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During the spring and summer months
of 2006 and 2007, 1 lived in Northern
Mongolia in the boreal forest, or taiga
with Tsaatan reindeer-herding families. [
alzo visited them in their homes in the
DarhadVallev. They are nomadic herders
and hunters who were separated from
their Tuvan relatives during the 19905
when the Soviet system collapsed, The
subsequent closure of the Mongolian-
Siberian border left them as a cultural
and linguistic minority in Mongaolia,
While Mongalians are shamanists
ancestrally, the Tsaatan and  their
shamans are considered by many to be
the “mos{ authentic” because they have
been the least influenced by Buddhism,
now the official state religion. Living in
the remote borderlands between Siberia
and Mongolia, they gather wild animals
and plants from the higher reaches of
the Altai-Sayvan Mountains for iheir
shamans’ tonl kits, They use eagle feath-
ers, which give the gift of sight, on their
shamans’ hats and ibex fur for boots be-
cause this mountain goat is agile and
sure-footed, They use reindecr for riding,
packing, and as an important food
source, but they rarely Kill them, relving
instead on the rich, vellow milk which
thev make into yogurt and cheese. One
of their staples is“milk tea” made from
reindeer milk boiled in water and
strained through imported Chinese tea,
Reindeer hair is stuffed into pillows and
mattresses, and used in the distinctive
hair ‘embroidery’ on hats, dresses, and
other items of the shamans tool kit
Their seasonal round s organized
around finding the best pasture for their
reindeer, Chver the summer, mitk prod-
ucts are prepared for winter use. Later in
the vear, they separate into smaller fam-
ily groups and move into their autumn
and winter camps. By October the rein-
decr have been moved into the forest
where thev are allowed to grare freely—
thevare not ticd or milked, A few of the
younger men remain with the reindeer

during the winter. The others spend the.

winter in the warmer grasslands around
the willage of Harma where they live in
Mongolian gers (circular tents), or log
cabins, rather than in their traditional
tipi-style orts. Todav, some Tsaatan raise
goats here, as do their Darhad neigh-
bors. While a few family members re-
main in Harma over the summer to care
for the goats, most move back to the

taiga in spring for reindeer lambing,

The seasonal round involves gather-
ing a wide range of plant resources over
several ecological zones: steppe, forest
steppe, taiga, and alpine. While the taiga
and alpine regions are small, the biodi-
versity there is complex. Some species
are endemic to the taiga; others are dis-
tributed across the wide band of conifer-
ous: forest that encircles the northern
hemisphere. Manv of the species that
originated in this part of Central Asia are
now commonplace in North America
and are used insimilar ways by First Na-
tions Peoples in the United States and
Canada.

The permafrost, higher humidity,

cooler temperatures, and fewer biting
flies of the taiga-alpine region provide
optimum conditions for reindeer which
are the only herd animals that can with-
stand the severe winters, The conditions
are also optimum for cold-tolerant
plants, including those on which lhe
reindeer rely, such as the reindeer lichen
{Cladoria rangiferina), The plants that
have adapted to these extreme condi-
tions are said to be the strongest and
purest and are widely preferred for
medicine and ritual, The Tsaatan zather
them to treat themselves and their rein-
deer; thev also sell them in town to make
a little maney.

The taiga aiso produces wood for

Magsar spende his winters on the tniga faking care of the reindeer without a test or other
L‘r:u;.nfrfrr._g; fust out in the air with the reindeer, riding them i the spow. [F's foo cold for horses
ot the fatoa dn winter and foo warm for e reindeer in fown where he gocs o vlsit his
family over the winter,

(Pleote on leftd Anal collecting fwers for hir Ziny,
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the distinctive Tsaatan reindeer hair embroidery.

(Photo on right) Tsaatan canvas “tipis"after a light snowfall af the spring
camnip.

the stoves thev use for heating and cook-
ing, and for the rim of a shaman’s drum
and its beater. Every home has a sprig of
fragrant juniper {funiperms sp.) tucked be-
hind an interior pole. The branches may
be burned whole, or the needles ground
into a powder and scattered onto the
stovetop to smolder,“We do this,” T was
told “for protection from negative influ-
ences, and because we like the fra-
grance.” During shamanic ritual, the
smoke cleanses and purifies the belong-
ings and ritual space, including all of the
participants in the ceremony, The drum
is passed through the billowing smoke
to prepare it as the shaman's “ride™into
the Other World: it also serves as the
“ride”for the ancestral and helping spir-
its from the Other World into this one.
The smoke permeates the thin mem-
brane that separates the worlds and the
seent pleases the spirits who make this
jorney,

