matter. 22    
  
For millennia prior to the eighteenth century, the main form of land use on the 
steppes had been nomadic pastoralism. The nomads, moreover, had played 
a role in the creation of the treeless environment, raising questions about how 
far it was ‘natural’. They burned the steppe to promote the growth of grass for 
their livestock, in the process destroying trees. Their grazing animals then 
prevented saplings from growing. The role of the nomads in creating the 
treeless environment was the subject of much debate in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, but was later confirmed by analysis of samples of 
fossil pollen.23  
 
3. SETTLEMENT AND POPULATION  
 
The steppe nomads, mostly Turkic and Mongol peoples, pushed settled 
agriculturalists, mainly Slavs and Finnic peoples, deeper into the forested 
regions to the north and west. The Russian state turned the tide, however, and 
gradually conquered and settled the steppes, beginning in the mid-sixteenth 
century with Ivan the Terrible's defeat of the Tatar Khanates of Kazan' and 
Astrakhan', successor states of the Mongol Empire, on the river Volga. The 
settlement of the steppe region will be the subject of a concise second 
chapter that will draw on data in censuses and provincial sources. The 
pioneers of Slav settlement of the steppes were the cossacks, who for a long 
time eschewed arable farming, which they associated with peasants and 
serfdom, in favour of livestock husbandry, raiding, piracy, and acting as 
irregular frontier guards, which were more suited to their free and masculine 
way of life. Only in the nineteenth century did crop cultivation come to play a 
large role in the cossack economy.24 Large-scale agricultural settlement, by 
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Russian and Ukrainian peasants and some Germans, took off in the mid-
eighteenth century. The population of the region increased dramatically from 
under four hundred thousand in the early eighteenth century to almost fifteen 
million by the end of the nineteenth century.25 
 
4. LAND USE 
 
Parallel to the enormous increase in the population was the equally dramatic 
change in prevailing patterns of land use. A primarily pastoral, and partly 
nomadic, economy was replaced over time by settled arable farming. The 
waves of settlers ploughed up the fertile, virgin black earth and planted 
cereals, converting pasture, meadow and ‘natural’ steppe to arable fields. 
The chapter will explore attempts that have been made to compute figures 
on land use to show changes over time, taking account of definitions of land 
use, which were imported from central Russia and may not have been 
applicable to the long-fallow agriculture practised on the steppes. Available 
data suggest that there was a 500 percent increase in the area of arable 
land in the steppe region between 1725 and 1887, an increase which 
continued at a greater pace in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. The rapid pace of loss of unploughed steppe prompted scientists 
such as Dokuchaev to urge the preservation of samples for scientific research, 
on which much knowledge of the environment of the historic steppes is 
based.26 
 
5. HUMAN IMPACT ON THE STEPPE ENVIRONMENT 
 
Almost from the start of the settlement and cultivation of the steppes, 
contemporaries commented on changes in the environment, and debated 
the extent to which they were a result of human activity. Contemporaries 
paid a great deal of attention to the destruction of the small areas of 
woodland as the settlers, most of whom came from forested environments, 
continued to use wood for many purposes, from construction to fuel, without 
regard for the scarcity of trees on the steppes. This was part of a growing 
concern throughout the nineteenth century, which was world wide, that 
forests performed a vital role in the environment, and that their destruction 
led, amongst other things, to soil erosion and climate change. The steppes 
were indeed prone to soil erosion and gulleying, which many writers argued 
had increased after the land had been ploughed up and the original 
vegetation removed.27 The problem was worst in the more arid southeastern 
parts of the steppes and in years of drought, when the steppes suffered from 
dust storms every bit as alarming as the 'dust bowl' on the southern plains of 
the United States of America in the 1930s. A colleague of Dokuchaev 
described the dust storms on the southern steppes in 1892 in dramatic terms, 
recording that ‘everyone’ expected ‘the end of the world'. Dust storms also 
occurred in the late eighteenth century, prior to the wholesale ploughing up 
of the steppes, suggesting that the connection with human activity may not 
have been as clear cut. Russian studies in the late 1880s and early 1890s by 
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Dokuchaev suggested that the soil erosion and gulleying were causing the 
land to dry out and ground water levels to fall. Anxiety about the impact of 
human activity on the steppe environment reached a peak during the 
catastrophic drought, crop failure and famine of 1891-2.28 
 
