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Резюме: Исследуется стрелецкие слободы с точки зрения организации 

стрелецкого быта как военного сословия и как колонизаторов южных регионов 
России, осваивавших плодородные земли и выстраивавших хозяйственную ин-
фраструктуру. Слобода была обособленным пространством в городах-
крепостях Рязанского и Украинного разрядов, что позволяло правительству 
отделить стрельцов, но не оторвать их от посада, сохраняя торговые и эко-
номические связи. Исследуются организация стрелецкой службы в слободах 
рязанского и тульского регионов, режим посещения и выхода из слободы и 
контроль за перемещением стрельцов, очередность распределения стрелецких 
служб и обязанностей, замещение по службе, а так служба стрельцов-
половинщиков. Рассматривается вопрос хозяйственной деятельности стрель-
цов южных крепостей с точки зрения продовольственного снабжения и жало-
вания. Автор привлекает широкую выборку источников делопроизводственно-
го характера, такие как переписка воевод и Разрядного приказа и челобитные, 
сохранившаяся в РГАДА, а также известные опубликованные источники.  
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Abstract: The article deals with the topic of Russian service-men class of 16-

17th centuries and the main form of their placement – special military settlements 
called slobodas. Russian servicemen – musketeers, cossacks, cannoneers, gatekee-
pers – were first regular regiments in the Tsardom of Muscovity army. The focus of 
the study is on the musketeer settlements of Ryazan and Tula region during the reign 
of Michael I of Russia in the first half of the 17th century. The author studies the is-
sues of organization and functionality of the slobodas, the main features and mechan-
                                         
1 Горбачев Валентин Игоревич – кандидат исторических наук, руководитель Центра истори-
ческого туризма «Лики прошлого», г. Москва. 



Filo Ariadne. 2019. № 1 
 
isms of musketeer’s military service and mode of living. Among those questions are 
the visiting regime, commanders’ control, system of duty distribution, rules and regu-
lations to follow, economic activities, provision supply and cash allowance and oth-
ers.The research is based on a wide range of primary sources of paperwork man-
agement nature. They are government ordinances, the commanders’ reports to the 
central offices in Moscow, servicemen’s petitions and interrogation reports kept in 
Russian State Archive of Ancient Acts. A number of published primary source such as 
cadasters are involved as well.  

Keywords: Russian servicemen class, musketeers, military settlements, military 
service, modus operandi  

 

In the middle of the 16th century 

musketeers – or streltsy – became the 
first attempt for the just emerged Tsar-
dom of Muscovy to create its own reg-
ular army to reinforce feudal levy 
horsemen. Being units of Russian fire-
arm infantry they were evoked to close 
the gap between Russian military 
forces and modern mercenary armies of 
Europe with their infantry of the line of 
musketeers and pike men. Russian 
streltsy emerged with the main objec-
tive to become military force, ready to 
execute orders as soon as they were 
submitted, achievement almost imposs-
ible for feudal cavalry. To make it 
possible, the government settled the 
musketeers in separated villages called 
slobodas. They were fenced-in areas to 
keep musketeers assembled and at the 
same time separated from other city 
people in the way of a modern military 
camp. After the Times of Troubles nu-
merous streltsy units became a large 

and important part of Russian army. 
Musketeer garrison were diverse in the 
peculiarities of their service, supply 
support and economic activities de-
pending on the region of settlement. 
The geographical focus of the study is 
the southern areas of Ryazan and Tula 
regions. The aim of the article is to 
study the way musketeer settlements of 
remote south areas enabled Russian 
tsars to operate powerful army units 
ready to military action in everyday re-
gime.  

Slobodas became perhaps the only 
option to let musketeers combine their 
military service with economic activi-
ties. They had the form of fenced-in 
villages within city walls or commonly 
outside the fortress. Being isolated they 
remained a part of city structure which 
let musketeers have their businesses in 
city markets[10, p.79]. 

The inner area of asloboda con-
sisted of individual yards for each 
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musketeer with his living house, 
household buildings and support struc-
tures and small areas of gardens and 
vegetable plots. Streltsy lived with 
their families and close relatives all to-
gether as a single musketeer household. 
Besides individual musketeer domains 
there were an administration office or 
sjesjayaizba, a powder magazine and a 
church within each settlement[3, p.87]. 