Shamans also collect flowers and
bits of bark and twiss from shrubs and
trees to make into a powerful plant mix-
fure known as a Zav, It is compiosed only
of plants from a shaman's own land, As
the shaman Haltsan told me, “When
other shamans smell your Zay, they
smell vour native land, [.am able o tell
the grass prowth and the weather condi-
tHons, the precipitation, and many other
thing\h when smell 3 shaman's Zav”

Plantz for the Zay are generally
found high up in the mountains. Surnag
i Riradodendron parnifoliun), which has
stmall, purple-red fowers and leaves that
roll under al the edges, grows in the
alpine and subalpine region. It contains
ether which gives the Zay a pleasing
scent. The leaves are also stuffed into pil-
lowes for peaceful steep: People from the
cities like to restin a pateh of Surnag be-
cause it is helpful in kealing heartsick-
ness. 1 was warned, however, that they
shouldn’t fall asleep there, since il
wouldn't be good for theny. Another type
of thododendron, used specifically for
blood pressure problems, is Havsraa
(| Rirdadendron: qureunt), a rare varieby
unigque to the Altai-Sayvan region. The
flowvers and leaves are dried, pounded,
and made into a tea, Like other plant
medicines, the dosage is important; it 15
used only in small amounts, no more
than two ar three gulps per day, Badaan
(Hergenia) is animposing plant with pink
flowers. The entire herbaceous plant, in-




cluding the root, is boiled and used to
treat both human and reindeerdiarrhea.
While reindeer are treated with plant
medicines tor varions conditions, they
are known to self-medicate and also
benefit from foraging over a large and
diverse area,

The mountaing are also important
since ancestral spirits reside there. The
bodies of deceased shamans, together
with their belongings, are laid out in
high places and visits are made to these
sites to Tenew a family’s conmection with
their ancestral shamanic lineage, On
such journeys plants are gathered for
food as well as medicinal and spiritual
use. Maost Tsaatan are familiar with the
miore common medicinal plants, but
some are renowned for their extensive
knowledge, A revered shaman by the
name of Suyan, who died recently at the
age of 102, was famous for her knowl-
edge of plants and reindeer medicine,
Haltsan, ong of her students, explained;

Suyar wais my femmale tercher and helped mv
adot T hae collected man Yy, many plants and
drred Hhem and wivew them to people. My
'r.lum!'mu her and my mither and father and
ther preople taught me about plants. My
grandfirtbier, when Re et o the comarirysios
tacallect plants, woald go for w long Hme: bon
b drerdy days. | also vo for ten fo Foenty
days, Scure plants are for pc«‘fr_zn'v e
sick Just the smell can felp Other planes an
Far fuck,

Halizan's parents passed on their
knowledge about plants and shamanism
b him, although nceither ar¢ shamans
themselves. His mother, Chulujii; told
mie that she didn't become a shaman be-
cause she was nol very strong when she
was voung. Today, both her daughter,
Anai, and her son, Haltsan, are shamans.
She spoke about the special shaman's
things that she inherited from her family
that she is keeping for them, about the
protocols concerning when a shaman
may take thewr belongings out of the
house, and when photographs are al-
lowed. She warned that many plants are
becoming harder to find and that the
“spirit bags” that hang in the sacred
place across from the entrance in every
Tsaatan home, must be treated carefully
when moving camp. The fire and the
snakes that “live” in it must also be
treated with respect, She explained how

petting new shaman s thin

a spirit horse or reindeer is Hed with a
red ribbon or a strip of cloth as a protec-
tor of the herd and mentioned the prob-
lems that arise when shamans work for
tourists in the ciby.

Because Anai's tpl was next door to
ours, her daughter, Shinee; became a
regular visitor, lighting our wood stove
in the morning, refilling the water buck-
ets, and entertaining us with songs in
Tavan and Mongolian. She told as a
storv-about her mother:

My mother used to be a shasan et she i=

s 2 as g dreas

anad drum noir becaseshe had bo stop het L::J
i shaman. She used to Hoe with her grand-
father (Chiduiii's father), and learmed from
rint, recoiving same of his shaman's thines
after s death. When she became a-shamun,

many people came fo-see her and she was

helping peopie as much as she could. Then
ame oy, soeone comme wikh severe problens
v these transferved to her someliow. My
mather developed severe psychological prab-
tems. Then after abont @ year, she got betrer
agweir, After this happened Howgh, she he-
vane very et

Svon Anai herself spoke o me
zbout becoming a shaman and invited
me ko go with her to collect flowers for
her Zay. Our outing was scheduled
around her dailv routine of reindecr
milking. By six in the morning the
households finish the first milking and
let ot their animals to graze untlil eleven
when they te them near camp. They stay
tied until the second milking at four in
the afterncon, after which they are
grazed again. At eight in the evening
thew tie the reindeer for the night. This

