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Abstract

Arxctic tundra is rich mushroom country and a number of high latitude
fungi species can potentially be used as food. Different regions often play
host to many of the same or similar mushroom varieties. Yet, people’s
attitudes toward the same mushrooms—and mushrooms in general—vary
widely both in temporal and geographical senses. The given work presents a
study in ethnomycology—a field of inquiry concerned with human beliefs and
practices associated with mushrooms, carried out in the Bering Strait area of
Chukotka, Russia. Once avoided by the Native people living on the Russian
and American sides of the Bering Strait, wild mushrooms are now considered
to be deliciously edible among the Yupiit and Chukchi of Chukotka. In
addition to its dietary contribution, mushroom gathering is also valued as a
social, spiritual, and recreational activity which cultivates particular
relationships between the people and the land. Prior to the influences of the
mushroom-loving Russian cuisine, Yupik people in Chukotka regarded
mushrooms as “devil ears,” while the Chukchi largely viewed them as
reindeer food unfit for human consumption. As an ethnographic study of a
single commodity, this thesis examines past and present meanings of
mushrooms in Chukotka, exploring local beliefs, practices, and knowledge
associated with their use. It shows that the transformations in Yupik and
Chukchi ideas about mushrooms are deeply connected with multiple aspects

of social change taking place in Chukotka during and after the Soviet period.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Table of Contents

Page
SIgnature Page..... ..o i
Title Page....couiieiiii e i1
B TST h Loz 8 o ) o O 111
72 o1 5 = Vot PPN v
Table of CONtents.....ccuviviieiiiiiiiir e e v
List of FIQUIES.....iiuiiiiiiiiiiiii i e e vii
Acknowledgements.......coviiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e X
Chapter 1
Mushrooms without Borders: My Pathway to Beringian Ethnomycology... 1
Preliminary Insights......cccoiceiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 9
ReSEarCh QUESHIONS. i it ceiiriiii ittt eirise s et s et sesesasnessassasnsarasares 18
Fieldwork and Methods.......ccoivieiiiiiiiiiii e s 21
Ethnographic Overview of the Chukchi Peninsula........c.ccceeevineiiinncinannes 24
Taste Them, Don’t Waste Them: a Note on Ethics.....cc..covvieniiiiiiiceniinennns 35
Chapter 2
A Taste of Mushrooms: Savoring Cultural Sentiments...........ccoveuviriienncnnnns 41
Ethnomycology as an Anthropological Inquiry.......cccceeiviviiinineiiiencinannes 44
Defining Mycophobia and Mycophilia........c..cccoriiiriiiiiiiiicee e e 58
Views of the Chukotka Yupiit and Chukchi Prior To Russian Influence... 66
Chapter 3
Mushroom Harvest in Contemporary Chukotka..........ccooceiriiviniiiniininnnn. 91
PICRING...cuiiieie i e 95
A Mushrooming Vacation........cciviiuiiniiaiiniiiiinins s e s s 102
Processing and Preserving......ccoeiieiieiieiiiciiieicrs e s s 104
Cleansing and SOYtINgG.........cceviviiiuiiiiiiiii s 107
Pickling and Marinating........cccccoeeviiimiiiiiieiniin e e 111
Drying and Other Methods of Preserving Mushrooms...........c.......... 117
Collaboration and Division of Labor........ccciiiiiiiiiiiii e, 119
Social Networks, Transfer, and Exchange.........c.cccvoviiniiiiiiniiciinciinnnnnnne 127
Banochka Gribov (A Jar of Mushrooms).........cooevviiiiiiciiiiicinien s 129
Surviving the Surplus.......cccocciiiiiiiiiiii 131

The Day that Feeds a Year: On the Importance of Always Being Ready.. 134

Chapter 4

Contexts and Meanings of Mushroom Consumption.........cccoeevrivuinniennnn. 139
Eating and Chasing........cceeieiuciiruiiiiiii e e e s aa e e 143
Mealtimes and Structure of Everyday Eating........cccoeviiviiiiiiiieniinennnns 146

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Prazdnichnyi Stol (A Holiday Table)......ccocivieiiiiiiiiiiiii s ee e
Russian and Native Cuisines in ChukotKa........cvvviriireniviericcrireerennenen e
Mushroom Dishes in Everyday and Festive Eating......cc..ccvvvivviiencinnnnnns
Good to Think, Good to Harvest, Good to Eat......ccoieiiiiiiiriiiiieieeienees

Chapter 5

Understanding the Social Context of Transformation in the Chukotka
Native Views on Mushrooms and Mycophagy....c.c.ccemiiirmiirimeirensinnnsiennens
Comparing Mushrooms to Other Food Novelties........cccoccvvuiiriciienninnnnnn.
An Overnight Change?.......cciiiiiiiiiiiiiiniiiir e
Age Cohort FrameworK......c.cooviiieiiiiiee e
The Cohorts of Late 1800s through 1920s..........cciviuiiieiiiiiiiniiiniinnnnn.
The Cohort of the 1930s........cviciiiiiiiiiiii
From the Writings of Georgii Menovshchikov............ccocuiiiiennnns
Local PerspectiVes.....coiiiueiiiiniirieierii e s s e
The Cohort of the Period 1940-19585........ccoivviiiiiiniiiciic e,
The Cohort of the 1960s and 1970s.........coeeueiirciiniiiniiiinn e
The Cohort of the 1980s......cceeiiiii

Chapter 6

Ethnomycology as Ethnohistory: Mushrooms and Cross-Cultural

Entanglements. .. ..o e
Mushrooms in the Border Zomne...........coeovuiriniiinnimiiiiiicninr e
A Primary Subject in the Secondary SChool.......c.c.ccvvviiiiiniiiiniincncnnne,
Tundra Encounters on the “Third Kingdom” Kind...........coeorvuiiiiniiinnnnnnn.
Chukotka in the 1970s: Time of Mushrooming Mushrooming.................
Mycophagy during Food Crises in the Late 1990s......c..ccovuiiiiniiniiiinnnnns
A Subject of Conversation in All Walks of Life..........ccoeeeviiiiiinniicinncnanns

Chapter 7
How the Devils Lost Hearing, People Rivaled Reindeer, and Mushrooms
Grew Taller than Trees: Adopting Mycophagy while Adapting to

...People Rival Reindeer... .....cccccoiimiiieiiiiiiiinii e
...and Mushrooms Grow Taller than Trees... ..oveeriiiiiiiiirieeeeeeee e

Conclusion

Marx Went Away, but the Mushroom Stayed Behind...........ccooeevinnienninnnnne.
Are Mushrooms “Special” After All?.........ccooeviiiiiiiiniiiicinie e
When Time is of the Essence: The Feasibility and Value of Studying
“SMAll Changes™.....ccuciiiiiiiiiieri e e e e e

