.W!“sat Nomad ls THEE?

E rom 1j1L: time :'_-! I-.;..'t!_s‘;ill.is
Khan to the new
mi |j\"-'| nium, t |.5 e ".'{.'l'!l‘:l'.'..
continues to provide
meat, dairy, shelter, and
transport along with a new

chapter in lashion

and fiker.

omads are difficuls to
define. Do we call
them hybrid pastoral-
ists or roamers with
herbivores? Are
nomads a state of being or a state of
|'|'|.r|'|l.,]:d

Bruce Charwin, an anthropolo-
oist who was contracted to write (but
never  published) The  Namadic
Alternaifee, eventually concluded that
nomads are on the move because they

like a lite in moton, The sedentary
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ways of the pastoralist (who by defini
tion lives within specific boundaries,
just like a farmer) held littde appea
and evoked boredom for the perperu-
al wanderer. Momads are never bored.

Conversely, Jeremy Swift, also an
IIl]T!'r(Jl":ﬂl(lFih| '.irl.-;| i | f.l'it'[|¢| 431.
E':h:l:x'-.'ir'l':-., -;_l.l._:'nl.']lﬂl}{l.: a different view
of nomads: “It's hell on wheels hav-
ing to take all your possessions and
f..'l"l'l,]! L‘|'|'i|4_§h_'['| l.._"'-.'["l'f..'\.".'l'l':_'l'l',' :\!:II: ILE! BI.H

S0 pick your poison or perhaps

your pleasure — hell on wheels or



bucolic baredom.

NMomadic peoples range  from
reindeer herders in the Arctic to
Custralian Aboripines, with countless
bands of migrating  tribes  in
|:"|i.'|'l|‘.'li.'|.'”. |n t‘.-l';_'[., I 'rl'{_lLI' (KN \,:ll._'Ti_'l-'
mine just how many nomads there
really are, one has o go back to the
otiginal question: Whar is a nomad?

E'u::u|1:|tg'|}, we deed not got
bogeed down in this anthropological
quandary when investgating martters
of fiber. Cur focus is on camel
:.-IL:'L:L'T.‘:.. '.‘-l‘l‘.'(.'i.l-l';.:lll]:'- ||:|l:}h(.: \."'.'lll.l Are
trving to establish a cottage industry
of handspun camel hair in the Gobi.
We'll begin with a bit of background.

Thanks to their ret .n]:t]ﬂ:shﬂ
ity, camels can be found from the
sands of North Africa o the SEEppREes
of Mongolia, In fact, few crossroads
in herween haven'r heen rraveled at
some point by these even-roed ungu-
lates. Through the ages camels,
which can travel up to 40 mph when
appropriately  inspired (whipped),
have |:’J|'i|'l'lZL1j|:l. ben used (o TAIS-
port, They have also starred in the
legendary camel races of the Asab
wortld, where prize money 15 on a par
with Amierican  horseracing  and
camel jockeys are all wo frequently
the victims of child slavery, Camels
n these races reportedly travel at
speeds up o G0 mph. But these
supercharped sand sprinters are of
the Dromedary varety. The luscious
v soft camel hair used in hand spin
ning znd textiles comes from the
Bactrian camel.

The Bactrian camel comes otig-
inally from the city of Bactria (pres-
ent-day Balkh) in Morth Afghanistan,
The city 15-a mere hop, skip, and
hump from the Hindu Kush moun
rains in a region thar was part of the
Persian Empire until Alexander the
Orrear rearranged the boundaries.
Camels are ideal for food, ransport,
..|||l.] I:L'[H‘l'll:ll ||:L'|"||::||5‘\|i||_ l._'l:ll'lrrl'li

[camel wool when worn and dung

when burned are hoth effec
tve in combaung the cold),
and hence there was great
incentive for domestication.
Today the Bactrian is a popular
and practical possession for
many families in the regon,
and as of 2002 there wer
approximately 1.4 million
domesticated Bactrian camecls
living in northwest China and
Mongolia,

The wild Bactnan, how
CVer, .i'i n !l'll..,' '-'I.'!".L:{'f'lf- {'*-il‘i'r]l_‘
tion, There are only 950 of
these animals left in the world,
[ncernational Union
Mature
and Natural Resources classi-

and the

for Conservation of

fies them as crdcally endangered.

The increasingly ruinous effects of

“ewilizaton” aren't |1|_-||'-|i:1}|_ the sitia
'Iil..ll'l

China's Gashun Gabi 15 one of
the wild Bacrrian's primary habitars;
the area was also a Chinese nuclear
testing site for 45 vears, Remarkably,
and indeed miraculously, the camels
managed not only 1o survive the
cffects of radiadon bur also to con-
tinue  breeding  naturally.  Today,
though the testing has :-'.I{J]1|_1u_|1 iHe-
gal mining for gold and copper con
Hrues to conmminate the animals'
habitar, Spore hunting is 2lso a threar,
angd the wild Bactrman 15 now even
more endangered than the giant

panda.

