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Hi, I’m Chris Devonshire-Ellis and welcome to the new issue of Mongolia Expat! For this 

edition we’ll be exploring the Three Kingly Sports that make up Mongolia’s annual 

Naadam Festival, which takes place in Ulaan Baatar from 11th to 13th July. We also get to 

meet Shamens, go Wolf Hunting and generally immerse ourselves in Mongolian culture. If 

you haven’t been to Mongolia before, and you enjoy adventure travel, then the country should 

be on your list of destinations to visit. The size of Western Europe, but with a population of 

just 2.5 million, Mongolia is one of the sunniest countries in the world, with an amazingly 

diverse landscape taking in everything from large expanses of desert, permanently snow clad 

mountains, pristine lakes and acres of grasslands. Home to wild bear, antelope, reindeer and 

over 500 species of bird, it is a country well worth exploring. Mongolia Expat also has its own 

website, with all back issues of the magazine and a great photo library all available at www.

mongoliaexpat.com. I hope you enjoy this issue and – Happy Naadam! 

Best wishes

Chris

Chris Devonshire-Ellis
Author & Publisher

Mongolia Expat

Editor’s Notes



W
elcome to the new issue of 
Mongolia Expat magazine 
and our special edition for 
Naadam 2012. If you’re not 
familiar with Naadam, it 

signifies the Mongolian annual national festival 
where the entire nations champions participate 
in the “Three Kingly Sports” – Archery, Wrestling 

and Horseracing – and all come together in 
spectacular style. Dating back to the times 
of Chenghis Khan, these sports describe via 
competition much of the Mongolian psyche 
– bravery, endurance and strength. The 
competition is nationwide, with many villages 
and towns having their own local Naadams 
to determine the local champions. Then each 

summer, the best of these congregate – as do 
much of the population of the entire country – 
to Ulaan Bataar, for the national championships. 
This year, the finals are held in Ulaan Baatar 
from 11th-13th July. The following sports are 
represented: 

• Archery
Held just outside the national stadium,  in a smaller venue purpose built for the sport, the event 
is divided up into mens and womens categories and is designed for accuracy. Competitors don 
full traditional regalia and have to hit a golf ball sized target at a distance of 75 to 100 yards. The 
accuracy is astonishing – archery as a means to capture game is still practiced in the country and 
using it can be a matter of survival or death during the winter months. Note the target is actually 
on the ground rather than the Western, raised target we are used to – Mongolians still hunt today 
and the animals they need are ground dwellers.

• Wrestling
This is where a lot of money gets bet – and some of the world’s most powerful men come to 
compete. It’s no coincidence that Japanese Sumo is a sport currently dominated by Mongolians 
– this most ancient of muscle-flexing activities is almost balletic at times. Smaller adversaries can 
and do beat far bulkier combatants, although at the top end, the big shots – national champions 
– are almost professional in their training and skills. However, expect to see some gargantuan 
sized men with huge bellies and curious tiny shorts and waistcoats cutting a rug – and each other 
– down to size in the national stadium. Like Sumo though, bulk is not everything – there is a huge 
amount of skill involved and grappling to overthrow one’s opponent can go on for some time in 
the more evenly- matched bouts. Look out too for the ‘eagle dance’ – the traditional routine dance 
the winner always undertakes after defeating his opponent – a mixture of ballet-style movements 
and the cultural significance of mimicking a bird or prey. 

• Horse-Racing
A competition of stamina and endurance as well as speed – this is a 27km gallop across the 
Mongolian plains, run by young riders aged 7 and upwards. Those big hearted Mongolian Horses 
(don’t call them ponies) exert themselves to the limits to get across the finishing line – and with 
thousands of riders all competing at once, over a 27km course it ends up being a steady stream of 
finishers for hours. The winner though is lauded, the sweat treated as liquid gold and flung about 
like champagne, and a life of stud awaits the lucky horse who gets that far. As for the kids – they are 
born in the saddle and everybody has their own horse just as Chinese do a bicycle. 