= =3 g =Y (LT TR P

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

vi



vii

List of Figures

Page
Figure 1: A Display of Collages Crafted by School Children in Enmelen 3
Figure 2: “There Are No Mushrooms Abroad”—a Popular Saying........... 6
Figure 3: Map of the Bering Strait Area.......c.cccoviviireiririieiiicirn e 10
Figure 4: Remains of the Coastal Dwellings at the Old Settlement of
25 26
Figure 5: The Soviet-built Towns of Prvideniya and Ureliki, Situated just
NOTth Of AVAN...ccuuiiiiiiiier i e e e 27
Figure 6: Large Camp of the Tundra Chukchi Showing a Row................ 29
Figure 7: Day-camp of Four Reindeer Herders who Migrate with the
Herd. .o 30
Figure 8: “Lenin in Chukotka.” This Photomontage, Propagating a Myth
that Lenin Personally Met with Chukotka Natives..................... 32
Figure 9: A Shack that Serves as Seasonal Housing at Lake Achchen....... 36
Figure 10: “Stagecoach” of SireniKi........cccoviieuirimmininiinnninncenieea, 37

Figure 11: Storage Shed Displaying the Official Placard of the National
Bank of USSR......couiiiiiiei st 38

Figure 12: One of the Two Most Popular Lactarius Species Harvested in 46
Chukotka......ccoiiiiiiinr

Figure 13: A Preferred Leccinum Variety Known in Chukotka Under the
names of “Aspen Bolete” and “Mountain Mushroom”.............. 47

Figure 14: An Illustrated Interpretation of the Children’s Story “The
LY ADE] qhgoT o3 ¢ s NY AT £ 54

Figure 15: A Sireniki Elder, Explaining the Practice of Blowing Air at
One’s Hand in Order to Avoid Contamination.........cc.ceeeuviennens 10

Figure 16: Puffball, Caltavia Sp......cccevuiieiiiniiiiiiiciniciiin e, 13

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure 17

Figure 18:

Figure 19:

Figure 20:

Figure 21:

Figure 22:
Figure 23:
Figure 24:

Figure 25:

Figure 26:

Figure 27:
Figure 28:
Figure 29:

Figure 30:

Figure 31:

Figure 32:

Figure 33:

: An Illustration from the Pegtymel’ Composition Labeled as
B 13 T . PN

A Larger Composition from “Stone III” of the Pegtymel’
703 413 0 [ S

“The Story of Kele,” a Walrus Tusk Engraving by Kmeimit......

“The Story of Kele,” a Walrus Tusk Engraving by Nadia
{6 = 153 4L ) - TR P

The Summer Hours of the Village Library, Closed on a Week-
day AfteINOON. . .uiiiiiiiiei e e

Pickled Mushrooms Are Tested for Aroma........ccoeeucieneinniennnnn.
Posing with the Finest Specimens, Lake Achchen Area............
Posing with the Finest Speciments, Nunligran Area..................

Cleaning and Sorting Fresh Mushrooms at the Summer Camp
Shack in the in the Vicinity of Novoe Chaplino........cc.ccoceueveenn.

Cleaning and Sorting Fresh Mushrooms, Just Off a Nunligran
] 541 U POt

Fresh Harvest of Boletes and Yellow Gruzdi, Partly Sorted.......
Transferring the Marinade Into aJar.........ccooiiiiiiiiiiinens
Making Sure the Lids are Tight........cccoiimiiiiiiiiee

A Cache of Winter Reserves. The Mushroom Jar on the Left
Displays the Manufactured Label..........ccccoovviiiiiiiinnienniinnn.

Stringing Mushrooms in Preparation for Drying.......cccceeevennenne
Garlands of Drying Mushrooms Hanging Above the Wood

A Typical Scene at the Helicopter Landing. Only a Few
People in the Photo are Prospective Passengers..........cocceeeenee.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

viii



Figure 34

Figure 35:
Figure 36:

Figure 37:

Figure 38:

Figure 39:

Figure 40:
Figure 41:
Figure 42:

Figure 43:

Figure 44:

Figure 45:

Figure 46:

Figure 47:

Figure 48:

Figure 49:

Figure 50:

: A Zakuski Table with a Symmetrical Display of Platters

Drying Fish. Cages from the Shut-down Fox Farms
Upa—s€a PEACNES.....iiuniiiiiini i e e

Resting on One of Nunligran’s Benches after Returning from
Picking Mushrooms and Berries.........ccveumiericieiiiicniiiniecceeeee.

Picking Berries in the Area outside of Novoe Chaplino...........

Sorting Berries. Pouring the Berries over the Cloth-covered
Reclining Board.......cccoceiiiiiiiiici e

A Woman from Enmelen is Assembling a Small Fire................
Tea onthe TUNAra......coocuiiii e
“Mushroom Soup” (Boletes, Potato, Barley, Margarine, Salt)...

Kartoshka s Gribami (Potatoes with Mushrooms), My
(0301101 s TeToTo B 31720 o 1 (= TR

Freshly Harvested Mushrooms, Sautéed—a Summer-time
Poultry Farms Were Among the Many Soviet-brought
Innovations in Chukotka.......ccccooiiiiiiiicii s

Harvesting Cucumbers at a Greenhouse of The Lenin’s Way
State Farm....ccoooviiiiiiic

In the Jubilee Photo Album of the Lenin’s Way State Farm........
Gornyi Grib (the Mountain Mushroom) Playing “Hide and
Carrying a Tall Bucket Inside His Backpack Andrei is

10} 07551451 5 Lo

Changing the Vantage Point to See How Mushrooms Grow
Taller than Trees......c.covveiiiiiinici e

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

X



Acknowledgements
The surrounding world of the officially atheistic Soviet society, in which
I was born and raised, was filled with metaphysical dangers. To prevent our
plans from being jinxed, we knocked on wood while spitting three times over
our left shoulder. As a precaution to having spoken “too soon,” we talked
about the future in the least definitive terms possible. When offered a
compliment, we accepted it with a smile on the face and a figa in the pocket
(figa is a Russian word for a special-shape fist, with the thumb end poking out
between the middle finger and the pointer). A signifier for “you won’t get it,”
the figa inside one’s pocket is intended to offset the damage caused by the
evil eye that praises, even the most sincere ones, are capable of inflicting.
Having carefully taken the steps prescribed by these time-honored
prophylactics, I would like to express my deepest and heartfelt gratitude for
the incredibly good fortune I have had in my life and work thanks to the
generous support of the following individuals and organizations:
% My hosts and informants in Chukotka, Alaska, and Ukraine
¢ Dr. Peter Schweitzer, my dissertation advisor, and other members of
my Graduate Advisory Committee: Dr. David Koester, Dr. Phyllis
Morrow, Dr. Molly Lee, and Dr. Gary Laursen
% The UAF Department of Anthropology, Resilience and Adaptation
Program, and the Graduate School
+«+ The National Science Foundation Office of Polar Programs
++ Barrow Arctic Science Consortium
% Provideniya Museum of Shared Beringian Heritage
« Igor Zagrebin and Gennady Zelensky of the Chukotka Science Support
Croup

