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Many people, individuals and families and nations, have been seized by the beauty of the peninsula of Crimea, and its 
many landscapes. Behind the rocky shore and ancient port-colonies is the coastal range, crowned with mountain 
fortresses, and behind that in turn an expanse of steppe, grey, windy and open; then to the east there is yet another 
countryside of steep downs leading out to the Kerch Straits - the Cimmerian Bosphorus, one of the many places held to 
divide Europe from Asia. 
A journalist I know went to talk to a Crimean Tatar woman, a few miles away from Yalta towards Simferopol. She had 
returned from a generation of exile in Kazakhstan, inflicted on her entire people by Stalin in 1944; on a patch of 
gravelly waste where the local Russians and Ukrainians tolerated her presence, she was putting up a shack of boards 
and corrugated iron and chopping a vegetable patch into the earth. Asked why she was doing this, she summoned up a 
word for what was rarest and most sweet and satisfying in her world, and she replied: 'This land is my Snickers!' It did 
not matter that this was not the same patch that her ancestors had cultivated in the time of the Tatar Khans. The point 
was that she was back in Crimea, somewhere within sight of the peak of Shatir Dagh. 
Men and women still risk and lose their lives to defend - as they put it - a certain stony hill whose outline is a 
background to their dreams, or a few hectares of what seems to others a stretch of featureless marsh. This love and 
identification that they feel is certainly about a kind of possessing but it has seldom led to a crude claim of total 
possession - not at least until the last century or so. Instead there has been a sense of holding a piece of land in trust, 
doing one's best for it to honour the privilege of occupation. To look up at a hill after returning from a journey, or to 
recognise the special way that a path turns among small birch trees - that is not a statement that 'This is mine'. It says 
something else: 'This is where I belong'. In a human being's connection to land and landscape, the relationship is not of 
master and slave but nearer to the traditional imagery which used to describe the relationship between men and women. 
I make this point about Crimea, landscape and possession in my book, Black Sea (Vintage, 1996): 

All human beings are in some sense immigrants. All hostility between different cultures in one place has an 
aspect of the classic immigrant grudge against the next boatload approaching the shore. To defend one's homes 
and fields and ancestral graves against invasion seems a right. But to claim unique possession - to compound 
the fact of settlement with the appearance of a landscape into a single abstract of eternal and immutable 
ownership - is a joke. 
Crimea, whose beauty provokes almost sexual yearnings of possession in all its visitors, has demonstrated this 
joke in almost every century of its history. It has no natives, no aboriginals. Before the Scythians, before the 
Cimmerians who supposedly preceded them or the Bronze Age populations who raised the first burial 
mounds, there were human beings who had come from somewhere else. Crimea has always been a destination, 
the cliffs at the end of the sea or the shore where the wagons must end their journey across the oceans of the 
steppe. Voyaging communities settled in Crimea (the Scythians lived here for nearly 1,000 years), but in the 
end they all dispersed or moved on. All that has been constant in Crimean history has been a certain structure 
which the peninsula has imposed upon its visitors: the zones of mind, body and spirit have often been effaced 
but until now have always re-emerged. Only in recent times has the Crimean truth - that it belongs to 
everybody and to nobody - been violated. Two of these violations, which would be merely absurd if they did 
not imply so much blood and suffering in the past and very probably in the future, are the declarations of two 
autocrats. In 1783, Catherine II proclaimed that the Crimean peninsula was henceforth and for all time to 
become Russian. And in 1954 Nikita Khrushchev, a Ukrainian seeking to divert the attention of his own 
people from their miseries, announced that he was transferring Crimea from Russia to become for all time 
Ukrainian. 