We suggest contacting a suitable travel agent to 
arrange accommodation, arrival visas and other 
countryside treks you may want to undertake. 
Otherwise, it’s a 90 minute flight north from Beijing. 
You will need to arrange visas before arriving, or at 
least have someone prepare documentation for 
you upon arrival for this. Visa fees vary depending 
upon your nationality, but can be arranged by most 

Embassies, including in Beijing in 2-3 days. As for 
accommodation, Ulaan Baatar gets very busy during 
Naadam, but you can usually find somewhere. The 
main festival is held in the central sports stadium, 
while the horse racing is a 30 minute drive out into 
the pastures. Alternatives are staying at Ger camps 
just outside UB – these are felt covered ‘tents’ that 
sleep up to ten – ideal for a group. Most of these 

camps have toilet and communal washing facilities. 
There is also plenty to do after the event – Mongolia 
is an entire explorers dream, with excursions and 
adventures from camel trekking to exploring 
dinosaur remains to just getting wild out in the 
country. Many tour operators exist with a full variety 
of excursions available. Welcome to Naadam. 
Welcome to Mongolia!

Getting To Naadam

Mongolia’s Naadam 
Festival 2012 
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Are You Ready For 
Naddam 2012? 

Naadam’s Three Kingly Sports 
Mongolia’s Naadam Festival dates back centuries, way back to the times of Chinghis Khan and evoke the traditional skills needed to live and fight 
in Mongolia. Locally termed “Eriin Gurvan Naadam” the Festival is known as “The Three Games of Men”. These games are Mongolian wrestling, horse 
racing and archery and are held throughout the country during the midsummer holidays. Women have started participating in the archery and girls 
in the horse-racing games, but not in Mongolian wrestling. In 2010. Today, Nadaam is a three day National Holiday and  formally commemorates the 
1921 revolution when Mongolia declared itself an independent nation. Naadam was inscribed on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity of UNESCO.

The biggest festival (Naadam of the Country) is held in the Mongolian capital Ulaanbaatar during the National Holiday in mid July in the National 
Sports Stadium. Other cities and towns across Mongolia and those with significant Mongolian populations in China, also have their own, smaller scale 
Naadam celebrations. It begins with an elaborate introduction ceremony featuring dancers, athletes, horse riders, and musicians. After the ceremony, 
the competitions begin. 

• Wrestling
A specific number – either 512 or for larger 
tournaments, 1024 - wrestlers meet in a single-
elimination tournament that lasts either nine 
or ten rounds. Mongolian traditional wrestling 
is an untimed competition in which wrestlers 
lose if they touch the ground with any part of 
their body other than their feet. When picking 
pairs, the wrestler with the greatest fame has 
the privilege to choose his own opponent. 
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Wrestlers wear two-piece costumes consisting 
of a tight shoulder vest (zodog) and shorts 
(shuudag). Only men are allowed to participate. 
The story behind the outfits, which are skimpy 
and cover little, has an interesting background. 
Apparently many years ago a female wrestler 
posed as a man and trounced all challengers. To 
prevent this happening again, all competitors 
wear the zodog, the open waistcoat – far too 

raunchy for any self respecting woman – no 
matter how tough and muscular – to wear.    
 
Each wrestler has an “encourager” called a 
zasuul. The zasuul sings a song of praise for 
the winning wrestler after rounds 3, 5, and 7. 
Winners of the 7th or 8th stage (depending on 
whether the competition features 512 or 1024 
wrestlers) earn the title of zaan, “elephant”. The 
winner of the 9th or 10th stage, is called arslan, 
“lion”. In the final competition, all the “zasuuls” 
drop in the wake of each wrestler as they take 
steps toward each other. Two time arslans 
are called the titans / giants, or avraga. Once 
an opponent has been defeated, the victor 
prescribes an ‘eagle dance’ around the loser, 
stretching out his arms as wings and fluttering 
them over his defeated opponent. 

