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Dzūkija is the southern region of Lithuania, bordering with 

Poland and Belarus. Forest dwellers (Šilų dzūkai) live on the 

edge of Dzūkija, in the heart of the green forest of Dainava, 

between Varėna and Druskininkai, surrounded by the swift 

river of Merkys and the gloomy marshes of Čepkeliai. Its so-

called capital is the village of Marcinkonys — one of the 

biggest in Lithuania. Archaeological data shows that people 

have been living here since more than 4 thousand years ago; 

however in historical sources Marcinkonys are mentioned 
th rather late — only in the beginning of the 17 c. The village is 

even now surrounded by forests on all sides, but it is easy to 

reach, because next to it is the railway Vilnius–Gardinas. 

When in 1862 the construction of the St. Petersburg–Warsaw 

railway was completed (Marcinkonys was one of the stops), 

the village began to rapidly grow. The railway and the forest 

protected the Šilų dzūkai from hunger. The people of this 

region had always made themselves busy with handicrafts 

and work in the forest: they gathered mushrooms, berries 

(especially cranberries) and hops in the heaths, harvested 

timber, for Christmas — young firs, and all of these goods 

were exported to St. Petersburg or Warsaw. 
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The smaller neighbours of Marcinkonys — the villages of 

Mančiagirė, Darželiai, Margionys, Lynežeris, Kapiniškės, 

Zervynos, Žiūrai, Mardasavas, Kašėtos, Puvočiai and others, 

scattered in pine forests, not far from rivers and streams, did 

not have a wealth of farmland — there was little land that 

could be used for agriculture and even that was windswept 

sand. Therefore, this region was bypassed by land reforms 

and collectivisation, its landscape remaining barely 

unchanged over the ages, with the unique way of life of the 

Šilų dzūkai, their character, also changing little. Here the 

agriculture of gathering (mushroom, berry picking, etc.) 

remains the main source of livelihood, together with tree bee-

keeping and primitive work tools (ploughs, wooden harrows, 

flails), etc. existing longer than elsewhere in Lithuania. For the 

longest time the Šilų dzūkai dressed in home-spun clothing.

Despite the territorial isolation of the Šilų dzūkai, two 

decades of Polish occupation, lack of major economic centres 

as important roads, poor land, the strong and friendly 

community of people for a long time retained not only archaic 

traditions of agriculture, but also folklore, work and calendar 

holiday traditions, such as lalavimas on Easter, žėkavimas (egg-

hunting), processions on the Feast of St. Morkus and the Feast 

of the Cross, the oldest customs for funerals, remembering of 

the dead, and many others. Here, for the longest time, the 

traditions of talkos (working together) lived on. In addition, in 

this region there had always been people who came from 

other places in Lithuania.

forest dwellers

The southernmost corner of Lithuania is unique also in the 

internal differences of the people of Dzūkija. They themselves 

differentiate grumstiniai (Lith. grumstas — clod earth), 

panemunės (Lith. panemunė — beyond the Nemunas river) and 

šilų dzūkai. The livelihood, habits and characters of these 

people differ. In the lands of the šilų dzūkai ( ) — 

the greatest places for mushroom-picking, many bee hives 

and sand dunes, fields of buckwheat. Their nearest 

neighbours say that the šilų dzūkai don't usually give 

importance to worldly riches — as much as I have is enough. 

They tend to be compassionate, help those in trouble — poor 

girl lost her wings. I would go the Way of the Cross for her, if only it 

would help... Ambitious — I'm not just anyone, not finger-

suckled, so only the best for me. The šiliniai are considered as 

being bullies, easily provoked, but at the same time easily 





calmed — ignited like a fire, sparkled, burned out and sweet as a 

dove again. Sweet-talkers — talking as if spreading honey... 