The Scottish banker Iain Noble once described to me his own Saul-Paul experience on this matter of possession. 
Driving across the West Highlands, he had given a lift to a young Israeli hitchhiker and tried to entertain his passenger 
by identifying the landscape as they passed across it. 'That's Ben More - it belongs to the Duke of Atholl. And that's 
Loch Breac, it belongs to a Canadian millionaire. And down there you can see Glen Etive - all those hills belong to 
Fleming the banker'. He noticed that his passenger was staring at him. The Israeli asked; 'Excuse me, but I didn't 
understand. That's a mountain - how can a mountain belong to anyone?' Iain thought about this, and found that he had 
no answer. Soon afterwards he retired from banking, sold much of his property and opened a college of Gaelic culture 
on the Isle of Skye. 
This beautiful landscape of Crimea which has inspired so much poetry and prose - Pushkin, Mickiewicz, Chekhov, 
Mandelstam, Tsvetayeva, to name a few names - and so much love and longing, which has been soaked in innocent 
blood so many times and lost so many exiles, is trying to tell us through its history a message which is central to this 
symposium. Before we can work though to a practical programme into which religious and scientific and even 
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utilitarian perceptions can flow easily and make their proper contribution we must address the question of how human 
beings relate to the natural world. Are we apart from it, as the masters of a creation given to us on trust to exploit either 
carefully and reverently, or recklessly and selfishly? Or are we integral components of it, members of the natural world 
no more and no less than the migrating cranes and the anchovy shoals and the monk seals? 
Much religious tradition, especially the Judaeo-Christian one, presents the natural world as an estate to be managed by 
Man, its creatures and flora the innocent serfs whose very being have a subordinate character. There is a passage in 
Genesis in which the Lord presents the animals to Adam and invites him to name each one (Genesis 2:19, 20). This 
passage is amazing at many levels, not least as a very modern parable about language in which existence follows rather 
than precedes the Word. It also shows naming as the critical act of taking possession - rather like the way in which a 
plantation master signified the act of taking possession of a slave by giving him or her a new name. 
One of my relatives was a nineteenth century taxonomist, a botanist whose work was to classify and name innumerable 
African and European plants and flowers. He was doing what Adam did - appropriating the natural world by branding 
its hide with a word. That was a century ago. Science has moved on since then and now acknowledges, for example, the 
inevitable way in which study modifies and changes the object of research. Has religious thought moved forward to a 
point at which it fully acknowledges the integrity of creation in all its forms? Or is it holding on to the old concept of 
enlightened human stewardship for birds, fish and plankton, for landscape and seascape, mountain and steppe, shore 
and seabed, animate or inanimate? 
Some of the most devoted environmentalists, always ready to criticise human intervention in the natural world, only 
understand the duty to care for other species in terms of a categorical difference between the children of Adam and the 
creatures allegedly placed in their care. Accepting the human race as an integral part of the natural world should not, 
however, demolish the imperative to care for life-forms and landscape. 
Until we can get some consensus about the nature of human responsibility, we will find it hard to agree about quite 
concrete things. Is it, for example, only Man that can pollute? Cannot birds, poison-bearing insects or invasive comb-
jellies pollute the environment just as human beings can? The gigantic process of pollution which rendered most of the 
Black Sea anoxic, poisoned with hydrogen sulphide and almost lifeless to within a few hundred metres of its surface, 
was, after all, caused not by Man but by the great rivers pouring out their organic debris during the ten millennia or so 
of the Holocene. Is it right to combat the damage done by the Mnemiopsis plague to the Black Sea by introducing alien 
fish species which will eat the jelly, knowing that by doing so we will be helping to construct a new and different 
ecosystem? Or is that an act of gross interventionism and arrogance and should we instead restrict ourselves to cleaning 
up rivers, reducing coastal sewage pollution and suppressing overfishing? 
When we look at the Crimean landscape, which everyone should care for and nobody can possess, we should also 
remember that these Black Sea shores are all homes which have been lost by people who loved them, used them and 
cared for them. Millions of men, women and children were driven away from them by force and died far away, 
remembering them only in dreams and then in myths: the Pontic Greeks from Anatolia, the Meshketian Turks, the 
German colonists of south Russia and Ukraine, the Greeks of south Russia and the Caucasus, the Crimean Tatars, the 
Russians who fled through Novorossiysk and Sevastopol and Odessa to escape the Bolsheviks, the Mingrelians and 
Georgians who now live in terrible misery in Batumi and other Georgian cities after their flight a few years ago from 
Abkhazia. Far in the past, the Scythians and Sarmatians, the Crimean Goths and the Byzantine Greeks, were all 
expelled in turn from these coasts. 
The Black Sea shores are now a holiday destination and although it should not be forgotten that mass tourism is an 
extractive industry, eventually wearing away and destroying the resource it exploits, weary people from northern cities 
are entitled to enjoy these shores and to fall in love with them. At the same time I hope that visitors will not quite forget 
the ghosts of those for whom these places were home, whose world was taken away from them even though they had 
done it no harm. This is a coast and a sea which deserve reverence: 

The Black Sea has a personality which is not caught by some adjective like 'unpredictable' or phrase like 
'friendly to strangers' and which - because it is not made up of traits or epithets but of the interplay of 
circumstances - cannot be described in detail at all. These circumstances, adding up to an identity, include fish 
and water, winds and grass, cliffs and forests, migrating birds and human beings. This is not just a place, but a 
pattern of relationships which could not have been the same in any other place (ibid). 

 


