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PREFACE ONE

Orochen Hunters: Revering and Respecting
Nature

by Bai Lan

This oral history is based on interviews conducted by students from
the Hong Kong Polytechnic University. It brings new meaning to the
preservation of Orochen culture, as well as to the methods by which
anthropology is studied.

At the International Conference on Comparative Study of Pan-Arctic
Ethnicity and Culture in June of 2014, I was very much impressed by the
three students’ speeches. It was hard for me to imagine how they could
have gotten to know so much about our people in merely ten days. They
organized and analyzed three aspects: migration, genealogy and cultural
legacy, and they stirred quite a debate because of their unique assertions.
The next morning, | had a direct exchange with the students. I told them,
“You are so impressive! As mere undergraduates, rather than professional
anthropologists, you have discovered so much through your interviews,
much better than some of the PhD or Master’s- degree students I know!”

They had clearly benefited from the direction of their teacher and my friend,



Professor Yu Shuo, as well as the Chairman of the HK Orochen foundation,
Hing Chao.

I had been waiting f.c;r the publication of this book but was surprised
how quickly it was done. Since the time required for transcription,
editing and proofreading is tremendous, I can only imagine how much
effort Professor Yu Shuo invested into it. We once had a discussion about
shamanism at her home in Paris in the 1990s, where she enthusiastically told
me stories about the Alpine shepherds. She was then studying the shifting
national borders and cultural identities between France and Italy. She told
me her belief in “culturalism” was entirely overturned by her first field study.
There in the Alps were piled-up stones just like the Tunguska oboo; in many
European languages it is called a “cairn”. Shepherds there likewise used
herbal medicine. The walls of a small church were covered in “superstitious”
messages praying for or testifying to miracles. Two thousand metres above
sea level, Chinese “welcome” pine-trees were growing. Much to my surprise,
more than twenty years later, she actually brought all this enthusiasm to
my hometown, seeking out our legends and history, along with a group of
Hong Kong students who struggled to understand the Orochen’s accented
Mandarin.

The act of inviting the Orochen to tell their own stories in their own
voices is not a simple recording of a people’s history; this effort reflects
a completely new perspective for anthropology. As a British sociologist,
Paul Thompson, said, “To tell the past with one’s own voice is to create a
better future with one’s own hands.” Oral history has become an important
foundation of historical anthropology because it allows the oral evidence
collected by an anthropologist to provoke a historian’s re-examination of
authority, purpose and subject in historical study. From my own experience,

I have a profound understanding of the importance of a people’s self-



preservation, first and foremost by remembering their own history, culture
and language. For the Orochen people, all these three things are at the brink
of extinction.

The Orochen are a hunting people of northern China. They spread along
the southern end of the Greater Khingan Mountains. The territory includes
the Orochen Autonomous Banner of Inner Mongolia, Zhalantun Nanmu
Orochen Ethnic Township of Inner Mongolia, Xinsheng Township in Heihe
city of Heilongjiang Province, Xinxing Township and Xin’e Township in
Xunke County in Heihe city of Heilongjiang Province, Victory Hunters
Village in Jiayin County in Yichun city of Heilongjiang Province, Shibazhan
Township of Tahe County in Greater Khingan Mountains of Heilongjiang
Province, and Baiyina Township in Huma County in Greater Khingan
Mountains of Heilongjiang Province. Other smaller groups of Orochen
people live in Beijing, Hohhot and Harbin. According to the census of 2010,
there were 8,659 Orochen people registered in China.

With a means of production and way of life closest to nature, the
Orochen people preserved and continued the oldest way of life known to
man: hunting. Their cultural characteristics are not only a valuable addition
to multiculturalism in China and the world but also reflect the unique
worldview of “revering and respecting nature” of Pan-Arctic societies.
Today, as we review the course of human development, we come to respect
the Orochen people for their ability to maintain a balance with nature,
which is contained in the wisdom of their hunting culture. Their bravery and
endurance while subsisting in the forest, as well as their spirit of respecting
life, should be carried forward.

“Orochen” is what the people call themselves, a name which might have
legendary meanings of “people living on top the,mountains” or “people with

domesticated deer”. The earliest historical record of the term “Orochen” is in



the imperial report to the Qing emperor in 1627 in the form e-er-tun or e-le-
chun. In later imperial reports and documents they were often mentioned as
e-lun-chun, bi-la-er or ma-ni-ge-er. In 1683 during emperor Kangxi’s reign,
Orochen was listed in the Manchurian Eight Banners. The Qing court divided
Orochen people into two parts, “Molinge Orochen” and “Yafahan Orochen™;
that is, “horse-Orochen ™ and “walking Orochen”. They also named Orochen
hunters in the nearby forests “Yateku Orochen”, or “Orochen with deer”.

