Life in a Belarus home and village

By Christopher Sykes

Belarus villagers are forced in the present national situation due to low wages and limited jobs to live an almost entirely subsistence way of life, based on individual smallholdings. This is nothing new, but add to this the primitive wooden homes that many rural villagers still live in today and the scene shockingly resembles an anachronistic medieval existence on the edge of a modernised Europe. Because the country is still Communist, larger collective farms still can be seen in the landscape here and there, but without Moscow subsidies, these days. For most villagers, it is a very much a matter of a ‘sink or swim’ economy, with agricultural workers at or near the bottom of the income scale (£8 – £12 per month, and even less – when they get paid, at all !). Fortunately, the tradition of village life does have a strong element of mutual support between families and neighbours to ensure that no one is without any help, where needed.

The growing year is entirely based around the long, harsh winters from November to April when almost nothing edible grows, and miraculously, nature seems to have compensated by enabling those who toil on the land to compress the growing of their vital crops, including potatoes, maize, sunflowers, vegetables and grain into the few months of May to September. But this means growing and gathering and storing their crops in those precious summer days from dawn to dusk, with just a break for whatever other paid daytime jobs they may do.

 All the family, from grannies and grandpas down to very young children (six years upwards), must help during those long days of more or less guaranteed hot sunshine, fitted around schooling and employment. Surprisingly, to us in the West, this cuts right across social class or job status or type. The surgeon, the council official and the head-teacher must toil alongside the unemployed, the farm hand, the road repairer and the young mother after work on their allotments and in their garden vegetable plots. 

This fierce, dry sunny weather is a mixed blessing, for Chernobyl origin radiation levels jump up in the summer months, increasing the dosage for all who toil outside, escalating their health risks considerably. Conversely, those lucky children who are enabled to come to England and other European countries for summer respite care holidays have their body immune systems fortified by the fresh air, good food and clean water and the additional vitamins absorbed during their time out of Belarus.





____________________

The village day starts very early – at sunrise or soon after, with the milking of their cow(s). Most families can only afford one cow, if any, and one pig, a few chickens and ducks and, in a few cases, some brown small sheep. The cow gives birth in early spring and the calf or calves are slaughtered, after fattening, in late summer or the autumn, for meat. The cow is kept for milk and all the dairy products which issue from it: curds and whey, or cream; cheese and soured cream and yoghurt. The pig is fattened for slaughter before winter arrives, after siring a litter of piglets. The chickens and ducks yield both eggs and meat. The sheep give wool for weaving traditional garments, and meat, while some smallholders also keep and milk goats for cheese. 

The villagers’ vegetable plots are amazingly varied and intensively cultivated assisted by animal dung and food composting, though much food waste must be sacrificed for feeding the pigs and poultry. Hay is dried on old- fashioned ‘beehive’ stooks after meadow grass-cuts in early summer, and is regularly turned to dry, before storage in lofts and barns, along with the picked apples and other fruit. Very productive vines are grown in some back gardens. Ladders are seen leaning against house sidewalls, giving access to the lofts used for winter storage when snows lie on the ground for month after month in sub-zero temperatures. At that time, the dry, rarefied outside atmosphere makes a natural refrigerator for hung meats and game birds. Even in summer, the sheds are used for curing small river fish. Many village children love going fishing with friends, though most fish caught are tiny, and larger edible fish for meals must be bought in regional markets or shops, when available.

Local shops have a pathetically limited range of foods available, by western European standards, commercial advertising is almost non-existent in this Communist state, and purchased food is in any case expensive for most villagers. However, some bartering and selling of their own food surpluses does go on, everywhere, to supplement the limited range of tinned and packeted foods sold. Much of the staple foods, including some grains (wheat, oats, millet, and maize) are bought in bulk, along with sugar, pasta, chick peas, lentils and other pulses. Purchased provisions, amazingly, are still added up by shop assistants using large wooden abacuses! Goods are paid for in thousands of (devalued) roubles, though all villagers eagerly crave U.S. dollars as a small-savings currency, and then  they visit money-changers, who are invisible but found everywhere, to convert their moneys into Russian currency, needed when purchasing more expensive goods. Otherwise, they keep their loose change in roubles.

Each larger village, like Azerichi, will have a hardware store and a chemist, but both –especially the chemist shop – will have a very limited range and quantity of goods available.  For more sophisticated shopping, a car trip, often in an ancient Lada or other still more basic eastern bloc vehicles, must be made to the nearest city or large town. There, a few 1960’s type department stores may be found, watched over by fearsome store detectives; also thriving well-patronised markets. Even the banks have guards to ensure that customers behave themselves at all times. Building societies do not exist, since saving money, in our sense and scale of the word, is just a dream for all except perhaps a few privileged government and commercial city workers, who, in some cases, earn their money through dubious mafia sources and methods. The Russian understanding of a western market economy is ‘anything goes’, accompanied by high-pressure sales tactics that would make a U.K. carpet or double-glazing salesman blush! Survival is the name of the game!