%

Anna Kerttula (for Antler on the Sea and for her professional guidance)
% The University of Alaska Museum of the North departments of

Archaeology and Ethnology and History

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



xi

¢ The helpful staff at the UAF Elmer E. Rasmuson Library, especially the
Interlibrary Loan Office

% Professor Sidney Mintz at Johns Hopkins University and Dr. Igor
Krupnik at the Smithsonian Institution for kindly agreeing to serve as
my mentors during the postdoctoral program I am about to begin

¢ My caring family: my parents Eva and Gregory Yamin, my sister Rita,
my grandparents Leya and Solomon Elinson and Lev and Maria Yamin,
and my parents-in-law Anatoly and Ol’ga Pasternak

» My amazing friends Amber, Sarah and Mike, Stacie, Jake, Takashi, Ryan
and Stacey, Tobi, Josh and Angie, Jim and Kevin and Grandma, Justin,
Patrick and Maité, Joe, Kesha, Mulya, and Zhanka

¢ Sharik and Ginger

% Igor Pasternak, my kind and loving husband, who never fails to impress
and inspire me with his many talents, his prodigious creativity, and his
infinite passion for learning new things.

Finally, I cannot help but reflect on the indisputable fact that my research

agenda, stagnant at times, has landed onto a right path, bringing me much joy

and fulfillment, ever since the corner of my mind’s eye has caught the

magnificent sight of the mighty mushroom.

Thank you. I am knocking on wood, and waiting for further guidance.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



MUSHROOMS WITHOUT BORDERS:
MY PATHWAY TO BERINGIAN ETHNOMYCOLOGY

CHAPTER 1

“Kushai kartoshku s gribami i derzhi yazyk za zubami” (“Eat potatoes with
mushrooms and keep your thoughts to yourself’): Babushka Leah, my
maternal grandmother, loves to utter this rhyme—her rendition of an old
Russian proverb, which she modified to fit our setting. The known classic
version actually instructs to eat mushrooms that are baked in pot pies, rather
than stewed with potatoes. The latter, however, a recipe that is as common as
it is scrumptious, had a regular spot on our menu. The home of my
grandparents in Rechitsa, Belorussia (Belarus), where I lived as a child, stood
adjacent to the town’s marketplace. Whatever was not being cultivated in our
sizable garden could be purchased on the other side of the fence. In season,
we ate everything fresh. Although by the time I was born, my grandparents
no longer kept chickens and goats, they continued to grow all kinds of
produce. At the market they bought dairy goods and mushrooms. The latter
were always chanterelles, affectionately called “lisichki” (foxies) in Russian,
harvested at the crack of dawn in the woods at the province outskirts. These
fragrant golden-brown dainties served an incentive for good table manners
and general compliance with all house rules. Salivating from the sheer sight, I
would begin the bargaining, showering my babushka with endless promises
to eat everything I am offered and to do everything I am told, not giving in
until she would start negotiating with the vendor. Later that day, as I sat in
front of the steaming plate, babushka inevitably caught me excavating the
stew with my fork, nailing each of the buttery tidbits, ingesting them one by

one, savoring every crunch. “Your plate must be cleaned,” she would toss a
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gentle reminder, implying that I should not pick out the mushrooms, but
scoop up all the ingredients at once. When I attempted to subtly hint that the
potato portion of the mix is a bit excessive, babushka swiftly returned with the
all-too-familiar “eat potatoes with mushrooms and keep your thoughts to
yourself.”

I did not grow up in a family of mushroom picking experts able to
distinguish dozens of varieties. No one in my immediate or extended kinis a
gourmet chef or a connoisseur possessing a vast collection of recipes with a
specialized indication for each kind of mushroom. However, we cooked and
ate mushrooms regularly, as they were often the key ingredient in various
soups, stews, and hors d'oeuvres. For us it was common knowledge that rain
in the woods unearths myriad fungi, some of which are poisonous, some are
edible and delicious, and some that are neither here nor there, offering little
interest to savvy consumers. Virtually all the mushrooms we ate were
purchased at the marketplace, directly from first-hand pickers. (We did some
recreational gathering occasionally.) On the continuum of supply and
distribution we were the second and the last. In elementary school,
identifying the most popular types—the boletes, the russulas, the
chanterelles, the fly-agaric—was a regular assignment in life sciences, while
in art classes mushrooms made a frequent subject of collages and watercolors
(Figure 1). Allin all, whether an admirer or impartial onlooker, a revered
expert or a marginal patron, growing up in Belarus one had an implicit

awareness that the fungus was, in fact, among us.
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Figure 1: A display of collages crafted by school children in Enmelen, Chukotka very

similar to the ones assigned to us in elementary grades when I was growing up in the

former Soviet Union. (Photo by Sveta Yamin-Pasternak)
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With immigration and relocation to Chicago in early 1990s, mushrooms
had largely gone out of sight. The produce shops in our neighborhood did
not carry any familiar varieties, and had they, the U.S. retail prices of wild
mushrooms (of which I became aware of many years later) would have placed
these luxurious items way beyond our reach.! The cultivated crimini and
portobello? did not strike our fancy, as their texture and aroma compared
poorly to the quality we were used to back home. Planted in the middle of a
big Midwestern city, without any prior travel experience in the U.S., I was
quite ignorant of any resources accessible in the wilderness or even a rural
setting. In every way, the new urban west, seemingly masterminded for easy
living, stood in diametric opposition to the old country, where food had to be
grown and gathered or required waiting in line to be purchased, and even
then, cooked ‘“‘from scratch.”

The new and the old were compared constantly: in contradiction to
themselves, immigrants can simultaneously praise one, be nostalgic for the
other, and adamantly criticize both. When mushrooms came up as a subject
of conversation, their absence in shops was sarcastically explained with a
quote from Autumn Marathon (Danelia 2000[1979]), a popular feature film,
now a Soviet cinema classic.® The movie has a scene where a Leningrad

resident is asking a visiting Dane about mushrooms in the forests “abroad”;

1 In all likelihood some specialty stores or sections in the supermarket did carry some wild
mushrooms varieties, at least in dried form. However, those were uncharted territories for us
at the time. As a commercial enterprise, wild mushroom harvesting in the U.S. began in the
late 1970s. Although since then the number of harvesters and field buyers operating in the
forests of Montana, Idaho, Pacific Northwest, and occasionally Alaska, has been increasing,
the sales market is still predominantly in Western Europe. (I gathered this information during
field research at a commercial morel mushroom harvest in interior Alaska, which I conducted
in collaboration with the University of Alaska Cooperative Extension Service and the Boreal
Ecology Research Unit of the U.S. Forest Service the summer of 2004.)