There are many Orochen bands: Mahayier, Maniger, Manayir, Maliyir,
Molihuri, Malikuri, Wuchiarkan, Wageyir, Gulayir, Weilayir, Kerteyir,
Aqigechayir, Baiyir, Maokaoyir, Karijir, Chiakeqir, Nirijir, Duningken and
Dunajir. A hunting life in the vast forests has made the character of the
Orochen people warm-hearted and persevering. They often say: “We shall
always live life happily and never face tomorrow with sorrow.” Yet their
temperament has always carried a touch of sadness. In the years 1953 to
1958, the government made arrangements for the Orochen people to settle
down. In 1996, the Orochen people reluctantly put down their guns, gave up
their hunting life, and began to farm.

In the past, the people of Orochen hunted in urileng bands, which
typically consisted of four to six families, often related by kinship. Long-
term seasonal hunting was called Yanggemaren, and the hunted game was
shared equally among urileng families even if a family didn’t participate in
the actual hunt for some reason. Orochen children started to learn hunting
skills from adults from the age of eight or nine. In the hearts of the Orochen
people, the best hunters, morgen, were respected as heroes. A morgen must
have great hunting skills, respect the elders and help the weak, and have a
fair and impartial character.

Over the past sixty years, the Orochen have changed tremendously.

One example is their dress, which changed from traditional clothing worn



by everyone to traditional clothing worn by some, and finally to traditional
clothing worn by no one. Hunting life affected their language, such that in
Orochen language there is a very rich vocabulary for hunting, fishing and
foraging, as well as for trees, grass, flowers, birds and animals. Some of the
adjectives and verbs are unique and have no corresponding equivalent in
modern Chinese. The Orochen language is an oral language with no written
form. Their stories transcend space and time, and they have myths, legends,
fairy tales, poems, songs and riddles; they must all be passed down orally.
Words associated with modern life: building, post office, train, earth, mobile
phone, information, or tsunami do not exist in the Orochen language.

The wish of the Orochen people is to have our culture and language
survive in the special environment of the forest. Of course, this is not just
an issue for our people, but requires government support, a sustainable
environment, and also the participation of researchers including young
volunteers with a sense of cultural mission. In an era of increasing cultural
convergence, all nations and peoples are facing a common problem, of
understanding and finding the proper balance between industrial development
and the preservation of traditional culture.

I have shown two photos to the students. One was taken in 1956 by
Zhao Fuxing, a researcher who surveyed Mongolian minority social history.
No one in the photo spoke Mandarin; some spoke Manchurian while
others spoke simple Russian or Japanese. In 2003, I spoke with an elderly
Xiriteqi woman in the Orochen language; she could understand some simple
Mandarin, though she could not speak it well. She was Tian Zhujin from
the Kerteyier clan. Now there are very few who can communicate in the
Orochen language.

The other photo was horse-spirit Chukaborken, taken around 1960. The

Orochen believe that “spirits dwell in all things”, a reflection of the idea of



“revering and respecting nature” in hunting culture. Orochen people have no
concept of saving, while they maintain the custom of taking when needed.
Today, modernization brought about changes not only in production and
way of life, but also in Orochen culture and their spiritual life. Sixty years
ago, they came out of the forests; twenty years ago, they were banned from
hunting, whereby they lost the resources and the mountains in which they
had survived for generations. They started to cultivate the land while having
no knowledge of agriculture. Some say the Orochen have turned from brave
to weak, and from weak to dull-witted. It seems that all ethnic traditions are
becoming obsolete, as if the Orochen have already been relegated to history.

The Orochen depended on the forest for their survival, which is the
foundation of their culture. Those concerned with the Orochen’s cultural
survival have been advocating preservation. They expressed their concerns
with the authorities, sought communication and collaboration with Orochen
communities across the Amur in Russia. They researched and revived the
methods of domesticating and breeding deer. They also went to Beijing to
promote the dance performance The Brave Orochen. However, the overall
results have been less than ideal. What more can they do and how much
longer can they persist? The Orochen local government in Alihe Town
opened a class to teach the Orochen language, but it discontinued after just
one semester.

Field research and study are very important in anthropology. However, 1
must leave study behind and pursue activism, by launching media campaigns
that will protect our heritage from commercial exploitation and influence
good policy decisions. Orochen are courageous and wise, persevering and
responsible. In the bosom of Mother Nature, they once lived quietly, self-
reliantly, peacefully and free from conflict in the depths of the forest . In

closing, I would like to thank my friends Yu Shuo and Hing Chao, who led