Sloboda was a state settled regime 
object. Government ordinances sent to 
musketeer chiefs witness that the set-
tlements organization had their own 
peculiarities. One of its most important 
features was the chief’s duty to control 
musketeer movements. Each sergeant 
should have been aware of the location 
of every of his musketeers as well as 
each commander of fifty men should 
have known where each of his sergeant 
was and reported to his sotnik (com-
mander of a hundred men). Thus, every 
musketeer was under control. Their life 
was regimented and regularized which 
meant above all every morning and 
evening inspections with sotniks and 
commanders in front of sjesjayaiz-
ba[14, des. 9B. st.138. p.573; St. 44. p. 
265]. After the inspection they went on 
duties (warding the gates and armories, 
patrolling the fortress and its outskirts 
or doing other services) or were free 
for their economic activities (garden-
ing, trading, crafting, hunting or fish-
ing, etc.). Anyway they were to report 

their commanders about any activity 
outside the settlement. In case of 
spending a night or more outside slo-
boda they had to get their chief’s per-
mission reporting the exact place and 
person they were going to as well as 
the reason of the visi[6, p.74].Some 
Order-in-charge office papers can give 
us a few examples when musketeers 
left their slobodas and even cities both 
for official duties and private business. 
They could have left the settlements for 
Moscow in case of a trial or for other 
cities for their trading needs. For in-
stance, in a Pronsk annual estimate of 
1647 it is written that about two or 
three service class people at a time 
went to Perevles to trade salt[14, des. 
9B. st.138. p.82]. Another example is 
given in the interrogation report of a 
Michailov musketeer that on the day of 
Intercession of the Holy Virgin he went 
to Pereslavl area to the village of Glini-
shi to a St. John the Evangelist’s mo-
nastery servant Nazarko Romanov. In 
each case musketeers were granted 
permissions for their leaves. The same 
demand was claimed to every stranger 
in the slobodas otherwise they were not 
allowed in the settlement.  

Except the movements control, 
musketeer commanders were to organ-
ize shooting trainings on a regular ba-
sis. It is remarkable that musketeer had 
to use their own powder and bullets for 
the trainings [1, p.560].Unfortunately, 
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we have no evidence of how this de-
mand was fulfilled in Ryazan and Tula 
regions.  

The important part of musketeers’ 
mode of living was their economic ac-
tivities. It’s commonly known that 
streltsy had the right to craft and trade 
their goods in public markets. The gov-
ernment encouraged most of the 
musketeer enterprises by keeping no 
taxation regime. The main objective 
was to let musketeers have their own 
incomings so they could supply them-
selves with provisions, suitable cloth-
ing and any other needs to maintain 
their military efficiency. Thus, there 
was no need for the authorities to take 
care of the provision. In the southern 
areas of Ryazan and Tula regions mili-
tary command went further and re-
placed musketeer cash allowance with 
distribution of cropland. The territory 
was remote from the capital and had 
rich land resources available for plow-
ing. This way government both cut 
back on spending and advanced agri-
cultural development of its southern 
borders. So musketeer of Ryazan and 
Tula regions were self-supplied with 
food provision. Order-in-charge office 
books witness a decline in military ef-
ficiency of cropland supplied muske-
teers compared to those of cash allow-
ance. For example, in 1618 Petro Ko-
nashevych-Sahaidachny’s Cossacks 
sieged the fortress of Pereslavl Rya-

zansky with its garrison of 200 muske-
teers of cash allowance and 100 of 
cropland supplied. As a result of the 
battle, 187 musketeers of cash allow-
ance managed to survive, whereas in 
contrast every one of cropland supplied 
musketeers was killed. In spite of the 
decline in military efficiency the prac-
tice of cropland distribution was kept 
till the 18th century[9,p.623]. 

Musketeers had a complicated sys-
tem of duty distribution within each 
military settlement. The orders could 
have been delivered from both central 
offices - Order-in-charge office or 
Musketeer office – and town com-
manders. Musketeer chief who was the 
head of sloboda, sent musketeers to ful-
fill orders only in turns one by one in 
strict sequence[6, p.72]. But musketeer 
petitions witness that the system failed 
very often which caused conflicts. The 
situation was complicated with privi-
leges given to some musketeers, for in-
stance, in cases of fire or illness. A 
good illustrative example of such con-
flicts is given in a report sent by a Mi-
chailov fortress commander in 1648. It 
was mentioned there that 69 muske-
teers under commandment of a sotnik 
Makariy Bukowski suffered from a fire 
in 1647 and as an answer to their peti-
tion they had a half a year privilege 
granted by the Musketeer office so they 
could restore their households. The 
privilege finished on Christmas of 
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1647. Despite that musketeer chief Pa-
vel Bykov tried to send musketeers of a 
different sotnik for a duty, which made 
them protest and send their petition[14, 
des. 9B. St.131. pp.325-326].This ex-
ample shows that queue discipline was 
crucially important for modus operandi 
in musketeer settlements.   