6. STEPPE AGRICULTURE: THE STRUGGLE WITH DROUGHT 
 
Seeking ways to make crop cultivation sustainable in a region with very fertile 
soil but low and unreliable rainfall was one of the central tasks for farmers, 
agricultural scientists and the Russian government. The early settlers practised 
extensive farming, using long-fallow crop rotations. An area of steppe was 
cleared of its native grasses, often by burning, ploughed up, and sown with 
grain. In the following years, rudimentary rotations of grains were sown until 
the initial bumper yields in the virgin soil started to fall. At this point, the land 
was fallowed. The native grasses reoccupied the land and animals were 
grazed on it. The land was left fallow for ten, twelve, fifteen years as there was 
plenty of new land to be brought into cultivation. This very extensive form of 
land use on the steppes lasted for several generations.29 It began to change 
only in the late nineteenth century as population density increased and there 
was a growing awareness of the waste and harm of such methods. Some 
farmers and government agencies, drawing on their own experience and 
encouraged by agricultural scientists, began to use new, more ‘rational’ 
systems. The fallow period was reduced and more systematic crop rotations 
introduced. The German settlers pioneered four-field rotations and sought to 
preserve moisture by keeping the fallow field ‘black’, free of vegetation.30 The 
Peasant Land Bank, that was established in the 1880s to acquire land for sale 
to peasants, introduced new crop rotations on this land, and encouraged 
sowing fodder grasses in the fallow field.31 The crucial issue was retaining 
scarce moisture in the soil to allow crops to grow. Agricultural societies and 
scientists as well as farmers expended great efforts to work out the best ways 
to achieve this. They pioneered methods that later, in North America, 
became known as ‘dry farming’.32 
 
Other ideas were put forward to deal with the environmental constraints on 
the further development of arable farming on the steppes. For settlers from 
more humid, forested lands  the obvious solution was to increase the amounts 
of water and trees on the steppes. There were many plans for planting trees 
on the steppes, and genuine progress was made in developing steppe 
forestry. Again, German settlers were among the pioneers, and their work was 
taken further by foresters on state plantations later in the nineteenth 
century.33 Many proposals were also made for irrigation schemes. There wa
even a plan by an American engineer in the 1880s to raise the level of the 
Caspian Sea to flood the southeastern steppes and change the climate of 
the steppe region as a whole.

s 

r, 
34 A few, more modest, irrigation schemes were 

carried out, especially in the wake of the disaster of 1891-2. Overall, howeve
studies in the late nineteenth century showed that irrigation was not 
economically viable, given the level of technology, the topography of the 
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steppe region, and the volume of water in the region's rivers.35 In 1892, 
Dokuchaev devised a detailed plan to make agriculture on the steppe
sustainable by regulating and damning rivers, planting trees, including shelter 
belts to protect fields from the wind, and finding ways of farming the lan
were in keeping with the ‘natural’ environment. Much scientifically valuable 
research was done, but the plan was not carried out in full, partly for financial 
reasons, and partly because it would have infringed on private property 

s more 

d that 

rights.   

ONCLUSION

36

 
C  

y 
y 

e, 

 

n 

ntists who 

lar: 
ieth 

ntly urban 

oncerned about 
the depletion of the fertility of its once rich, black earth.38 

 
Between the early eighteenth and early twentieth centuries, the steppe 
region of the Russian Empire was transformed from a grassland inhabited b
relatively small numbers of nomadic pastoralists into a much more heavil
populated region where the inhabitants engaged in settled agricultur
devoting more resources to growing crops than raising livestock. The 
environmental history of the steppes under the tsars can be compared and 
contrasted with developments under Soviet power. The Soviet regime sought
to conquer nature and transform it in the service of its self-appointed task of 
creating an urban, industrial, socialist society. Large-scale collective and state 
farms were established on the steppes, in the face of resistance from sections 
of the local population. Agriculture on the steppes underwent mechanizatio
and, in time, chemicalization. State intervention changed tack alarmingly. 
Stalin enforced a distorted version of Dokuchaev's ideas in his 1948 plan to 
transform nature by planting massive shelter belts of trees and damming the 
major rivers; Khrushchev reverted to extensive development in his Virgin Lands 
Campaign of the 1950s. There were elements of continuity. The scie
advised the Soviet government were the 'academic children' and 
'grandchildren' of Dokuchaev's generation, and some sought to moderate 
the impact of the schemes on the ground.37 The underlying aim was simi
exploit the rich, fertile soil to produce grain. At the start of the twent
century, the steppes had been the major agricultural region of an 
overwhelmingly rural empire that was one of the major suppliers of grain to 
the global market, albeit subject to periodic crises caused by droughts. By the 
late twentieth century, the steppe region, now part of a predomina
society, was no longer able to produce enough grain for domestic 
consumption and scientists were becoming increasingly c
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