Mongolian wrestlers have enjoyed great 
success in Japan’s Sumo tournaments, where 
for many years the top Sumo wrestler was a 
Mongolian national named  Dolgorsürengiin 
Dagvadorj (Japanese: Asashōryū Akinori) He 
was the 68th yokozuna in the history of the 
sport in Japan and became the first Mongol 

to reach sumo’s highest rank in January 2003. 
He was one of the most successful yokozuna 
ever. In 2005 he became the first man to win all 
six official tournaments (honbasho) in a single 
year. Over his entire career, he won 25 top 
division tournament championships, placing 
him third on the all-time list.

Eagle Dance 

Asahoryu Akinori, Mongolia’s great Sumo Champion  

• Horse 
Racing
Unlike Western horse racing, 
which consists of short 
sprints generally not much 
longer than 2 km, Mongolian 
horse racing as featured in 
Naadam is a cross-country 
event, with races 15–30 km 
long. The length of each 
race is determined by age 
class. For example, two-
year-old horses race for ten 
miles and seven-year-olds 
for seventeen miles. Up to 
1000 horses from any part of 
Mongolia can be chosen to 
participate. Race horses are 
fed a special diet. Children 
from 5 to 13 are chosen as 
jockeys who train in the 
months preceding the 
races. While jockeys are an 
important component, the 
main purpose of the races is 

to test the skill of the horses. 

Before the races begin, the audience sings 
traditional songs and the jockeys sing a song 
called Gingo. Prizes are awarded to horses 
and jockeys. The top five horses in each class 

earn the title of airgiyn tav and the top three 
are given gold, silver, and bronze medals. Also 
the winning jockey is praised with the title 
of tumny ekh or leader of ten thousand. The 
horse that finishes last in the Daaga race (two-
year-old horses race) is called bayan khodood 

(meaning “full stomach”). A song is sung to the 
Bayan khodood wishing him luck to be next 
year’s winner.

After completing the longer races the horses 
must continue to run, in order to let them wind 
down and recover gradually, otherwise they 
can suffer cardiac arrest. However, once the 
winning horses are run down, their sweat is 
collected from special scrapers, and rubbed on 
people’s faces to give strength and good luck. 
These scrapers are often carved from wood, 
however prestigious varieties can also be made 
from Reindeer bone or Pelican beak. 
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• Archery 
Mongolian archery is unique for having not 
only one target, but hundreds of beadrs or 
surs lined up on the ground, in a long line. The 
center beadr is the main target, surrounding 
surs score less. The reason for the target being 
on the ground rather than the Western round 
circle is purely practical – Mongolians still hunt, 
often on horse back - and prey such as marmot 
or hare are usually found close to the ground. 

In this competition both men and women 
participate. It is played by ten-men/women 
teams who are given four arrows each; the 
team has to hit 33 “surs”. Men fire their arrows 
from 75 meters away while women fire theirs 
from 65 meters away. When the archer hits 
the target the judge says uuhai which means 

“hooray”. The winners of the contest are granted 
the titles of “National Marksman” and “National 
Markswoman”. Mongolians are taught archery 
from a young age, even though the bow is 
now usually replaced with a rifle for hunting. 
In the Mongolian countryside, archers on horse 
back practice by stringing up a goat skin then 

galloping past at speed while having to both 
control the horse, aim and fire the arrow – a skill 
still practiced today and a direct descendant of 
horsemanship skills dating back to the 12th 
century and the Empire of Chinghis Khan.  

Mongolian’s learn archery from an early ageWomen’s Archery 

Archery Target, Naadam Competitions Archery Target Used From Horseback

Enjoying the read? Check out our other issues:

www.mongoliaexpat.com

Hunting With
Eagles At Bayan Olgii

The Mongolian
Dalai Lama

Mongolia’s Extinct
Tigers

Mongolian Wildlife Ice Fishing At
Khovsgol

The Russian Jeep
Issue
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A
nkle Bone Shooting – or Shagai as 
it is known in Mongolian – is an 
ancient game played throughout 
Mongolia and Central Asia. Shagai 
refers to the astragalus of the ankle 

of a sheep or goat. The bones are collected and 
used for traditional games and fortunetelling 
throughout Central Asia, and games involving 
the ankle bones may also be referred to by 
the name of the bones. They may be painted 
bright colors. Such bones have been used 
throughout history, and are thought to be the 
first forms of dice. In English language, shagai 
may be referred to as “ankle bones”, and playing 
with shagai is sometimes called ankle bone 
shooting. These bones are oblong shaped but 
have different appearances depending upon 
which side they land when thrown. 