Harcy SPand

Vbowe: A Moreclian nomad with seversl
'\I-CI'I!":‘-\. III |'.tr'||'\='|‘-|||' I'.-:I'I\.'- II Ii' 1 |||I:_|| '||.'!r.'|
some felted boots,

Belowar: Bacrman camel herd in the sourhern
Caoplt dumnge the summer,

Crpposite page: Baby Bactman camel,




.l,::.r_'- '.A-.'il-_J Fﬁ-l-:_’:‘!iq‘:l‘._ howev-
er, is on the verge of
extinction. There ave anly
050 of these animals left in
; | 14
the world, and the
International Union for
Conservation of Nature
and Natural Besources
classities them as

critically -_-urla:llr_-gr.--rwué

There was a period, sormetme
after the stepe of Genghis Khan anel

before the threar of nuclear warfare,

'ln".'ll'll.'ll |:".:r|'-:"|-\ I::If"l:l |iH.'i=I hl'.".-l.:llhl )
enjoved a prisdne, albeir remote, exis-
rence, and when Monpgolian nomads
known  as
[n his

Maftanad (rr"'{'-f"-'-'."a'-"-'rc.

were F'ul:|1]|:_- of the
1921 article for
Adam  Warwick

wrote, “Financial crises cannot affect

Wilderness.

them, for money as a2 medium of
exchange is little used on the plains,
where brick tca has morc valuc than
minted dollars, Municipal affairs do
not concern them, for they build no
cities, leading a migratory, caretree
exlatence .|I.|'|L'_‘. need no 1'I.l:|.f..|"~: the
illimitable steppe 15 a natural highway
]'IZlHH
I'hey want no electricity:

where natons can without
crowding..
at sundown after a long day in the sad-
dle, they are ready t lie down and
sleep.”

[hese days, there are fewer and
EAVET ."mlcl:'!.;_:c slians who are '[L"L'l'li'!i.l_".'l.“_i'
nomadic, Satellite dishes powered by
the wind ot the sun can be found pre-
catiously perched on roofrops in the
Gobi, A black-and-white television ser

is still a prized possession in certain
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Lef: Mong

spindles. Monce the differenee in the

an newTics usinge drop
color of the camel har, Hecently,
Mancy Shand was able to get Lower
| spanning whee] manutacturcs {E]
donate two meadle spinming wheels,
Appareatly, only the younger spin
nets enjoy the faster producton, The
older ones sull prefer the deop spin
dles.

Beloor Several skeins ot handspun
camel yarn that have been tndividual
Iv marked with che spimner and then

region —

nerhborhoods and  sound

j.'!l'. ey r.l"!:ll'l'l |.i|l_' western
world have created a long-

ing, or perhaps an altered

sense of adventure,

fonr the VO,

Also, the vast landmasses thar have
been parceled out by the government

have to some extent limited the
parameters in which nomads now
travel. They are still on the move sev-
cral times a year, however, packing up
children and belongings in quest of
the next available forage. And though
the nomads’ journeys may have been
shortened, the camel's primary role
has remained the same,

load

A camel can carry a

between  3501bs-5000bs with some
being able to carry much more. Bu
just a single ounce (perhaps straw?)
more than the animal is willing to bear
and it will drop to its knees in abiject
refusal. Some people claim  thas
camels mutter and groan while they
are 1._'_||_;|'|_l_; ]||:Ig|1_'|| anid |1r|'|:. Hl.ll.:l|“:l| I|'Il.
martle of silent scorn ar the point of
complete rejection of a load. Ochers

claim thar the animals are quiet and



acguiescent most of the time and only
give voice 1n omes of  protest
*\K-IT:ITL"\.'{.'T "hL' I:,:l'iHI f_:rt,:t,‘.l‘l'l::rlt r-;:ls-_'!':lrd-lr‘lg
rules of temperament, there is com-
plete agreement on the quality of a
camel's breath, which is said o be 50
poisonous as to shorten the life of a
camel driver,

Arguably, there may be a need
for o camel whisperer (if one is not
already available), bur when annoyed,
camels are prone o kicking and biting
quite vehemently. Their dental prip is
frequently murked by a twist of the
lower jaw after contact with a victim,
and blood poisoning in someone who
has been bitten is not uncommon,
The disposition of some males can be
s0 unsettling or threatening that
“known offenders™ were once marked
with scarlet cloths tied to their fore-
locks to forewarn innocent strangers,

But for all of their obstreperous
habits, camels can still elicis tender
devotion. The Stary of the Weeping
Camel, a charming movie/documen
tary, 15 no Hollywood version of 4
story about a pgallop through the
Guobi. In fact, with no spoken English
and only a few subtitles, the movie
accurately records the efforts of a
nomadic family to reunite a camel
with its rejected baby (The movie
might even have been called The Stary
af the Weeping Andience.)