Mealtimes in a Belarus village are really sparse. A Belarus girl who knows and likes our varied daily western diets, describes a typical Belarus family meal as ‘horrible’ and ‘almost uneatable’, and refused to describe it in detail, still less to arrange for us to sample it ! I know it does include lumps of fat and extremely little protein. Over winter months, they eat bottled and pickled vegetables and fruit, and eat gruel-style porridge. Tea bags are unknown as is instant coffee. Vodka is traditionally drunk in large quantities, especially by men, resulting in high alcoholism in society. Accidental deaths and liver failure due to drink occur too often, and suicides are also common. The long, grim Russian winters, potent, home made ‘moon-shine’ Vodka, a general feeling of hopelessness about work and no money all contribute to this serious and common family problem.

Washing clothes is still often done by hand, using a back garden pump, and both street communal pumps and wells are common, everywhere. Electricity and television sets are now generally prevalent (there are 4 T.V. channels), though families must often skimp on electricity usage, like lighting, and cooking is usually done on bottled gas cookers. Old-fashioned ‘Sadia’-type water heaters with swing arms, are standard and mains toilet plumbing is rather crude and antiquated, with drains almost unable to cope with waste materials, so all toilet-paper must be burned. Because of the very sandy soils and occasionally muddy garden paths, shoes are traditionally removed on entering most houses. In cases where this practise is not observed, for example in remoter farming hamlets, then carpets and plank-wood or hardboard flooring is filthy dirty. Most homes still have gorgeous wall-hung Persian-type carpets, for improved wall insulation in winter as well as for decoration, and more are found on floors in living areas, as well. They are extraordinarily cheap in local markets, as they are made locally and do not have to be imported from far-off countries like Turkey or Iran, as in Britain. Also common are whole walls in sitting rooms of older or more up-to date tall cupboard units. These are often adorned with gifts, or pictures, or glassware and craft-ware.  But these are more usual only in better standard homes.

A peculiarity found everywhere inside their homes are rectangular patches of tiled walls behind, for example, settees in living rooms, or else in bedrooms. These are a simple type of radiant heating, fed by a wood burning stove which is a huge white-washed, cube-shaped  brick oven. These are fuelled by large, carefully stacked woodpiles out in the garden – perhaps inside or alongside the range of old, dilapidated sheds used for the animals. Also found there may be the obligatory chained-up dog and the family cats with kittens.

A feature about night times in villages is the incessant noise from barking dogs, crowing cockerels, lowing cows in early mornings and evenings, and the drone of slow moving lorries on nearby main roads. Aeroplanes and railway traffic are hardly ever heard in Belarus except close to the few large cities, while car traffic is also very light on main roads away from towns, since few villagers can afford to own private cars, or to use them regularly, even if they have one. Petrol is very cheap at 25 pence per litre, but Belarusians are so poor that this is still expensive for them and therefore car use is a luxury, except for unavoidable longer trips. As virtually all jobs are very local, commuting by car is unnecessary for most villagers, who invariably walk to work. Most car repairs and maintenance is carried out by their owners since repair stations are only found in far-distant cities, and car parts are expensive and often hard to obtain, especially for any foreign vehicles, hence the popularity of the cheaper, more plentiful second-hand Ladas that are seen everywhere.

Bedtime is late evening after sunset during the summer due to gardens and field maintenance and harvesting demands, but is earlier during the dark, long and cold winter nights. Animals must then be kept inside; the ground is swept clean by the icy winds and frosts, yet the homes inside are snug and warm. Foxes and elk and smaller mammals are seen, but there are few wolves left in the forests, at least in this part of the Russias. In schools, children use indoor playgrounds and venture out only to visit primitive outside toilets or to go home or 

to the hospital for medical check-ups, due to the ongoing effects of radiation. Travel is strictly limited at such times for everyone, due to the extreme cold, when temperatures can plunge as low as 30 degrees (centigrade) below freezing.

Although all villagers yearn for an easier existence in a safer environment without the Chernobyl complication, there is, nevertheless, great loyalty to their country and a warm comradeship among villagers, with much less crime and environmental despoiling than in England. It has to be admitted, though, that the modern tendency to build flats and houses with undressed, stark concrete blocks and the proliferation of poles, ugly electricity generating stations and other constructional eyesores in the simple villages, as well as in the larger towns and cities, does rather mar the landscape in places. But the country is so vast and grand in scale, with huge swathes of virgin forests and fertile plains, that these small blots on the landscape are hardly noticeable, once away from larger settlements.

In the last analysis, everything in Belarus today comes back to Chernobyl and its sinister aftermath. Sadly, the country is no longer safe to live in or even to visit for long, which is a great tragedy for this otherwise beautiful and friendly land.   
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[Christopher works for Chernobyl Children in Need, a small registered West Country  Children’s Charity devoted to alleviating  suffering and poverty among children in the Gomel region of Southern Belarus, where the impact of the Chernobyl nuclear accident in 1986 has been so severe.]