Shagai games are especially popular during 
the Mongolian summer holiday of Naadam. 
In shagai dice, the rolled shagai generally land 
on one of four sides: horse, camel, sheep or 
goat. A fifth side, cow, is possible on uneven 
ground. Mongolians still exchange shagai 
today as tokens of friendship. The shagai may 
be kept in a little pouch, and can be found on 
sale in many stories in Ulaanbaatar. There are 

several variations of Shagai games, however 
most involve the player throwing the luckiest 
number of shapes winning. In descending 
order, these are horse, sheep, goat and camel.  

A large variety of traditional Mongolian games 
are played using the shagai pieces. Depending 
on the game the anklebones may be tossed 
like dice, flicked like marbles, shot at with 
arrows, caught in the hands, or simply collected 
according to the roll of a die. In many games 
the side on which a tossed piece lands (horse, 
sheep, camel, or goat) is significant. For one of 
the most popular games, there are even public 
tournaments held, most commonly played 
during the traditional Naadam festival. In this 
game, pieces are flicked with the middle finger 

of one hand, along a wooden board (khashlaga 
= fence rail) held in the other hand. The goal is 
to hit a target piece over a distance of about 
10 m.

Shagei bones are also often used for divination 
purposes by shamen. In fortunetelling, four 
shagai are rolled on the ground; the two convex 
sides, horse and sheep, are considered lucky, 
with horse being the luckiest. The sides with 
concave indents, goat and camel, are deemed 
unlucky; rolling all four sides on one throw is 
considered indicative of very good fortune. In 
addition, Mongolians (usually male) also collect 
wolf shagai, which are viewed as good-luck 
tokens and are hung around the neck. 

Shagai Bone Positions: Camel, Horse, Goat & Sheep

Ankle Bone Shooting
– Central Asia’s Ancient Game

You will meet a tall dark horse

Ankle Bones 
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W
olves are on the increase 
in Mongolia and are often 
found attacking livestock 
and horses, which they 
then kill indiscriminately in 

a blood lust, far more than they can actually 
need. For this reason culls are undertaken 
locally in many locations across the country 
when valuable animals get taken. While I do 
not generally condone hunting, and especially 
of endangered species, the wolf is best kept 
to manageable numbers. Mongolia is overrun 
by wolves. They are a serious menace to stock. 
Mongolians hunt them all the time and the 
State Department Store is full of their skins. 
Therefore it must be a relatively easy task to 
track them down and shoot them? Wrong.

On a cold October Friday afternoon I set off 
from Ulaan Baatar for  Tsenhermandal. There I 
was to meet my Mongolian friend who I had 
been unwise enough to tell I wanted to go wolf 
hunting. After cruising along the amazing new 
Japanese road through Baganuur, I arrived. A 
brief reunion and off we set.  An hour and a half 
to the south of the main road, I found myself 
lying in a snow filled ditch with a very fine 
German hunting rifle, gazing at the side of a 
valley bathed in evening sunlight. Half an hour 
passed before I heard the whooping sound of 
the beaters. Suddenly high on the crest of the 
valley to the left six shadows moved quickly 
across the face of the hill towards us. So it was 
easy. But then they turned and swept the other 
way. There was something not quite right. They 
were deer. All the same to my companions, but 
not while I was lying in a now wet cold ditch. I 
was getting cold and damp. Not good. 

