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! The Reindeer Herders of
| Northern Mongolia:

§ Community, Ecology, and Spirit Matters

/ iy farilyn Wialker
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its. of their ancestors with whom cornections must be maintzined
o keep the worlds in balance, All Dukha have individual helping
spirits which must be reated with respecs and in retum take care of
them and the kind on which [l"ll._'_'|' depend. Some have very STrOng.
helping spiris-and the shamans gift of accessing the assistance and
guid:mcc of the spirit world on behalf of their commimunity,

Each shaman has their own strengths depending on their
ownt personalitics and also on rhe chameteristics of their spirit
|'||.‘|]?L'I!.\. Suvitn, who dicd recentdy ar over 100 vears -|f.4g¢:_ Wils
kivown [or her reindeer medicine. She treated Chulu's reindec
and taught Ariundelger and Amarjaraa abour plans. She also
designaced g spanin reindeer: marked by a red sting or ribbon,
to prowect and care for the herd. And she made sparit bags for
cach prerson in the houschold as protection from sickness and
“lac things,” and 10 bring happiness-—these hang in the sa-
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the enerance. For the real sha
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are ot even allowed 1o walk
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New Year, alferings o Foroncd
ang ten would be made 1o the
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waste adraps, we share o licele it of personal information, dis
coveting we are non e ditferent inage, This surprises CChulu
Becatise iy hiaie hus e ver taened grev, s hers hae She tells
me | very beauriful bur 1 oell ber, no sbe is very beauntul
and we boch chuckle. When she stands up o find some plam
medicines o show me, | am surprised ar how tiny she s, 1 am

tall but Chulu won't even reach my shoulder heisht. Her size is

I1|Lﬁ|1‘.‘|:|||'||"_. thaugh, because she has a prisence and strengrh ot
characrer thar belie her diminudive siie.

Chulu wells me she s geuing ready o move 1o her summer
camp an the taiga because in is becoming too warm here for the
reindeer, who need coldes temperatuses o remain healthy, The
household belongings are being packed up 1o be rransported b
horse and reindeer furcher g the mounain. As is customary,
the spirie t‘.-;l:__.‘, will be rac ked caretully on the spirit reindecr ar
the front of the line ro keep them all—humans and reindeer
safe and well. | ask her if <he has rime 7o 1alk 1o me and she savs
it will be no problem to delay the meve for one more day. 71
kiow voure from far away.” she rells-me, “bur come tomorron
early in the oI,

[ chosen a seerion of 2 nuuch iun:gr_" interview 1o illustrate
how the Thakha sense of conmmunity is based on values thas
come from the hearr, Ir also reveals the deep connection o the
land that weratren read abwout amongst rraditianal peoples, bu
perhaps dont cruly anderstand. Chulu i spiziking abour a sus
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The time of year to harvest, the parts of the
‘,fh":fHH fed nse it ')rw..' g':JJ.r.r;"J,r:f;:.r:'rw, 1 'f:r;fr,-r
it can be used dry or fresh...but most importantly,
having a personal connection with the plant
and the land—ihese are all implicit in

Dukela ecological knowledge.

if
Jelr ¥ s s, especially on

surea species) and the holisric wse, o, of indeer medicine,

“| bring people who are sick to the flower."”

Wansemberuu grows in the far reaches of the mountains and
is ditficult  get to on horseback or even on reindeer. Global
warming is devastating its habitat, and ir is being over-harvested
as well. People come up from rthe Gy, from Ulaan Baaar, be-
catiée they have heard of this plant and irs healing properties,
e man, | was told, was w ||I'=|11IL_: to pay Sl fara -rr1t:,|-.' SLOI, 2
lot of money where $200 4 vear is 3 good inconte for a Dhakha
family, He wanted to pur it in his living room as a collecrors
item, to show off his wealth and connatsseurship, He didn't re-
alize, as the story is told, thar as the planc dried, it would scarrer
its sceds and bies of wrself all over the house, as if resisting irs
objectification

.'\Ii.m.:. ab us are interested in
cthnobotany and in using the
planes around us bur we have
t relearn the |-||r1'||=|11|ti|'l. i
pliane medicine and aur subtle
COCTRCTIC  Conneciion  fo the
natural wirld ']'|:|rr.1pi\:-. five
corned the rerm "narure-defich
L|1'1-:'-r-.icr" Lok 1||;'\.|.riE1|; r|'||_' dl-\
connecrwith or surroundings
that F!«i.:!_:m'x urbanized and in-
duserialized cultures, The time

of year wo harvest, the LTt af the ]1|.1|1t [ WsSe 1 l.\|s.1[ [SETH B
bination whether it can be Ilu'ii ii!}' or tresh. bur most 1=
portantly. having a persanal connedon with the Jul,uu andd the

land—the sz are all implicir in |}l||-i||.1 ccalogical |-.|||m.-||.'|.|. L
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“fhere oa flower called Wanserbersee which grots wp o the

it kriga. U somie mouneains, s

very rare. We wsé 1 in WY Wy ! o IriiEl it .-"M.u.' f.-;.r.l;- 2
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Chulu speaks abour when the plant is mast beneficinl—be-