The system of duty distribution 
within musketeer settlements took into 
consideration the fact that some servic-
es were burdensome while others on 
the contrary were profitable as some 
duties were paid. For example, Don 
expeditions which were the Turkish 
and Russian ambassador’s convoy on 
the river Don. So the commander of 
Donkov fortress wrote to Moscow in 
1644 that all the service-men had been 
chosen for the Don expedition in ac-
cordance with their queue [14, des. 12. 
st.180. p.160]. 

Another important feature, common 
for Ryazan and Tula musketeer settle-
ments, was the practice of substitution, 
when one musketeer hired another to 
fulfill his duty. That was profitable for 
both. The one who hired got free time 
to develop his craft or enterprise. 
Among musketeers there were black-
smiths, farriers, butchers, shoemakers 
and even silversmiths. Those who were 
hired usually had no business of their 
own and the substitution gave them an 
opportunity to earn some extra money. 
So the commanders reported that en-

terpriser musketeers take as a substitute 
those with no crafts [14, des. 9B. st.39. 
p.210].And the government officials 
turned a blind eye to the practice if one 
musketeer was substituted by another 
within one military settlement but 
strictly suppressed the substitution by 
people outside sloboda. [10,p.90].The 
government authorities reasonably be-
lieved that the quality of the service 
would not suffer from musketeers subs-
tituting one another, but it would de-
cline significantly when the duty was 
fulfilled by non-combatant people both 
from outside the settlements and with-
in. At the same time the strelets com-
mandment involved musketeers’ rela-
tives (children, younger brothers) from 
within military settlements into fulfil-
ling some of the duties together with 
their adults. For example, in 1644 
Donkov commander assembled 8 
musketeers and 5 cossacks with 10 of 
their children, brothers and nephews to 
Don expedition to meet and convey a 
Turkish ambassador [14,des.12, st.180, 
p.158]. So the authorities tried to pre-
pare youngster for future military ser-
vice.  

We can assume that there took 
place another phenomenon among 
musketeers of Ryazan and Tula settle-
ments. It can be called half-service 
when two people served as a single 
musketeer sharing all the privilege and 
duties of a single service-man. It was a 
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common practice among regiment 
сossacks who had in their official 
enrollment papers positions of half-
service and even third-service [14, des. 
9B. st.138. p.340]. But we have only 
two vague mentions of such half-
service concerning musketeers. And 
they could not give us an idea of how 
common the phenomenon was. In an 
interrogation report of 1641 a michai-
lov strelets Fedka Jukov mentioned that 
he served his musketeer service togeth-
er with his comrade Iliya Kornaukhov 
[14, des. 9A. st.46. p.248]. That could 
mean both that they were musketeers 
of equal rank and that they were half-
servicemen of a single musketeer ser-
vice. The other mention of the pheno-
menon is found in documents about 
constructing of the Pronsk fortress in 
1630.  The founder of the castle M.F. 
Durnoy wrote in his petition that he as-
signed the construction of a detached 
tower to half-service musketeers[13, 
p.163]. It is known that in Pronsk there 
was only one musketeer sloboda, so we 
can assume if the practice really ex-
isted it could have been executed only 
among musketeers of a single settle-
ment. 

Except the named functional details 
there were some strict regulations and 
rules musketeers had to follow. They 
controlled service-men discipline and 

leisure. It was strictly forbidden to 
gamble, to abuse alcohol, to brawl and 
to demonstrate any type of inappro-
priate behavior. But we can find exam-
ples that in reality many musketeers 
disobeyed the rules. For example, ex-
cessive drinking [14, des. 9B, st.138, 
pp.573-574] or wall-to-wall fist fight-
ing between Cossacks and musketeers 
occurred. 

To sum it up we can say that 
musketeer’s isolated settlements had its 
own complex modus operandi includ-
ing visiting regime, commanders’ con-
trol, rules and regulations to follow, 
system of duty distribution. So sloboda 
was a complicated phenomenon in 
Russian military history. At first glance 
it was a system which kept all the 
combatants together ready to take or-
ders instantly. The placement of ser-
vice-men in isolated settlements let 
musketeers become both military and 
business units.  But the supply man-
agement peculiarities as well as exces-
sive economic activities didn’t let 
many musketeer units of the south re-
gions kept their military efficiency at a 
high level. So we can assess the phe-
nomenon of service-men class sloboda 
as the transition stage between a me-
dieval feudal army and regular soldier 
army of Peter the Great.    
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