The light had gone, so we set to drive the back 
route to Ondorhaan. Our external searchlights 
probing the dark for a fox or a wolf, I concluded 
it must be worthwhile. Once caught in the 
light, the wolf presumably froze and waited 
to be shot. We didn’t see one in that hour and 
a half, so I never found out. A short sleep in 
Ondorhaan before we set off at 5 am to travel 
north towards the Russian border. After three 
hours we arrived at a herder’s ger. Our arrival 
was eagerly awaited, but we were late; the sun 
was already up. No time to eat - we set off in 
two vehicles crashing across the steppe, guns 
everywhere, some held together with string. 
There were four in my vehicle. The windows 
were open. I became obsessed with checking 

my safety catch. A river lay across our path. No 
hesitation, no check on the condition of the ice, 
no reduction of speed. Our objective was to 
get to the top of the highest hill and watch for 
wolves returning home after a night’s hunting. 
So there I stood in the coldest place on earth, 
if not the universe, my binoculars freezing 
to my eyebrows, searching the surrounding 
countryside. Nothing, we were too late. The sun 
was too high. They had returned to their lairs.

So off we set again across the steppe. A fox was 
spotted and pursued. Mongolians believe if you 
ignore a fox you will never catch a wolf, and so 
it was chased hither and thither. I had no idea 
they could run so fast, doubling back, always 
heading for the hills and the rough terrain as if 
it understood the limitations of a Land Cruiser. 
Eventually tired and exhausted it was shot. I felt 
rather sad about it all.

Eventually we stopped on the crest of a hill 
looking down into a small valley. The relative 
shelter of the valley had enabled a grove of 
silver birch to take hold. The trees were full of 
snow. We took up our positions behind rocks 
and stunted trees while the beaters worked 
their way down the other side, whooping 
and firing guns. No wolf, just some startled  
pigeons. This we did all day in a dozen valleys. 
At one point we passed a ger where three 
wolf pelts were stretched out on the ground. 
No Land Cruisers there, just horses. ‘Ah!’ said 
my companion ‘but they watch them for days 
before shooting them’.

With fading light we returned to our ger, tired 
with only a fox to show for our efforts. An 
evening meal of boiled horse meat and rough 
bread with a thick layer of cream. The ger was 
no tourist camp but it was warm and snug 
with 11 of us lying on the floor around the fire. 
Outside the stock lay in absolute silence in the 
inky black. 

Again an early start, but this time we were at 
the top of the hill before the sun came up. 
Raw cold, all eyes scanned the surrounding 
county side. Suddenly a pack of six wolves 
were spotted making their way home along 
the river. But they were too far away. Then one 
turned back, still hungry after the scent of a kill 
they’d made somewhere. It would prove a fatal 
mistake.  

Once down on the level all view was lost, but 
clearly the driver knew where he was heading. 
After a mad dash across terrain I would take at 
a very slow pace, we rounded a low hill and 
there he was. Going like the wind and heading 
for the hills. This time he made it and we had 
to follow, my safety catch firmly on. Once more 
we plunged down to the flat steppe at a crazy 
angle and at 40, 50 Kilometres an hour. But this 
time the tactic was to keep him on the flat. 
Shots were fired out of the windows, shell cases 
flying everywhere, cracking off the windscreen. 
At last he turned sharply away from us and 
we stopped. Shots rang out. No hit, but he 
panicked, turned across our line of fire and was 
winged. He hardly paused and ran on as fast as 
ever. Another mad chase until he was hit again 
and went down. Another shot and it was over. 
Some vodka to celebrate, and calm the nerves, 
and the dead wolf was thrown onto the roof. 
People appeared from nowhere to admire our 
handiwork (and share the vodka). It was 7 am.

On the way back we found their kill - a freshly 
killed horse, the work of the pack of six, now 
five. It’s tail was cut off by our team, and the 
poor creature just left to feed the carrion of the 
steppe. All day we repeated the lying in valleys 
routine and found only one other wolf. But he 
ran away from the guns. Sensible creature.

Wolf Hunting in Khentii
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S
hamanist rituals have long been part 
of Mongolian traditional culture, 
going way back before the days 
of Chingghis Khan, yet modern 
persecution during the Soviet 

occupation all but wiped them out and left 
just small pockets of this ancient set of beliefs, 
mainly in the sub-arctic north of the country. 
Yet nowadays, with resurgence in Mongolia’s 
national pride and the freedom to practice 
traditional religious beliefs, shamanism is 
starting to make a comeback. Shamans have 
long been a bridge between human existence 
and the natural world, and are often well versed 
in the arts of traditional medicines, as well as 
being able to read weather, predict animal 
behavior in addition to connecting with the 
earths spirits in order to circumnavigate mere 
mortal senses and delve into the unconscious 
world of fortune telling, casting spells, and 
healing.  They often also act as the local 
societies social leader. Consequently, they are 
a fix-it for all manner of necessary daily rituals 
and beliefs and help to bind local communities 
together as well as provide practical medicinal 
and natural knowledge to a people whose 
lives are so well integrated with the natural 
movements and phenomena on living with 
the land.