-~

She warned that many plants are becoming harder
to find and that the”spirit bags”that hang in the
sacred place across from the entrance
in every Tsaatan home must be treated carefully
when moving camp.
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daily routine allowed Anai time for chat-
ting and plant collecting between eleven
in the morning and four in the afternoon
each day,

Sinee the davwe chose tergo out col-
lecting plants for her Zay was sunnyv and
the meadows were ablaze with flowers.
Anai's sister-in-law, Byambasuren, also
came along to collect for her husband.
Haltsan, collecting her flowers in a cot-
ton sack that she carried over her shoul-
der. Anal dropped hers into the skirt of
her Del, the traditional Mongolian coat-
dress, Into it went wild onmion (Allfam al-
fefcin ) bright orange trolliug (Trollive
asfaticus) catled *Asian globe-flower” be-
cause it only grows in Asia; and sky blue
foraet-me-nets (AMyosotie sulvanca) | told
them how many of the flowers that orig-
inated in this part of the world are now
commuon ¢lsewhere: Forget-me-nots are
found all across North America and Fu-
rope as a garden plant and also natural-
izad in the wild, Thev burst into laughter
at the translation of the name between
English and Mongolian, and back again
inta English, as*me-not-forget”

Mear a siream, we came upon a
stand of wild carrot or parsnip (Hore-
clenim dissecfum), and wald celery, called
Balchirgana in Mongolian, Anai and
Brambasuren were careful to point out
that only this particular kind is edible.
They pulled out pocketknives and
peeled the tall stalks which lonked and
tasted like celery sticks: juicy and
crunchy but with a little more *bite! |
opened my interview with Anai by ask-
ing her when she knew she was going to
becime a shamar.

Anai:  'm nod fullv a shaman as |
haven't got the dress vel. T was supposed
1o have a dress this vear but it wasn't
possible because my drum has a tear, 1
do have an amar huur |a mouth-harp]
though,

Walker: When did vou start to train as
a shaman?

Amai: [ started when Iwas bventy-seven
or twenty-eight, Now I'm thirtv-eight.
Suyan came to see me and told me she
would teach me to be a shaman. | had a
serious disease, psychological problems
and seizures, which started when | was

about twenty-three, | had these prob-
lems for almost a vear and even went fo
Muren to cee a doctor. but there was nio
cure. After 1 agreed to be brained as a
shaman, though, all the problems disap-
peared.

Walker; What kinds of things did Suvan
teach vou?

Anai: She taught me to play the mouth-
harp and the drum. While she didn’t
teach me much abouot plants, 1 am cel-

Back dedail of Tsaatan shaman 'z dress
(frame a replica made for a parks exhiil
néar Muren).

lecting plants for mv Zay. She was very
good at reindeer medicine, at using dif-
ferent things to cure the reindeer. but
she didn‘t share that information with
e

Walker: What about vour drum? Mayv |
ask who made vour drum?

Anai: My first drum was made by some-
ang fromm Llan Ulde who is no longer Tiv-
ing. Because it has a tear, it needs a new
anteloge skin which will be stretched by
my father.

Walker: Who will hunt the antelope?

Anai: [t doesn’t matter who hunts it as
long as we get a good one, We will buy it
from one of the hunters, It costs Between
5,000 and 10,000 Tugrik (53 t0 $10 L5 dod-
lars) for a hide. The sixe of one of these
antelopes is almost as large as a rein-
deer,

Walker: What aboutonce the drum has
the new skin? Do you have to doany-
thing to ‘open’the drum?

Anai: Yes, we do a ttual when a drum
has a new skin, Lots of people gather in
mv orts. We dry the skin over the fire or
place it near the stove, it doesn't take too
long. Affer it's dry, | hang it from the
wail. My father will put the skin on the
drum frame. Twas supposed to have thy
shaman'’s dress in the beginning of June,
bt [ dom't have it simce we are s4ll look-
ing for the new skin tor the deum. By
next vear, when you return, | should
have both myv shaman’s drum and dress,

Walker: Who will make vour dress? |
utnderstand that shamans dont make
their vwn dress, drum, aod other things.

Amai: My relatives and the taiga people,
probably about twenty people alto-
gether, will make it

Walker: Lazi vear, | talked to people
about the spirit bags that hang from the
orts poles aceoss from the entrance. [ was
told these are for protection. Do vou
have a spirit bag and a spirit reindeer?