2 A brown crimini is actually a juvenile stage of portobello; the latter is often marketed as
“portabella.”

3 In the U.S. this film is a regular part of the university curricula in Russian Studies; it is also
widely available in public libraries and commercial video rentals.
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the latter replies: za rubezhom gribnykh lesov net “there are no mushrooms
in the forests abroad” (Figure 2). Shortened to “there are no mushrooms
abroad,” the cliché has become an immigrant metaphor that captured all
unsatisfied cravings for the food and places left behind. The allegory was true
to life until I moved to Alaska.

The discovery of “mushrooms abroad” occurred on my first walk
through the generously forested University of Alaska Fairbanks campus. At
first, I mistook the orange blots spotting throughout the underbrush for pieces
of last year’s foliage that had marvelously retained their luscious fall color.
However, looking closer I realized that the flawless, seemingly gravitating
circles could not be anything but aspen boletes, caught in their prime.
Kneeling with my pocket camera I embarked on my first-ever photo-shoot of
the forest groundcover. With absolutely no research ambitions in mind, the
images captured were entirely for the benefit of my Russian network in
Chicago: “they won’t believe until they see it—"’ I thought, “state of the art
aspen boletes, right here, in the middle of the University campus.” To learn
what else is out there in the fall of 2000 I took an introductory mycology
course with Professor Gary Laursen.

Until the first snowfall, The Third Kingdom was partially taught as a field
class: a fungi taxonomist by trade, Gary Laursen is also an enthusiast who
volunteers at a number of outreach activities and regularly organizes lively
and enticing mushroom forays. Captivated with what I was learning about
mushroom biology and ecological roles, I nevertheless remained an
anthropologist at heart and, over the course of the semester, found myself
pondering more and more upon the various human uses of fungi. At the time I
was curious about every kind of utilization: recreational, culinary, medicinal,
spiritual. Coincidently, Gary Laursen was also keen on delving into these
subjects, particularly in the regions adjacent to the Bering Strait, where, as a

principal investigator, he was leading a multi-year project entitled
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GLORGY DANELLA w

Figure 2: “There are no mushrooms abroad”—a popular Russian saying derived from
Danelia’s (2000[1979]) film Autumn Marathon. Although the subject of mushrooms
takes up only a few minutes of the movie, the mushroom-picking scene, shown on the
cover of its recently released DVD version, is one of the most memorable and most

quoted by viewers.
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Beringian Cryptogams.* Bering Strait also happened to be my long-term area
of interest: having had the experience of living in other parts of the former
Soviet Union and the United States, I wanted to explore how some of the
national differences play out in the region where the two countries stand in
such physical propinquity, and where cultural parallels and long-standing
intercontinental social ties have been well-documented (e.g. Bogoras 1904-
09, Nelson 1983 [1899], Ray 1975, Schweitzer 2003, Schweitzer and Golovko
1997, 1995, among others). Thus, Gary Laursen’s invitation to develop an
anthropological component in the ongoing study of Beringian fungi made an
ideal opportunity to integrate the geographic and thematic dimensions of my
emerging curiosities.

I started this work with a survey of literature and archival materials and
soon began encountering examples of recreational, medicinal, spiritual, and
practical household uses of various fungi throughout Alaska and northeastern
Russia. Puffballs, for example, have been utilized in several culture areas to
treat cuts, burns, eye irritation, and sores (Garibaldi 1999, Kari 1987). Several
authors mention the use of arboreal shelf polypore to make snuff and chewing
tobacco (e.g., Dolitsky 1996, Fienup-Riordan 2000, Kavasch 1996, Nelson 1983
[1899]), while both Ethnology and Archaeology collections at the University of
Alaska Museum of the North hold a number of associated objects, such as
snuff tubes, mortars, boxes, and pouches. The collections database suggests
that these fungi also served as mosquito repellents and fire starters. Lantis
(1959) writes about a medicinal application of the arboreal shelf polypore to

treat stomach aches in the Cenral Yupik area. Wasson (1968) provides an

4 The Beringian Cryptogams project was funded by the National Park Service, Beringian
Heritage Program Service (Award Nos. PX9830-93-062, PX9830-92-385, PX9830-0-0451,
PX9830-0-0451, PX9830-0-0512; Principal Investigator Gary Laursen, Institute of Arctic
Biology, University of Alaska Fairbanks). See the Shared Beringian Heritage Program report
entitled Inventory and Survey of Fungi, Lichenized Fungi, Lichenicolous Fungi, Mycetozoans, and
Bryophytes (Laursen 2002) for more information about the project.
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extensive compilation of sources that describe the spiritual and recreational
uses of Amanita muscaria in Chukotka and Kamchatka.

From a historical point of view, descriptions of these various domains of
fungi use emerged from the consulted sources rather unambiguously.
Although some accounts left me wishing for more details, they did not
generate any mysteries. With regard to culinary use the situation was not as
clear. For the Alaska side of the Bering Strait, the literature suggested that
mushrooms were not sought after in subsistence gathering or culinary
practice. For example, in a regional overview of the period1650-1898, Ray
comments that “no root, leaf, or berry that was edible was overlooked by the
Eskimos, except mushrooms, which apparently were never eaten" (1975:119).
Anore Jones seconds Ray’s (ibid.) supposition and explains that absence of
culinary mushroom use also extends into contemporary times:

Traditionally, the local mushrooms were never eaten. Argaignaqg, the

local Inupiaqg word for mushrooms means ‘that which causes your hands

to come off.” Long ago, Anatkut (shamans) fostered a strong taboo
against eating mushrooms, some of it lingers yet today, making it

difficult for Inupiat to consider eating them (1983:144).

In contrast, on the Chukotka side of the Bering Strait, some contemporary
accounts suggested that wild mushrooms are admired as delicious edibles.
The subsistence reports for the coastal communities on the Chukchi Peninsula
(Ainana et all 2000, 1999) list a number of species harvested by residents in
each village, while specifically in Sireniki, Kerttula observed that “only
Chukchi and Yupik ate greens, but everyone enjoyed mushrooms and
berries” (2000:109). “During mushroom season,” the author continues, “the
village’s obsession with fungi borders on fetishism” (ibid.).

Thus, separated by the two national borders and the international
dateline, the Native communities living in the Bering Strait area of Alaska and

the Russian Far East share common histories, physical environments, and
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subsistence diets consisting of land and sea mammal meat, fish, birds,
berries, and greens. Mushrooms, however, albeit found on both sides of the
Strait, appeared to be an exception. Intrigued by such opposing attitudes to
an ever-present resource, I was eager to explore further the beliefs and
practices surrounding the culinary mushroom use in Chukotka and Alaska. In
the summer of 2001, I headed for the field to carry out what became the pilot

study for my dissertation research.’