Shamans are hereditary and the trait is passed 
down to the eldest born child – consequently 
resulting in a fairly even mix of male and female 
shamans. The traits of shamanism often – but 
not always - manifest themselves after the 
elder dies.

Visiting the high north of Mongolia at Lake 
Khovsgol last winter, the Shaman I consulted 
was very famous locally, spending much of his 
time outdoors even in temperatures dropping 
to -30. Yet he too had displayed symptoms 
of mental illness in the past – and had been 
previously confined to a mental institution in 
his mid 30’s. Having to be strapped to his bed 
to avoid injury, his contractions and fits being 
so bad, he was incarcerated for two years until 
his elderly Father – a Shaman himself – passed 
over his ritual belongings to his son and the 
behavior ceased. When the spirits call for you 
to become a shamen, they will not rest until 
their call is heeded. 

Batbaatar – as my Shamen is known – then 
began a life devoted to his calling and is now 
one of the most respected shamans in the 
Khovsgol region of Northern Mongolia.   

Batbaatar began his ritual in his ger, with his wife, 
eldest daughter, and various other local people 
present, in all about 12 people crammed into 
his ger. Casually dressed in the manner of most 
Mongolian nomads, he enjoyed a pipe before 
asking me the questions I wished to pose. 
Upon hearing these, he unwrapped from layers 
of blue silk a circular flat metal plate which he 
spun around. When it stopped, he consulted 
the inscriptions upon it and gave his verdict. It 
contained observations about my private life, 
in response to my questions, that he could not 
have been aware of. This was repeated until I 
was satisfied with the answers – I had also 
tested him with a couple of sideways tracked 
statements – which were accurately ignored 
when he made his predictions about my future 
(which were happily positive). That said, there 
were additional issues he needed to consult 
the spirits with about my questions for further 
clarity of answer.    

Next, with the help of his wife, he donned his 
shamanic garments. Bizarre, not to mention 
eerie looking clothes, made from feathers, 
animals skins, furs and various plants, he then 
picked up his ritual drum, shaped rather like 
an Irish baron, and began to beat rhymically, 
while dancing around in a circle. The gers only 
electric light was put out, and a candle lit as the 
only illumination. A sweet smelling fragrance 
from burning incense wafted through the 
ger. His incantations made no sense, with 
strange yelps and word like sounds being 

produced as he danced faster and faster to his 
drum beat. In danger of falling over, both his 
wife and a dedicated assistant keep him from 
hurting himself or crashing into something in 
the cramped ger. Finally, ten minutes after he 
had begun, he slid lifeless to the floor, where 
his wife helped at once take his ornaments off, 
removed all his shamans garments, and helped 
him back into his normal outerwear. Giggling 
and muttering incoherently, he gulped down 
numerous cupfuls of butter tea until he began 
to show some signs of having returned to 
normality, whereupon he asked for his pipe 
and a glass of vodka.   

These, along with his snuff bottle, were 
solemnly handed around the guests to 
partake of, while he regained his strength. 
The second, intuitive round of answering my 
questions concerning my future then took 
place. Without going into detail, I can admit 
that they were sensible observations not laced 
without a large dose of social wisdom; however 
they still contained details of my private life 
that he could not possibly have known. The 
evening continued with lighthearted chat 
and conversation, further pipe smoking, vodka 
drinking and banter, until we bid our farewells 
at 3am in the morning. 

So – is shamanism just a bunch of mumbo 
jumbo or is there something in it?  Well for me 
at least – and I can usually spot a good con – 
there is something there. Quite what – I can’t 
define. But then, who can put their finger on 
the pulse of a little bit of traditional magic? 
Either way, the world would be a poorer place 
without the strange rituals, beliefs and sheer 
natural wisdom that Mongolia’s shamans 
undoubtedly possess.