Anai:  Yes, | have a spirit bag my
mother. made it. And Thave a spirt rein-
deer too; my grandfather on my
mother's side made ik He's not still Liv-
ing: Hewas a strong shaman. | lived with
him when he was alive, He died at age
sevenby-five. Many fimes | saw him do
shaman's rituals and ceremonivs,

Walker; What about a shaman’s helper?
Your brother, Haltsan, told me that his
wife, Bvambasuren, is his helper, Do you
have someone o make the fire, help you
put on your shaman's dress and assist
vou when you are with vour spirits?

Anai: | don't have anvone designated
vet but T may need & helper to support
me during the ceremaonies, although
there are some shamans who don’t fall

P 30 Veluwnt ) Refrraary 2408

Thifotirral oF Shidraii



off their ride during rituals.’ My grand-
father didn’t need support: neither does
Ialtsan.

Walker: Haltsan is vour brother's Tuvan
name, right? And Amarjargal is his offi-
cial name in Mongolian?

Anai: Yes, we are Tuvan and mv parents
and grandfather taught me to speak the
language. [am also teaching Tuvan to my
children. My daughter, Shinee, sings
Tuvan songs as well as Darhad songs in
Mongolian,

Walker: Does vour family tell stories
about Tuva or do they feel thev live in
Mongolia now?

Anai: We say we'd like to stay in Mon-
golia and don't really tatk about trving to
see Tuva anytime: again soom,

Walker: Tell me about the shaman's
plant mixture, the Zay, which we are col-
lecting.

Anai: If we can collect more than a hun-
dred different flowers, the shaman's
plant mixture s considered to be verv
good, As well as the flowers that we will
gather here, bits of bark and bwigs from
bushes and trees are added to the Zay.
There are none growing around here,
though, so | will add them later as we
move to our pther camps. Juniper will be
an important addition, The juniper that
grows on the taiga is the most fragrant
variety and the strongest medicine,

Walker: What dovou do with the plants
after vou collect them?

Amai: We place them in cloth slings that
we hang between the poles of our arts, If
vou come bomorrow, vou can see them
drying. | will have one for my Zay and
Byambasuren will have one for Haltsan's
Zay. Once the plants are dried, which
doesn't take too long because the wood
stove keeps the orts warm and dry,
everything is pounded into a powder
and juniper is added. Then drops of
water, just a few drops, from nine rivers
are added, ene at a time, Then it's ready
1o use.

Walker: Could vou describe how vou
pound the Zay? Do vou do it the same

way as you pound tea?

Anai:r For the tea, we put the tea blocks
that we buy in town ina skin or canvas
bag. I use my small hide bag and pound
the bag (and the tea inside it) with a pes-
tle made of stone or hard wood. That
breaks the tea up into small bits. For my
Zay, | use a birch mortar and pestle that
my father made about seven vears ago:
It is used only for pounding Zay.

Walker: And how is the Zav used?

Anair  When people come to sce a
shaman for healing, the shaman burns it
asincense over the fire. People smell the
Zav and inhale the smoke in healing:
They may also be given some to take
home where they burn it for themselves.
The Zay gives sitength to the shaman
and to the people who go to the shaman
for help with their problems.

Walker: Would anvome bring you plants
to add to the Zay?

Amnai: Mo, Each shaman gathers their
own plants from their own land. For ex-
ample, Tsaatan shamans are supposed to
only collect plants growing in the taiga,
nef in the Darhad Valley, and shamans
from different areas are not supposed to
mix their Zay.

The next day, it was raining and the
wouodsteve was on when we entered
Anai's tent ko say goodbye, She offered
s a dish of boiled reindecr milk, the
color of clotted cream, and some freshly
baked bread but we could not stay long.
Our jeep driver was booked to pick us up
in Harma the dav after tomoreow and |
wanied to do the trip down in bwo days.
That way we could break up the long
harseback ride by camping overnight in
the forest.

The rain came down in shects ag we
erossed over the treeless mountain pass,
There were places so steep and rocky
that we dismounted and walked our

-y
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horses, Once in the forest, however, the
trees dissipated the rain and we got dry
guickly by building a fire of dead
branches sanpped off the trees. We set
up our tents for the night and put the
horses put to graze on the lush grasses
in a nearby clearing.

In the moming we started put early
to armive in Harma by midday. Emerging
from the shade of the forest into bright
sunshine and lush meadow, weé de-
lighted in the vellow-flowered potentil-
las, purple-blue gentians, and mauve
asters spreading out ahead of us. Our
guides began singing at the top of their
lungs. My partner echoed their song.
which made them laugh gaily. They en-
couraged him to sing more because, as
they told us,“When we're traveling and
we sing like this, it makes Nature
happy.”

Endnote

I, When shamans are ‘riding” their
drumsinto the other worlds, the helper
watches carefully to make sure they do
not endanger themselves by stumbling
or falling into the fre by “falling off their
ricde.
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