Preliminary Insights

The continental shores and islands of the Bering Strait are the
indigenous homelands of the Inupiaq, the Yupik,® and the Chukchi people.
Although not an uncommon focus in circumpolar studies, the boundaries of
what constitutes the Bering Strait region are variably defined. Schweitzer and
Golovko (1997), for example, only include the Native communities of Naukan,
Big Diomede, Uelen, Little Diomede, Wales, and King Island in their definition
of the Bering Strait area. Specifying that they intentionally chose the
communities that historically were most actively participating in trans-Bering
Strait contact, the authors also point out that Seward and Chukchi peninsulas
“provide convenient alternative labels” (1997:169). Although the Alaska-
Chukotka continuities also pertain to my research subject, for the summer of
2001 I chose to work in communities that would allow me to make cross-

cultural, urban-rural, and international comparisons (Figure 3).

8 My 2001 fieldwork in northwest Alaska (Kotzebue, Kivalina, Nome, Teller) and Provideniya,
Chukotka was funded in part by a grant from the University of Alaska Museum of the North
through the Geist Research Program for the project Beringian Ethnomycology (Principal
Investigator Sveta Yamin), and a grant from the Shared Beringian Heritage Program for the
project Beringian Cryptogams (see Footnote 4, this chapter).

6 Later in the text I also use the vernacular pural forms of these designations, i.e.:”Inupiat”
and “Yupiit.”
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Figure 3: Map of the Bering Strait Area. (Drawn by Igor Pasternak)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



11

On the Alaskan side, I conducted interviews in the settlements of
Kotzebue, Kivalina, Nome, and Teller. Kotzebue and Nome are not very large
towns, each populated by several thousand people. Nevertheless, they
function as district centers, offering infrastructure and a service base that are
significantly more developed than in the surrounding villages. Both are
inhabited by mixed Native and settler populations and are frequently visited
by residents of the nearby settlements. Kivalina is a small Inupiaq community
north of Kotzebue. I chose Kivalina as one of my field sites, partially, because
I had prior research experience there, hence could consult a good number of
people in a short time, as I kept contact with several families in this village.
Teller is also an Inupiaq community, the only one reachable from Nome by
road, and was therefore logistically convenient for my purposes: with
accommodations in Nome, I could make daytrips to conduct interviews in the
village.

I began the fieldwork on the Alaska side in early June and continued
through the end of July. My husband Igor Pasternak kept me company.
Although these months, June especially, do not correspond to the prime
fruiting time for some potentially edible genera (Leccinum, for instance), I
could still productively conduct interviews on local knowledge and attitudes
toward mushrooms.

On the whole, my 2001 fieldwork findings reinforced the contrast made
apparent in the literature, showing largely avoidance of mushrooms—due
either to fear or indifference—on the Alaska side (cf. Jones 1983, Ray 1975)
and deep affection and extensive use in Chukotka (cf. Kerttula 2000). In
northwest Alaska, whether in the villages or the district centers, the idea of
mushrooms being inevitably harmful echoed in multiple stories. Many people
recalled being instructed as children never to touch mushrooms and strongly
advised us against picking them. Inupiaqg speakers usually explained the

avoidance principle in idiomatic terms, translating the meaning of
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“mushroom” in Inupiaq: argaignag—"something that causes your hands to
come off.” A few said they remember an occasion when a relative or
someone in the community tried eating mushrooms. Ventures of this sort
were regarded as unequivocally dangerous, the experimenters were thought
to be “asking for trouble.” While fear was a predominant sentiment in some
reactions, others placed more emphasis on aversion, shrugging with disgust
when I brought up the idea of cooking and eating wild mushrooms.
Remarkably, the latter category included several individuals who without
second thoughts consumed the prefabricated pizzas topped with mushrooms
or other store-bought foods with mushrooms in the mix. Somehow within a
slough of compounded ingredients, mushrooms looked and tasted “okay,”
whereas the idea of ingesting a buttery bowl of a fresh tundra harvest inspired
a repulsed grimace, giving one’s nose a texture of an accordion bellow.
Apparently, the two were not considered the same. Another kind of reaction
was mere indifference, as in “Mushrooms? No we don’t pick them: we kick
them, and step on them.”

There were a few individuals who met my questions with a cautious
curiosity. For example, our hosts in Kotzebue (one of them was my former
classmate at UAF) said they would not mind trying some local mushrooms if
Igor and I were willing to pick and prepare them. Later that week we came
across a nice patch of puffballs, which we took home and pan-fried with
potatoes. We each ate a small serving and left the rest to share with out hosts,
who came a few hours later. “Have you already had some?” asked my
classmate. Isaid that we each ate a little after we finished cooking. “About
how long ago did you eat them?...” she continued with apprehension, “...and
you are feeling okay still?” Satisfied with our answers she accepted a serving
of my childhood’s favorite recipe (albeit in a modified form, with puffballs in

place of chanterelles), and after the first sampling quickly determined that it
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was going to become “[her] thing.” The taste tests performed by her adult
daughter and a visiting cousin led to similar conclusions.

Especially provocative for me were the reactions similar to the elder,
with whom I spoke at the Senior Center in Nome. “Mushrooms?!” he
exclaimed “you must be Russian!” He, and others who deduced my identity
through the same association, was speaking from experience, having hosted a
visiting relative from Russia who turned out to be a mushroom connoisseur. In
Nome, a number of Siberian Yupik and Inupiaq residents have kin ties in
Chukotka. This is also true for the residents of St. Lawrence Island and Little
Diomede as well as some families in Kotzebue and Seward Peninsula villages.
In 1989, the indigenous residents on both sides of the Bering Straight gained
the right of visa-free travel between the two coasts (although entry permits
are still required by both sides, and an additional border pass is needed for
Russia). Since then, many private visits and various cultural exchanges have
taken place. Several individuals from Chukotka have made Alaska their
permanent home, and new families formed as a result. Nowadays, the vast
majority of people on the Alaska side of the Bering Strait who, with great
pleasure and little competition, harvest and eat wild mushrooms are the
immigrants from Chukotka. From some of them I heard stories of the panic
they accidentally generated in the homes of their Alaska-born relatives,
bringing the fresh tundra harvest with intentions to share the wealth.