TII{_‘TI'_‘Ild_‘I'f\ :-Il'fif_l L‘ﬁhil‘_‘l‘i.’ Tt_"r'll':li‘l'"ll.:‘."-i‘;-
toward their animals during rhe long,
long rides throogh the desert sand

thar can wear down a camel's foot o
the quick. A herder will often throw a
limping camel on its side and place a
low stool under its foot to bandage
the inflamed area with a leather thong,
which is then woven through bits of
accumulared callus,

During the springtime of overy
vear, camels naturally shed their
undercoats in greac clouwds of downy
softness in much the same way that
cashmere poars shed their fiber
Herders gather the camel fiber either
by hand or with shears, The hump s
never clipped, however, as this is a
Y iml H; sl [on |'|.‘gu|:-11i|'|g En'll.]f{ Itlt‘lpt‘l'-
ature, and leaving it exposed could
uldmately place the animal at risk for
disease.

According toa report released by
the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations,
camel down measures 19
to 24 microns, which 1
only slightly coarser then
Iramian cashmere. Camel
down can vary from less
than one inch to four
inches in length, The
outer hair is much coars-
er and grows to more
than a foot. During the
winter, a camel grows a
mane arcund its cntire
neck, and long mfits of
hair  fre-
quently
extend

Beloa: MNomads pack up evervthing and
miove several tmes I|:||1 ||,||_;|‘|| it the Vear in
_S.I_",l_rl:]'l I"lr rI'l;,' ;'l{"‘.l h‘ll! :III :il'll:‘l WHier +‘l:|l'
their anemals. A ger (round felted rent) is
approsamately TR feet in diameer and is
supported by o senes of wooden slarts
Although primiove in appesrance on the
vutside, it offers iﬂl.;rln ol comnlones of

home despite the persmstent need for

mixbility,
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from its muzzle and its joints arpund
the clbows and knecs. Camel hair
comes in, well, the color camel, but can
:ll.‘i(l ]TI’.' il flL‘l'.‘]T Ti,“l(li:i]"l }31'( P, gﬂ‘}', T
the most valued and rare hue of all,
white,

Maongolian nomads are experts at
dehaining camels by hand, The long
hairs need o be thorougrhly separated,
leaving only the cashmere-like down
for spinning into hghtweight material
ll‘i.l;"l:l F(:ll' I:,'..ll':lfh'i”‘l_.:". ‘I“l'lﬂ' COArser h:i‘tr!—i are
used to make felt for pers (the nomads'
round felt tents), carpet backing, and
the herders” winter coars. The strong,
springy hair from the mane is also wsed
for bedding and is said 1o have proper-
ties that ease symptoms of rheumarism
and arthrios,

Understandably, camel hair is not
|]|L' l'xﬂ_;.lllhi'l.l\_' F'll]r"- i':,'“' 1?1- 1_|"|L' [](l][]“ﬂ_l}-.
It has been used in western fashion for
centuries and its price (because of its
avalability) makes it far more attord-

able than fine qualiy D
cashmere for the aver- .

Aifc CONSUIMECT

Yet it is only
recently  that camel
hair spun by Mon

rolizn  nomads  has
begun to penetrate the
handknitter's marker.
Muosr
fwhen available) has

camel  yarn

b{f‘t‘l‘l 'FIH Jl;f."i.‘iL‘\'.I ]1';'
commercial mills

accustomed o the similar process used
for cashmere.

In 20015, Nancy Shand, a semire-
rired anthropologist, rraveled from her
home in Topeka, Kansas, o Mongolia
She
spent the summer living in a single-

with a film crew from the BBC.

TORATT] ;_[l.:T u'il]r o [:HHH.'.ILHL' :‘;llj‘]i.!'l 'HI-

seven, After several months she had
gathered a wealth of koowledge, not
only about the family's nomadic cus-

China's Gashun Gobi is

one of the wild Bactrian's

primary habitats; the

area was also a Chinese

nuclear testing site for

43 years.
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toms and tradinons, but also abouar
the challenges of evervday life.

