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< RESUME >

THE NEKRASOVITE COSSACKS IN EXILE

Yoshikazu NAKAMURA

Following the suppression of Bulavin’s revolt which occured in the reign
of Peter I in the beginning of the 18th century, the ataman Ignat Nekrasov
fled with the Cossacks under his command and their families from the Don
to the Kuban, then a part of the Ottoman Empire. There, the Cossacks, so-
called Old Believers themselves, were joined by other Old Believers who had
previously settled down along the river, having escaped persecution by the
State Church and the government. Together, these people became known
as Nekrasovites.

The Nekrasovites, pressed by the southward expansion of Russia, moved
in the 1740s to Dobruja, the delta of the Danube. But they soon clashed
with Ukrainian Cossacks who went there to live after being driven away from
the Zaporozhian Sech by Catherine II, and most of them migrated to the
Aegean town of Enez on the mouth of the river Maritsa. However, frightened
by the invasion of a Russian troop into Enez during the Russo-Turkish war
of 1828-1829 years, the Nekrasovites moved on again across the Sea of
Marmara to Lake Manyas in Asia Minor.

The main occupation of the Nekrasovites was fishing. The male adults
were engaged in fishing from autumn to spring not only in the many lakes
of Anatolia but also far away in the Black Sea and the Mediterranean Sea
on very small boats. At first their only obligation to the Sultan was to offer,
in times of war, one half of their capable youths to the Ottoman army. But
this obligation was replaced by a tax in 1864.

The Nekrasovites preserved with astonishing tenacity the manners
and customs which their ancestors brought from the Don, living on Lake
Manyas as well as on the island of Mada in Lake Beyshehir where part of
the Nekrasovites settled in the 1860s. According to the records of visitors
to their villages (among whom were M. Chaykovsky, a Polish emigré, who
converted to Islam and attempted to establish an Ottoman Cossack corps
in the hope of regaining the independence of Poland and the Ukraine from
Russia, and A. Herzen’s agent V. Kelsiev who tried to win them over to
the side of the Russian revolutionaries), the descendents of the Don Cossaks
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in the midst of hostile heathens adhered to the Old Faith of the Russian
Orthodox Church, spoke the Don dialect of Russian, wore the beautifully
embroidered shirts peculiar to muzhiks and dwelled in Russian-style houses.
Moreover they lived according to the strict rules known as “Ignat’s behests”,
prohibiting them from returning to the Tsar’s Russia, intermarrying with
Islams, going out alone from the village, disobeying elders and so on, while
over the community reigned the krug, a legacy of 17th century Don. The
krug (literally, circle), a general assembly of all the men from the age of 18,
was their supreme legislative and juridical organ and was held every year
after Easter, at which time the ataman and his assistant officer, the esaul,
were chosen. They were to execute the decisions of ‘the krug.

Among the Nekrasovites the utopian legend of “Ignat’s town” was trans-
mitted from generation to generation. They believed that Ignat Nekrasov,
their first leader, was still alive somewhere beyond a sea of sands (i.e., a
desert) and had built a town where the true authentic church was preserved
and every inhabitant enjoyed a rich and honest life. Indeed, many a venture
was made to search out this “Ignat’s town”.

All their quests for this utopia, of course, ended in vain. But eventually
it became possible for them to return home, for in Russia freedom of con-
science was proclaimed after the first revolution of 1905. The first party of
Nekrasovites, consisting of 150 families, returned to Russia in 1912-1913.
But those who remained at that time continued to hesitate and it was not
until 1962 that a second party of a thousand Nekrasovites left Lake Manyas
and landed on the soil of their ancestors. As they put it, “so ordered Ignat”.
They at last “reached the tongue” (joined their compatriots), after 250
years of wandering in foreign lands.

It is reported that they organized kolkhozes and sovkhozes in Primorsko-
Akhtarsk on the Sea of Azov and in Levokumskoe on the river Kuma in
northern Caucasia. It would be interesting to know the fate of the krug in
these new settlements.



