Chapter VII
OLD BELIVER ACCOMODATION

The focus of this chapter reflects the extent to which
Old Believers utilize features of the host society to either
augment or supplant the traditional patterns within their
boundaries. The process is referred to as accommodation
and involves adaptation from the point of view of the
member of the traditional culture. Inasmuch as accom-
modation involves contact and borrowing by diffusion, it
represents a contrary process to boundary maintenance.

Accommodation inevitably entails flow across bound-
aries. Some flow is quite normal and does not necessarily
present a move in favor of nontraditional behavior or a
denigration of boundaries. The first area of accommoda-
tion is that of economic integration. It is necessary to
make a living and provide for one’s family. Despite the
Old Believers’ high level of self-sufficiency in terms of
staples, one must still acquire land, a home, and various
manufactured goods through the host society. In earning
money to do this, the Russians do not ignore the high
level of technology available to them in this society. They
recognize the economic necessities of life in this country
as they have in other countries of residence. Their
resourceful ‘peasant wisdom’ allows them to see where
best to devote their labors.

Next is the area of political accommodation—acquiring
knowledge of laws and regulations, as well as licenses and
permits. Less necessary is the area of social accommoda-
tion.

After discussing the above categories of accommoda-
tion, the last section of this chapter focuses on the relative
variations of accommodation among various factions of
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the Old Believers and points out some of the new styles of
behavior within new boundaries.

ECONOMIC ACCOMMODATION

Old Believers subscribe to what is commonly referred
to as the work ethic. They are diligent, hard working peo-
ple who are used to hard, physical labor and long hours of
toil. As has been stated, they derive from a peasant cul-
ture, and true to this heritage, they have a basic agrarian
orientation. Their preference for agriculture is compatible
with the requirements of their religion and to their par-
ticular historical development, insofar as they have often
been forced into exile and isolation.

In addition to their agricultural orientation they have
consistently conducted themselves as multi-resource peo-
ple by seeking to supplement the provisions of their agri-
cultural existence by various extraneous means, such as
hunting, fishing, trapping animals for sale, and hiring out
as workers where possible. In the extraneous work, earn-
ing money is the key. With the money they can secure for
themselves the goods and services which makes life more
comfortable.

I am told that in China, groups of Russians would
band together in hunting and trapping parties and depart
on hunting trips that would last from one to two months.
Aside from hunting for their own provisions, they would
capture tigers for sale to the Chinese, who, in turn, sold
them to zoos. They also hunted for a special elk whose
horn contained an ingredient for an exotic Chinese
medicine. Having immigrated to South America, the Old
Believer villages were not only faced with poor agricul-
tural harvests for four years running, but they also openly
complained that it was next to impossible to make any
money on the Brazilian market through either labor,
handicrafts, or hunting. With their supplemental
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incomes reduced to nil, life was extremely hard, and many
were anxious to move on when the opportunity arose.

Once settled in the rich agricultural area of Oregon, the
Old Believers turned their attention to agriculture. Their
first experience here, however, was to work for someone
else. They found that the seasonal-market type of agricul-
ture was quite lucrative, especially when a man could
deploy his entire, large family in the fields. One man
related to me how he and his family arrived right at the
beginning of the berry season; they had flown gn from
Brazil on a fly-now, pay-later basis, and had a considerable
amount of debt to pay off. The man and his family found
shelter with other Old Believers that were here, and he
immediately started working long days in the fields.
Within two and a half months he had paid back the air-
line tickets, provided for his family for the intervening
time, and had already started to save a little towards buy-
ing himself some land and a home.

Many of the Old Believer families worked for other
people from one to seven years before they could manage
to buy property of their own. Later immigrants could ask
for loans from relatives in Oregon who were on their feet
and well settled. This afforded the newcomer down pay-
ments on the purchase of real estate. They could also
receive advice on where to get a good job and where to
buy land.

Purchasing agricultural land, or at least enough land
where they could have a garden and fruit trees, has been a
pattern for the Old Believer families. However, the Old
Believers quickly found that there was good money in
working at regular jobs. Consequently, what hafj formerly
been a supplement to an agricultural way of life became
the predominant employment, with farming as the sup-
plement.



200

The kinds of paying jobs to which the Russians gravi-
tated were: working in the woods, either planting trees or
in pre-industrial thinning; and working in furniture fac-
tories as semi-skilled workers. In both of these areas, the
Old Believers could organize in groups on the job. This, of
course, helped those who did not speak English and were
unfamiliar with American labor practices.

Working in the woods is contract work, and group can
choose whether to become involved in bidding. Usually
the Old Believers will concentrate on farming in the
spring and summer and will spend fall and winter in the
woods. Another factor of major importance in the woods
is that the crews work on contract with their own dead-
line. Thus, there is no difficulty in taking time off for the
frequent religious holidays which occur throughout the
year in the Old Believer religious calendar. By hard work,
they can make up the time. The Russian crews have
reputations as reliable contractors among foresters.

Working in the furniture factories also has advantages.
It is a skill which one can learn rapidly and, once profi-
cient, can earn decent money. Also, since a number of the
Old Believers are working in these factories, there are
always people who can help with language, explanations,
and car-pooling. Men have become skilled in woodwork
and furniture building, and women are able to capitalize
on their sewing skills in the furniture factories.

There was some difficulty in taking time off for the
holidays in the early days. Since there were so many Rus-
sians working at a given factory, a Russian Old Believer
holiday would almost shut the factory down. Through
mediation, that problem has been solved in some of the
larger factories. Old Believers now work together on the
same production line: when a holiday occurs, that line is
simply shut down. They will often make up missed holi-
days by working Saturdays on the line.
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It took several years for the Old Believers to under-
stand how labor unions worked and could benefit work-
ers. In the beginning they would not cooperate with a
union or join worker protests to have union member-
ship. Their view was far more immediate; they needed
the money, and therefore they needed to keep working. It
has not been until the last couple of years that Russians
have voted in favor of the labor union membership.
However, like many American laborers, they do not
entirely trust the labor union and often wonder if their
dues are worth it.

In pursuing his work, the Russian Old Believer is not
at all adverse to using modern equipment. There is no
hesitation to use the most advanced technology possible,
if it is practical, efficient, and does not interfere with
church rules. The crews in the woods use the best and
most modern chain saws. The farms are equipped with
up-to-date tractors and equipment. Several of the workers
in furniture factories have air staple guns, band saws, and
other woodworking equipment in their homes where
they can make their own furniture during spare time or
layoffs. Most women find themselves the most up-to-date
zigzag sewing machines and it is not uncommon to see an
occasional automatic dishwasher and a microwave oven
in the kitchen.

The point is, that in the area of economic activities,
either at home or at work, the Old Believer family is com-
pletely integrated and in tune with American technology.
This has no bearing on the cultural and religious areas in
Old Believer life. They still insist on taking holidays off
from work, they insist on canning their own food, and
they insist on making their own clothes. The existence of
a microwave oven or an automatic dishwasher does not
seem to jeopardize the Old Believer requirement of ritual
cleanliness and purity.