In addition to the actual fieldwork in northwest Alaska, I had the
advantage of being able to gain comparative information in Fairbanks, since
many of my fellow-students in the UAT Inupiaq language classes at UAF were
from the area, as were a number of Igor’s classmates in Native Arts. Thus I
had a chance to speak with some residents of St. Lawrence Island, Little
Diomede, Shishmaref, Noatak, White Mountain, and Golovin, among others.
All of their outlooks were consistent with one another and resembled those |

already described. While people do not always explicitly speak of “a strong
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taboo against eating mushrooms” (Jones 1983:144), their testimonies make it
evident that in northwest Alaska, wild mushrooms are far from being valued
as deliciously edible and were hardly regarded as food. Chukotka, on the
other hand, turned out to be quite the opposite.
Constrained by a number of financial and logistical circumstances, in

August 2001 I was able to spend just over two weeks in Chukotka together
with three other researchers working on the Beringian Cryptogams project.
During this time I visited Provideniya and the Novoe Chaplino community
hunter camp known as Inakhpak. Despite the short timeframe, I was able to
gain a considerable appreciation for the importance of mushroom picking on
the Russian side of the Bering Strait, as the dates of my fieldwork there
corresponded perfectly with the ongoing season. Picking was not only the
central activity but also among the most popular subjects of conversation.
Every public and private place offered opportunities for an enlightening
interaction: on the streets, in the stores, in the bathhouse (bania), and in the
bar. The hills surrounding Provideniya were crowded with mushroom
hunters. “No reason to go up there, no mushrooms in sight” was the greeting
I received one morning from a group of people I met on the trail. Anyone
walking beyond the town’s vicinity was assumed to be a mushroom hunter. A
man who lived in the same building that our team was staying at approached
me on the third day of our visit. “I see you out of my window in the mornings
[I came outside after breakfast]. You look like you are bored. Next time you
are bored, go up this hill. You will find mushrooms. But if you sleep too late,
you will only find holes in the ground. Others will get them, if you sleep too
much.”

Because the surrounding areas are visited so frequently for the short
half-day or morning hikes, a real successful mushroom hunt requires a trip out
of town. However, the limited opportunities and high costs of transportation

make such trips problematic for the local residents. That is why it is
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especially important to stress that people go out of their way during the
mushroom season, to take advantage of travel possibilities. For example, one
hopeful person said: “I have some friends who arranged for a car. I have to
work, but I will beg for a day off next week. Maybe I can come with them.
Otherwise I will miss the mushrooms altogether.” On Saturday, the women'’s
bathing day, the bania was full of mushroom stories. Although some visitors
were enjoying the steam for a good part of the day, others were running in
near closing time. These women were that day’s “lucky travelers.” Having
sacrificed a long luxurious cycle of steam and hot tea, they only had time for a
short shower and a mushroom story. Still, they appeared to be quite content
with the compromise. That is, of course, if they had luck out on the tundra.

The Providensky region has a number of breathtaking scenic spots.
Different locations offer various opportunities for subsistence and recreation
during certain parts of the year. Inlate August the availability of mushrooms
is what determines the place’s desirability. ‘““Tam mesto chudnoye: kuda ne
glian’, griby! “(“That place is magical: mushrooms are everywhere you look!”)
was a review I heard from several individuals. Not only outdoor localities, but
weather conditions were also evaluated in relation to mushrooms’ presense
and abundance. When sharing my hopes for a sunny day, the response I got
was: ““dozhd’—horosho, gribov budyet mnogo” (“the rain is good, there will be
lots of mushrooms™).

Similar to Kerttula’s (2000:109) observation in Sireniki, I found that
mushrooms are regarded as a delicacy by both indigenous and non-Native
people. For all three groups—the Yupik, the Chukhi, and the settlers who
came to Chukotka from elsewhere in Russia or other former Soviet
republics—the set of activities associated with harvesting, processing,
preparing, and preserving mushrooms for future use is an integral part of
summer and of the procurement cycle as a whole. The efforts and sacrifices

made in order to pick mushrooms (such as gaining access to transportation,
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working double shifts to earn time off, traveling long distances, and missing
the day at the bania) attest to the importance of this activity. These factors,
together with the local evaluations of weather and sites based on their
contribution to a successful harvest, clearly manifest the presence of region-
wide affection for mushrooms in contemporary times.

From a number of people I also learned that mushroom picking was not
practiced in Chukotka in former times. Just as the indigenous residents of
northwest Alaska continue to abstain largely from eating wild mushrooms, the
Yupik and Chukchi on the other side in of the Bering Strait too had their own
beliefs that, until recently, had kept the mushrooms outside their culinary
spheres. Within a Chukchi worldview mushrooms were regarded as food for
the reindeer, not humans. For the latter mushrooms were thought to be
neither nutritious nor palatable. The Yupik conceptualization was more
explicitly prohibiting, classifying mushrooms as “devil ears,” belonging to
certain malevolent beings inhabiting the tundra and causing contamination
and decay upon physical contact with skin. Here, a connection can be drawn
to the Inupiaq idea of mushrooms harming one’s body, by making the hands
come off.

Several informants in Provideniya and Inakhpak told me that Chukotka
Natives first started picking mushrooms in the 1950s, on the influence of
newcomers arriving from other parts of the Soviet Union. Until then, the
situation in Chukotka was similar to that in Alaska: each for their own reasons,
both Yupik and Chukchi people refrained from harvesting mushrooms or
using them as food. The chance to observe and compare the two sides has
turned my attention to Chukotka: reflecting on the scale of change it had seen
in local attitude toward mushrooms, I pondered upon the significance and
implications of this transition from aversion, avoidance, and fear to obsession

[that] bordered on fetishism” (ibid.).
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All but absent in the recent past, mushroom picking has developed into
a practice that is now tremendously widespread, culturally meaningful, and—
most importantly—implicitly local. Along with the acquired enjoyment of
picking and eating wild mushrooms came a set of activities necessary for their
processing and preservation for long-term storage, as well as new domains of
ecological knowledge and culinary skill. Together with the utilitarian means
developed the preferences for gathering certain types in certain places and
with or without certain company, for consuming mushrooms in combination
with some foods and not with others, and for serving particular recipes on
particular occasions. Some individuals became known as experts and
aficionados, famous for the quantities and qualities of their grand reserves.
Others, with less luck or knowledge, or maybe fewer opportunities to pick,
have come to rely on those more fortunate, thus forming new networks of
distribution and exchange and perhaps modifying the existing ones. All of
these innovations have permeated the cycle of procurement, the ways of
seeing and making use of the land, and the patterns and preferences of
cooking and eating. The particularities of each have become regarded as
traditions for individuals, households, and various social groups. Presently,
on the Alaskan side of the Bering Strait, as I have found, mushroom gathering
even provides an identity marker, revealing the Russian or Russified heritage
of the practitioner.

But I am getting ahead of myself. In the actual chronology of events, |
returned to Fairbanks at the end of the summer 2001 feeling overwhelmed
with the contrast that exists along the physical and temporal axis in the beliefs
and activities, as well as in sensual perceptions, associated with mushrooms—
a naturally occurring phenomenon that adorned the slopes of the Arctic
tundra long before acquiring this assortment of past and present meanings.
The subject beguiled me with its ethnographic richness, and thinking about it

further produced more puzzles than conclusions. The one certainty I had at
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that point was in knowing that the questions to which my pilot study gave rise,
concerning food preferences, local history, land use, ethnomycology—beliefs
and practices associated with fungi, deserve a deeper exploration. The

present work is grounded in these questions to which I now turn.