Shand alse acquired another kind
of wealth, one she has shared with the
fiber community through what she
calls Nomad Yarns. Armed with
handspun skeins of camel hair
varying weights, widths, and colors,
Shand launched her grassroots effort
to generate exera cash for a women's
spinning cooperative  she  helped
establish in the southern Gohi. Fach
skein is labeled with the individual
spinner’s name (no Tiffanys or
Bethanys in this group) along with the
name of the area chat they are from. It
is & laudabile venture at any level, but
even more ambidous for someonc
like Shand who isn’t overly familiar
with the languagre of knit one; purl
two, of with the difference between
lace weight and bulky weght varn.
And mind vou, she is nearing 81,

Skand doesn’t recall a single
thought or event thar launched
MNomad Yarns; 1t was more an accu-
mulation of her experiences and an
enduring belief in helping others,
Having traveled as an anthropologist
to some decidedly less populated
parts of the planet, she had an
enhanced perception of nomadic life.
“There 15 no privacy when everyone
lives together in a single room —
none,” she says with a sense of both
reverence and compassion, It is no
enincidence  that  the readirional
Mongolian dress for both men and
women eonsists of a loose firing
ankle-length robe featuring impossi-
bly long sleeves. The commaodious
matute of the robe allows (among
other things) for the necessary chang-
ing of undergarments without com-
promising one's modesty. The only
difference berween the men's and the
women's robes is the belt adorning
the man's style. For years, women
were commonly referred to as "belr-
less™

People living in the Gobi have

WinTer 2007

no neighbors so a spirit of coopera-
tion is paramount ro both survival and
serenity. When an extra hand is need-
ed, everyone steps in without hesita-
tion, no questions asked and no
requests necessary, In fact, the often-
heard selfish demands of a small child
are rarely tolerared, and personal
space (which many westerners have
cOme to expect in lusurions amounis)
doesn't exist beyond the area a person
presently nccupies.

Public persunas tend toward the
demure and women carefully cover
their mouths when laughing. Thosc
who venwre into braggadocio are
guickly instructed on the value of
self-deprecarion; most Mongols are
Buddhists and believe that we are all
one — man and animal alike.
Undoubtedly this philosophy also
accounts in part for the great tender-
ness these people exhibit toward their
livestock,

Deespite the indmate living quar
ters — or perhaps because of them —
there is a strict code of etiquette.
Guests immediately move to the lefr
upon entering the doorway of a ger,
which always faces to the south. They
are expected to sit cross-legged and if
that is physically notr possible, their
legs should not be extended roward
the host, nor should the sales of their
feet be exposed. And if one should
accidenrally  brush up against 2
srranger, a2 handshake and an apelogy
are immediarely expecred o avoid
insult or misunderstanding,

Yet regandless of how pobie a
person is, or how much their soul may
long to wander, the life of the nomad
and of the camel — isn't easw.
Nefarious interference scems o loom
in all dircedons. “China is hell-bent on
ceonomic development, especially in
the Northwese,” savs John Ware, whio
has been studving the wild Bactrian
with the Geographic Soccty since
1992, “So there is always a competi-
tion between development and the
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People Iiv'irlﬂ, in the Gobi
have no nL-\iJ_-._I,h};nra 50 a
spirit of cooperation is
paramount to both sur-

s " r
vival and serenity. When
an extra hand is needed,
everyone steps in wit hout
hesitation, no guestions

asked and no

requests necessary.

SYhowve: The nomad femily Shand lived
with tor a swmimer,

Belome: Inside a ".I-::|'|J_'-.:-|I.|r'| ger INotce
the Dumbao wall hangng acxe 1o the tra-

chmanal 1|;|: i the |||'||'!||. r II|_'|'|I..

Mancy Shid
cnvironment.  There
[was] a gas pipeline
about to he put
through bur  we've
managed to ger them
o divert it, at a eost of
[..H S]E‘ 'I'I:Ii.”i.(:[i, :I\."-".I.:‘.
from a particularly sen-
sitive camel area.”
Orther forces,
specifically Mother

MNature, are far less

Gundrer Eichhien

tractable. In the past
five vears, there have been two severe
winters and a4 subse quent summer
drought killing more than one-fourth
of Mongola's livestock and creating
food shortages, risks of disease from
rotting carcasses, and extreme eco-
nomic hardship for rural populations.

Can a spinning cooperative such
as MNomad Yarns sall the inevitable
march of progressy Probably not. But

WinTER 2007

perhaps things are not as
we Westerners might think
There is an ancient Chinese
|':ar-::a1.'|;r]':- that \-:'I:kh, *With
coarse food o eat, water to
drink, and the bended arm
as a pillow, happiness muy
still exise”

And with even a few
camels o care for and 2

mound of their lush, soft hair to spin,
perhaps a nomad’s life 1sn't so much
like hell after all,

For a list of Nomad Yarn distrib-
uters, please contact MNMancy Shand,
545 Murray Hill Rd. Topeka, Kansas,
66615 (785) 272-2844, or on ine at
i :ll-_l'l'.'ld:q,';'lrl'l'il:’ff.l'_:gr'l'lﬁ!] Com oOr '-i'\.ir
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