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T he vast open steppe of Mongolia zoomed by as my father and I raced 
across on a motorcycle toward our Ger for the first time. It was the 

beginning of a great adventure among the Dugarjav family of Delgerkhaan. 
I lived, herded, and learned among the community of herders who called 
this steppe their home. My countryside adventure spanned two weeks 
in September and October during my four months of traveling Mongolia. 
Studying abroad with the School for International Training in fall of 2017 
allowed me to immerse in Mongolian culture. Since oral communication 
was difficult, I learned by doing how to herd and help my family and 
neighbors. Mongolian culture changed my life by enriching it with herding 
and learning by doing. 

During my travels, I engaged in many activities of labor and 
exploration that expanded my study abroad experience. During the first 





site: a local ovoo, which is a large rock structure forming a circle with several 
smaller pillars surrounding it connected to the large center by banner 
of flags. Our teacher, Ouyuka, explained that these were created when  



new families and animals entering the land and it was causing stress on 
the land. Despite this, there were no coordinated projects in the area or 
attempts to educate herders on the effects of overgrazing. He did believe 
that politicians were doing things to help herders, but he was unable to 
name these efforts. One of the most touching experiences came during 
my ending interview when I asked if he had any questions or comments 
for me. He remarked on what a good son I was, and how it was so nice 
to have someone to help him with the work. This was really touching to 
me, and my eyes were a bit watery. Interviewing facilitated a good way of 
learning and after my interview my father told me I would learn by doing.

Learning by doing was the philosophy that I followed while herding 
in the field. My first method of grabbing the sheep by their wool worked, 
but it was tiring and still allowed the sheep a large range of movement. 
Observing the herders, who grabbed the sheep by the hind leg and dragged 
them to the desired location, I discovered imitating this that it was far more 
effective as the sheep could not struggle. As my father and I herded in 
the field, I began to learn how the sheep and goats would move and how 
to flank them to force them in the desired direction. I used this learning 
method to break through the cultural iceberg and learn about what occurs 
in a horse branding ceremony and how everyone plays a special part. 
Some of this learning is like what my father expressed during interviews: 
that you eventually understand it but cannot communicate it. You can do 
it and learn from that, but there is no other way to achieve this knowledge 
from a human or book.

As the van arrived at my family Ger to take me away the contrast 
in life was clear one last time as we made tearful hugs goodbye. I was 
unsure if I would ever have the fortune of seeing them again, but my 
memories of our work reassure me of a place in my heart and mind where 
I can find them again and remember the steppe. Through herding I felt my 