Research Questions

In truth, the intellectual revenue of the exploratory fieldwork I
conducted in 2001 had amounted to my grasping what can be considered “the
beginning” and “the end.” In other words, I learned in the past, due to
different cultural inhibitions, Yupik and Chukchi people have categorically
abstained from harvesting and utilizing as food the mushrooms that fruit on the
Chukotka tundra. Ialso learned that presently they do that to a great extent,
attributing an immense significance to these practices, and forming a striking
contrast with the tastes and perspectives of the Siberian Yupik and Inupiaq
people of Alaska. These facts begged the questions: what happened in the
meantime, and how? Who were the first envoys and recipients of the novel
idea of picking mushrooms for food? How did others in the household of a
novice react to the undertaking? Thus the first goal of my inquiry, founded on
this set of curiosities, is to uncover the process of change and to recapture
some of its ethnographic texture.

The second set of concerns is prompted by the dietary component of
the transition in question, as the conceptual change in attitudes toward
mushrooms entails a transformation in food preferences and tastes. Looking
to studies in the anthropology of food (e.g. Anderson 2005, Arutjunov and
Voronina 2001, Counihan 1999, Farb and Armelagos 1980, Jolles 2002), we
find that certain food practices are very persistent, remaining intact long after

other aspects of culture—whether due to colonization, immigration, or
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diffusion of ideas—are transformed or go out of practice. Still, cross-
culturally, examples of dietary innovations are abundant (e.g. Gabaccia 1998,
Goody 1982, Mintz 1986, Warde 1997, Watson and Caldwell 2008). The
coexistence of conservatism and ongoing change, within the overall sphere of
dietary practices, is what Sidney Mintz calls “a general paradox” (1996: 25)
characteristic of the entire food habits issue. Mintz writes:

We cannot easily imagine the Chinese people giving up rice to eat

white bread, or the Russian people, black bread to eat maize. Such

deeply cherished tastes are rooted in underlying economic and social
conditions, and they are surely far more than simply nutritive. But they
must also be viewed in terms of the equally telling fact that some
preferences, even in diet turn out in fact to be quite readily
surrendered... We do not understand at all well why it can be claimed
both that people cling tenaciously to familiar old foods, yet readily

replace some of them with others (1996:24).

Drawing on this observation and working toward a better
understanding of continuity and change in dietary practices, I examine the
conditions which—through a process of intertwining the social and the
sensual—radically changed the mushroom'’s place within the spectra of taste,
economic value, and socio-symbolic significance. As I show in Chapters 5
and 6, the wider historical context helps to divulge the succession of changes
in the Yupik and Chukchi mushroom use, while the narratives on the subject,
offered by local people, also shed light on how the trials of the Soviet period
were perceived and experienced within the flow of everyday life. In this
regard, the given study examines what kind of circumstances drive people to
try and accept new food.

Among other perpetually mystifying aspects of food, especially in
anthropological scholarship, are the vernacular logics dictating the suitability,

delectableness, and nourishing capacity of specific items. As an innovation in
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local diet, mushrooms are different from the commodities once imported
through trade or the Soviet system of distribution. Unlike tea and flour,
mushrooms are not exogenous to Chukotka in a physical sense, but how they
are currently viewed is the product of outside influence. Their once
prohibited status (still current for most in northwest Alaska) tunnels into the
realm of forbidden food. Exploring the past and the present ideas of harm,
wholesomeness, visual aesthetics, and palatal qualities ascribed to
mushrooms invites a reflection on the symbolic and materialist approaches to
food avoidances (e.g. Douglas 1966, Ferguson 1995, Harris 1985, Heston 1971,
Levi-Strauss 1969, Sahlins 1976) and reasons for their abandonment or
perseverance. Several authors point out that whether rebuked with disgust or
embraced with desire, mushrooms often trigger strong reactions (e.g.
Anderson 2005, Arora 1986, Berezkin 1997, Fine 1998, March and March 1982,
Levi-Strauss 1969, Parker 1979, Schaechter 1997, Toporov 1985, Wasson 1973,
Wasson and Wasson 1957). That is why I propose that within the wide-
ranging domain of banned and cherished foodstuff, mushrooms may warrant a
special attention.

Finally, having unearthed the spectrum and process of change, I ask:
what are the implications? What does the transition in how the Yupik and
Chukchi perceive and utilize the wild tundra mushrooms mean in terms of its
impact on local knowledge and skills, land use patterns, dietary choices and
food security, social identity, and changes in taste and in task-scape? What
can we gain from this case to enlighten the broader methodological and
theoretical concerns? These are the questions I attempt to address throughout
the upcoming chapters. In 2004, having dealt with other degree requirements

and funding issues, I returned to Chukotka in search of further clues.” Despite

7 The fieldwork I carried ouy in 2004 was funded by the National Science Foundation Office of
Polar Programs (Dissertation Improvement Grant, Award # 0329537) and Barrow Arctic
Science Consortium.
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the explicit instructions of my grandmother, I could not keep my thoughts to

myself any longer.

Fieldwork and Methods

The chief sources of original data used in this thesis are my field
observations, the semi-structured interviews I recorded in Chukotka, and (to
a lesser extent) the semi-structured interviews I recorded with the retired
migrant workers who formerly worked in Chukotka and have since returned
to their homelands in Ukraine. My main activities during the months of
February, March, and April were research in local archives and interviews,
which I carried out in total of seven settlements: Enmelen, Nunligran, Sireniki,
Provideniya, Novoe Chaplino, Lavrentiya, and Uelen. The local contacts
made in each village were established in a variety of ways. On the whole, it
was not difficult for me to meet local people who responded positively, even
enthusiastically, to my interests and requests for an interview. Being a new
person in a small, rather isolated community, invariably I drew attention, and
a number of people, curious to find out where I come from and why, simply
approached me with greetings and questions. Oftentimes, these initial
encounters were shortly followed by invitations to visit their homes. I think
that the subject matter itself is the major reason for being able to solicit
interviews with relative ease, as most people appeared genuinely to enjoy
talking about mushrooms and mushroom picking. Occasionally, an
interviewee would jokingly remark that winter and spring are not the right
time “to study mushrooms,” to which I always promptly agreed and then went
on to describe my project in more detail. Explaining thatI am more
interested in the different uses, recipes, and stories about mushroom-picking

usually cleared up the initial confusion. A number of people stressed that

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



22

although they can talk about mushrooms any time of year, I should make sure
to come back in the summer to go picking with them, and in many cases I did.