An Evening with the Shaman

Batbaatar Bangs The Drums 
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O
ne of the most spectacular 
events in Mongolia is in the 
autumn, in the far west of 
the country. Here, where the 
Altai mountains maintain the 

border between North-Western Mongolia 
and Kazakstan, the local people – mainly 
Muslim Kazaks – are partially nomadic as the 
Mongolians are, live in gers, but are renowned 
for one of Central Asia’s oldest skills – hunting 
for game with eagles. 

The locals have a annual festival for showing off 
not just their prized birds, but also their hunting 

and horseman skills. Held at the small hamlet of 
Bayaan Olgii, this is a five jeep day trek across 
Mongolia from UB, or a 3 hour plane ride. 

You’ll need assistance to book up this trip 
with sourcing a local jeep and driver as well 
as accommodation – the town is somewhat 
off the beaten track and finding somewhere 
to stay can be difficult unless you are dealing 
with someone who knows the area. The 
Festival is held annually in mid-October, and I’d 
recommend booking early if you want to see 
this spectacular event.  

Festival at 
Bayaan Olgii
The festival is held a few miles out of town on a 
flat plain, with a subsidiary of the Hovd Gol river 
threading its way through, and smaller rugged 
mountains dotted about. The participants will 
ride – these are nomads – some for several days 
from within this remote wilderness to attend, 
many even – without passports, knowing the 
routes across the Altai for generations – from 
Kazakstan itself. This is the heart of Central Asia, 
and eagles are its soul. 

Parade 
The main welcoming Parade is held in Bayaan 
Olgii town, with small gers erected on the 

pretty town square, the autumn colors are 
now out in force, with Mongolia’s near ever-
present sunshine show the golds, russets and 
crimson hues off to their best. The horsemen, 
dressed in their finest, and with their hunters 
also groomed, slowly trot up the main street, 
hooded eagles on their arms, to meet and be 
greeted by the city mayor. Singing, dancing, 
and the smell of fresh kebabs fill the air, as the 
entire town comes out to party. It’s worth a visit 
to the gers too, many sell drinks – and it’s airag 
(fermented mares milk) that is the tipple of 
choice here. Camels milk also is sold – very rich, 
and a unique sour yet creamy taste – it may 
not be for everyone – one can appreciate the 
thorny scrub the camels feed on out here leave 
a residual bite even in the milky liquid. Children 
too, dressed in their finest, are out, having a 
ball, to see the splendour of the horses and the 
magnificence of the eagles. 

Eagle Hunting at Bayaan 
Olgii
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Hooded while being ridden on the arm, these 
are Golden Eagles, being strong enough to 
tackle most prey, including young wolves. The 
mountains in this area are full of raptors – but 
it’s the Golden Eagle that is most prized for 
hunting, although other birds will be on display 
too. 

The Life of a 
Hunting Bird 
Taken from the nest at about three months of 
age, this is a dangerous occupation requiring 
stealth and courage. Adult Golden Eagles do 
not appreciate the theft of their young, and 
can inflict serious wounds. However the adults 
are not harmed, and merely have one chick 
removed from the normal pair that are hatched. 

From there, the young fledgling becomes part 
of human’s life. Hooded, so not to excite the 
bird too much, the youngster is brought into 
the family ger to introduce it to the sounds and 
aromas that will be its initial life. Slowly and 
patiently, the hunter will use a feed and reward 
system to train the bird when it has become 
accustomed to its surroundings. Training on the 
wrist, while riding, begins at nine months, with 
training for prey, at about a year of age. Birds 
are encouraged first to fly off and on the wrist 
on command – usually a series of uttered clicks, 
and to return. Later they are encouraged to fly 
to game, put on the ground, and introduced to 
kills by sight and smell. 