rween June 10 and July 5 before the plant blooms:and the flower
is still closed. (This 15 before the plant puss fes energy inm seed
production.) She deesn't cur the Hlower from its stem or dig up

the roor; insread she uses it s srong takine the sick person o the
£ P

Aower or asort of pilgrimage. IF the sick person were an adulr,
the difficulties of the journey wontld shiow the intear to rel byeg-
ter. Where it is a baby who {s sick, the effore that the healer rakes
shows what the kealer is willing to do on the child’s behalf, and
the power of the land to provide whar is needed. Gradually,
the plant changes the baby’s vibration...as she makes the same
journey on three separate days in midsummer—the time nf vear

when the sun is highest m the sky and would be intusing the

plant with irs eneri.
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“On tup of itare drops of devw, drops of motsture. My father wsed

to tell me, don't wse all the dews, just ane drop...”

Her father tells her she only necdsa single drop. The quanrity
of the medicing is not impartant because i is understond thar
its life Force is concentrared in irs dew. And she akes only whas
i5 needed Apain s her farher who tells her when her son will
be alright. How many of us have been able o mainmin this
connection with our ancestors and the L::'anh:dlt_'q' they have ac-
guired from vears of lived experience in a particalar landscape?
As in other indigenous cultures, elders are key to the communi
tr's abilities to sustain iself wiscly, But Chulu 1s also adding 1o
the knowledpe passed on to her—instead of using a spoon. she

administers the "dew™ 1o her Baby from a Syringe

"t firce time, Fused it i aned 1w el ffeewde, baie the second
i, elvias the witer sigraettle e avringee andd gaiie 8 1o wy ion—rnot
g e pear wlel Dhat winter my o gor cold aned b fang were
badd weeed bt pedee sonnded bad, 1 ook bim e the flnoer for three
I'J'Jlﬂ'_l'n' it the vnd of funie o el rocliinl up to thee mrpeesrsetaa s vi Beciisnie
the l,r.l.lrm'.'f YOS £ i ‘If.':k'.lrlﬂ'l' Arrddi ,,I-_IF tive mannntatens. | tonk rry ton
thiee tomes -t that flower fonce a day). After theee it my father
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“Every part of the reindeer..."”

Mext, hor father makes soup fram a treshly killed cemdeer
Mestly, the Lhikha rely on ||ut||1||:_1 in the forest and on milk
producis trom their retndeer, and Dukbo wealth has bedn mes-
sureed by the number of reindeer in therr herds. A remdeer would
be killed only on a special oecasion such as this one, when the
strength ot a sick child needed o be restored

Reindecr fomge widely (when they can), eating 3 wide varien
of plants from the forest and the tundra, from the sereams and
the mountains, from grasses o lichens—all these "medicines
the reindeer would ear depending on whar they need foo sty

healthy. Siv all che medicines from the Dukha homelands would

be made available ro these who consume reindeer milkeand, as
needed, their meat.

“Then my facher killed i recndeer and made fresl soup for
i He took a bit .rJ_,.'-n'ri part of the vefndeer, put all he fits inta
ehe ptestines and boiled them. My father told me, Jyon e gt to give
bimt this £ gave him soup, to wry son, and fieele birs r?_f'.rr.lr.r;.r ! ot
¢ s reaity svinll e gave iv to brm afffa spoon. My san gt better
drid i gronny [ fron Chde, Junie 18, 2006)

All parts of the animal are used "holistically.” wapply a west
ern term to a traditonal pracuce. Chalus Biher souffed a livde
hit from every st al the freshlv killed reindeee intw a EHTITHAU
wased in the intestines, then boiled inoa soup so none of the
goodnes s lost, When Chulu fed tiny bits of meast and spoon
fuls of the broth to her baby, she was Teeding him bits of dhe

Jand

ol ||.-r O r1:|.|r1'i!1.

its planes, animals, and people. She was feeding him bi
and s spirit—thar nurmreed her child,

herself, her father, and ancestors betore them: 8
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Laned Meéris Marion.
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wnderstanding of ecalowy

The Dukha Community

The Dukha's sense of community is lived rather than abstract
and is structured around the reindeer.

The reindeer and the Dukha are dependent on one another.
Some Dukha say that if the reindeer disappear, so too will thair
culture. The reindeer are domesticated in the literal sense of
belonging to the household. In many ways they are treated
|lke family and shown respect. All the community’s: chores
and activities are centred around the care and feeding of
their reindeer,

Dukha communities on the taiga are usually a group of tents
of two to seven households that move camp to find optimum
grazing for the reindeer.

Herding tasks are shared amongst the camp with children at
& young age learning to care for the reindeer and keeping them
safe. The girls and youngar wormen do the milking and the mak-
ing of yegurt, cheese, and milk tea. Young men and women and
elders help with herding activities: in the camp. A few of the
men stay with the reindeer in the winter months, living in the
open air with their herds to protect them from wolves:and other
predators. The men also make and repair the reindeer saddles,
carts, and their hunting tools. Since they rarely kill.a reindeer,
thay supplemant their diet of reindzer milk products with wild
animals from the forest,

—Marilyn Walker
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