In each settlement, I tried to visit every existing institution—schools,
libraries, community centers, administrative offices, clinics, etc.—to meet with
the employees, possibly make interview arrangements, and ask for further
contacts. Nearly every person I met was able to put me in touch with another
potential interviewee. The staff members at the village community centers
were especially helpful: many of them were compelled to assist me as much
as possible, feeling that doing so was part of their job, and often took the
initiative to make interview appointments for me using their own discretion on
selecting “interesting” candidates. My living situation differed from one
occasion to the next, but wherever I was hosted by a local family (versus
staying in a vacant house or a room in an administrative building) my hosts
also provided useful information and contacts. During the winter visits in
Nunligran and Sireniki, I was joined by Igor Zagrebin from the Provideniya
Museum of Shared Beringian Heritage who was gathering information for the
Museum. As along-time resident and researcher in Chukotka, Igor is
acquainted with a lot of people and was therefore also able to point me in the
right direction. Finally, since kin and social networks extend throughout the
region, traveling to my next destination I usually had several leads provided
at the previously visited site. Between all these sources, my meeting agenda
in each settlement filled up quickly.

During the months that were “off-season” for picking, my primary goal
was to gather oral history information and data on contemporary mushroom
uses. Because part of the undertaking was an ethnohistorical reconstruction of
certain events that occurred during the Soviet period, it was essential that I
hear the perspectives of people in different occupations and cultural
affiliations. To assess how knowledge and use of mushrooms compares

between generations, I tried to gather testimonies of people of different ages.
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Finally, I wanted to be able to see how the past and present circumstances
compare between villages. That is why I elected to dedicate the first three
months to intensive interviewing, often getting through two to three meetings
in a single day. Trying to make the information sharing to some degree
reciprocal, during household visits I often gave my hosts a slideshow of
various images from different parts of Alaska and Chukotka stored on my
notebook computer.

To comply with the border zone regulations, I had to vacate Chukotka
on the last day of April: although I had a one-year visa for the Russian
Federation, the border zone permit, required for anyone who is not a resident
of Chukotka, was only valid for three months. Part of the time during which
my application for the new entrance permit was in review, I visited several
towns and villages in Ukraine to meet and conduct interviews with former
long-time residents of Chukotka. Most of them had resettled in Ukraine prior
to the break-up of the Soviet Union having spent a good part of their working
careers in the North. In addition to learning about mushroom picking, I was
interested in learning more broadly about life in Soviet Chukotka from the
perspectives of these migrant workers.

The second installment of my fieldwork in Chukotka, during August and
September, corresponded with the mushroom-gathering season. Althoughl
still conducted interviews, most of my time was devoted to partaking in
mushroom collecting, processing, and preparation activities. Following up on
the earlier established contacts, I worked closely with several key informants
in Enmelen, Nunligran, Provideniya, and Novoe Chaplino. My main goal was
to capture how the harvest of wild mushrooms plays out in contemporary
times: who picks which kinds, where and with whom; how different
mushrooms are selected, processed, prepared preserved, and distributed;
who participates in each set of activities; which recipes are served on which

occasions; and what social and economic significances people ascribe to each
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part of the process. In addition to field notes, whenever appropriate I
captured various activities on video and later looked to the footage to recall
the specifics of certain tasks. This helped to ensure the accuracy of some of
the descriptions provided in this work, especially in Chapter 3, which

discusses the contemporary cycle of mushroom procurement in Chukotka.

Ethnographic Overview of the Chukchi Peninsula

Washed by the Bering and Chukchi Seas, the coast of Chukotka or the
Chukchi Peninsula—the main geographic focus of this work-—is the farthest
northeastern shore of Eurasia and the Russian Federation. Administratively
and politically it is a part of the Chukchi Autonomous Okrug, a 722,000 square

kilometer territory of Russia (www.chukotka.org, accessed July 15, 2006).

Although, technically, the Peninsula is only a small part of the Okrug, I use the
terms “Chukotka” and “Chukchi Peninsula” interchangeably when referring
to the main ethnographic setting of this work. The indigenous homeland of
the Yupik and Chukchi people, the Chukchi Peninsula has significantly
expanded its ethnic diversity over the course of the Soviet era due to the large
in-migration of civil and military personnel coming from various regions of the
former Soviet Union. Most of them turned out to be temporary migrants,
attracted to the North by the generous package of incentives—higher wages,
early retirement, long vacations, housing benefits, etc.—instituted by the
Soviet system. To describe the contemporary social fabric of my host
communities, I suggest grouping local populations into five socio-cultural
identities: the Yupik, the coastal Chukchi, the tundra Chukchi, the long-time
settlers, and the recent newcomers.

The Yupik people of Chukotka are also referred to as Siberian Yupik

and, in older literature, as Siberian Eskimos or Asiatic Eskimos. The Yupik
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are one of the two indigenous populations of the Chukchi Peninsula whose
ancestors have inhabited its coastal regions for over three thousand years
(Arutiunov and Fitzhugh 1988, Dikov 1974, Okhladnikov 1965). Their
traditional mode of production, which continues to be a critical element of
Yupik economy and cultural identity, is sea-mammal hunting. In addition to
food, animals like seal, walrus, and whale provide the materials necessary for
clothing and shelter, as well as arts and crafts.

The contemporary Chukotka settlements with predominantly Yupik
populations are Novoe Chaplino and Sireniki. While Sireniki continues to
occupy its prehistoric location, the village of Novoe Chaplino, literally “New
Chaplino,” was formally established in 1959. Like all the contemporary towns
and villages in Chukotka, Novoe Chaplino is a consolidated settlement
inhabited by the families that in the late 1950s have been relocated from
smaller, more dispersed communities of Kivak, Seklyok, and Unazik
(Callaway and Pilyasov 1993:25). In general, the Soviet government’s
decisions to close, relocate, or consolidate indigenous settlements were
either grounded in administrative and economic circumstances or connected
with various military operations. Thus, for example, the locations of Avan (its
population was moved to Sireniki) and Unazik (Old Chaplino) were absorbed
by the military, largely to carry out field training (Figures 4-5). On the other
hand, Naukan, a former Yupik settlement located north of Cape Dezhnev, was
closed in 1958 because its physical geography prohibited a construction of
standardized Soviet housing; therefore, the whole site was deemed non-
viable. At that time the Naukan people were relocated to the village of
Nuniamo, which later was also closed down. Presently, the Naukan Yupik
people reside in towns and villages throughout the Bering Strait area.

The Chukchi population, in contemporary times, is considered to be
composed of two groups: the tundra Chukchi and the coastal Chukchi.

Speaking the same language, the tundra and the coastal people occupied
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Figure 4: Remains of coastal dwellings at the old settlement of Avan located at the

southern tip of Emma Bay. (Photo by Sveta Yamin-Pasternak)
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Figure 5: The Soviet-built towns of Provideniya (in close view) and Ureliki (seen on the

other shore of Emma Bay), situated just north of Avan. (Photo by Igor Zagrebin)
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