Finally, the real test comes, when the bird is 
released after wild game – often Hare, Rabbits, 
smaller game birds such as Grouse, or Marmot. 
The bird, its wing feather deadly silent, swoops 
down, and captures the prey. Smothering it 
with it’s wings in a shroud of acciptor death, 
the bird waits until the horseman reaches it, 
despatches the catch, and rewards the bird 
with a tidbit. 

Catch flung into a saddle bag for the journey 
home, the bird and his master will work 
together like this until the eagle is seven 
years old. Then, so as not to reduce the wild 
population, they are finally re-introduced to 
the wild, free to roam, to breed and live once 
more as wild eagles do. It’s a sustainable form 
of animal-human interaction. 

Children are often taught respect for birds while 
very young and may be given smaller birds of 
prey, such as kestrels (which are again released 
after a time back into the wild) to teach them 
handling and management skills, and these 
birds too can be seen, paraded about by wide 

eyed but naturally savvy children. 

Hunting 
Eagles are deliberately not fed for a couple 
of days before hunting, firstly as an eagle is a 
heavy bird in any event, and to make the bird 
more keenly aware it needs to kill. 

Hooded when on the wrist, when dehooded 
they know they are about to fly to hunt. 
Released in the direction of the prey – and 
often at a gallop – they will sweep upwards, 
their immensely sharp eyesight searching for 
the moving target. Then it positions itself, and 
like a guided missile, swoops down on the 
hapless prey. It’s all over in seconds, and is an 
impressive display of natures sheer aggression. 

For the competitions, the eagles are firstly 
taken by hand, up a nearby mountain while his 
master rides below on his horse. At a sound, 
the bird is released, and has to fly straight to 
the wrist while the horseman is at trot. Not all 
decide to do so – younger birds may feel they 
need a few minutes on the wing and lazily fly 
off, leaving the owner to gallop away to retrieve 
his errant bird. Medals however, are given to 
those that obey commands and fly to wrist. 

Second, a wolf cub is brought out, and released, 
the eagle has to track the cub, and corner it. 
While this is not for the faint hearted, it is still 
an awesome sight to see an eagle dive upon 
a wolf and detain it. The wolf will survive – for 
awhile – with a few claw and talon marks to 
show for its pains. But it is worth more, in later 
months, as a white wolf pelt for fur trading than 
as eagle food, so a stay of execution is granted. 

Again, marks are awarded for speed and 
accuracy in dealing with the wolf, as they have 
been for centuries. 

Horse Racing 
The Festival also includes a horse race, around 
a three mile circuit, with Altai dust blowing 

up, it is a test of stamina and endurance as 
they complete five rounds. Heavily bet on, the 
population relaxes on one end of the plain, to 
sit, watch the fun and wager on who will win. 
(As a tip, for endurance races – always favor the 
smallest jockey. He’s the lightest to carry. You 
can cut me in on your winnings later)

Tests of Strength 
on Horseback 
The younger men also, in order to show off 
to the local girls, have a competition. Facing 
in opposite directions to each other on 
horseback, a judge will give them a sheep pelt. 
Holding tightly onto it, the object is to wrest 
the pelt away from your opponent. Some of 
these battles, on horse, can be quite lengthy as 
spectators need to be wary as they can career 
into the crowds. Several rounds are competed, 
and again the local champion decided in 
an afternoon. It’s hot, dusty, and you may 
be trampled upon if you’re not careful – but 
immense fun and a great spectacle. 

Another competition involves the picking up 
of nine objects placed on the ground, in order, 
while on horseback. This involves great agility 
(and suppleness of spine!) as the horseman has 
to twist and turn, one foot in the stirrup, with 
his body dangling down the side of the horse, 
to pick up an item.  

Hunting With 
Eagles
The use of birds of prey for hunting is thought 
to have originated in Mongolia, later spreading 
along the trade routes set up by Chinggis 
Khan to the Middle East and from there into 
Europe. Still today, Mongolian birds are prized 
as the best in falconry and for hunting. The 
Festival at Bayaan Olgii is a look back – and a 
lesson in – sustainable relationships between 
man and creature. Centuries old, the festival 
demonstrates skills honed down the ages, and 
is a celebration of the cooperation between 
man and bird at its finest.  
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