Melodious — oh the youth of the farmsteads, wherever they go, 

songs sound. Storytellers — always wagging their tongues. The 

men of the grumstų dzūkai say about the women of šilų dzūkai: 

She looks like a šilinė, the sort that gather mushrooms and berries — 

reminiscent of bees in their walk.

The land of the grumstiniai dzūkai — loamy hills, chains of 

lakes. Here the wheat grows better, the farmsteads are richer. 

The land, the separation into granges, led to the farmsteads 

being larger and the people more well-to-do. The girls of the 

šilas were happy to marry young grumstiniai men with good 

land. The šilų dzūkai were openly envious of this good land — 

of course they have a reason to be proud, when their land is such that 

you could almost spread it on bread. The grumstiniai also very 

much valued their working land and in a friendly manner 

make fun of the Šilų people — basket people, making their living 

from their baskets. If not for the mushrooms and berries, their 

behinds would be bare. The latter retort in turn: 

 The people of the 

grumstai were slower, tended to think before every action, 

If not for the 

lentils, the grumstų boys would be barefoot...

they interact in a more reserved manner than the šilų dzūkai. 

But they are the first to try out innovations in agriculture, put a 

lot of effort into allowing their children to finish an education.

Even better-off than the grumstiniai were the Panemunių 

dzūkai, because besides working the land they could also 

additionally earn money not only by harvesting timber, but 

transporting the timber by water, fishing. They looked at the 

šiliniai as being slightly below them — they never leave their 

plots of land, can't make ends meet, yet they are first to dance and 

sing. 

Dzūkija — a region surrounded by forests, on both sides of 

the Nemunas, thus the differences in traditions are inevitable, 

yet this is what makes them so fascinating.





In the one-street villages of Southern Lithuania, a gravely ill 

person would never be left alone. Their closest neighbours, 

relatives would come to watch over him or her. Older people 

in this region keep in their home grabnyčinės candles (i.e. can-

dles that had been blessed at church during the holiday of 

Grabnyčios on 2 February), which are burned next to the pers-

on about to leave this world. In Dzūkija the belief still remains 

that a dying person cannot be left alone and as they are dying, 

the family cannot loudly express their grief. Only when the 

eyes of the deceased are closed, the candle — extinguished, 

then can the family openly express their emotions: 

Before a person dies, you shouldn't really cry, because it 

disorients them and then it takes a long time for them to die. When 

Skendelienė was dying, her daughters rushed in, shrieking. So her 

glance stopped at one spot and she began to sigh and then suffered for 

a long time. Only after a day did she stop breathing... In the village 

there was a cross of “easy death”. If a person was suffering as they 

died, someone would bring that cross. You couldn't put it anywhere 

other than on the dying person's chest. (Marytė Korkutienė, b. 

1923. Pavarėnis village, Varėna d.) 

The dead had to be washed and dressed in funeral clothes 

by strangers, as the family could not do so, because it would 

mean that they had come to terms with their loved one's 

death. Each village had these kinds of attendants:

When I was little I was so frightened of corpses! When I had to go 

with my grandmother to a wake, I would tremble in fright... One 

time a person died and my grandmother and I prayed there; she told 

me to touch the dead person's leg. My hair rose in fright, but since 
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that time I am no longer scared — I wash the deceased, dress them 

and fear nothing... One time my brother-in-law went to the base-

ment to bring some beets and he died on the steps. I came to see him 

lying in bed and I felt so sorry, he was such a good man and now he 

was unwashed, lying on that bed just as they had brought him from 

the basement. I told the women to bring some water so I could wash 

and dress him.... The neighbour came and I asked him to help. So we 

washed and dressed my brother-in-law and then I dreamed after the 

funeral that I was talking to him, asking: “Alfonsas, tell me, does 

that suit fit you?” “Oh, Genutė, no, it's perfect, everything is good”. 

And since that time I promised myself that I would wash and dress 

the deceased. Whenever someone in the village asks — I would do so. 

The daughter of Kačinskas was born sick: she couldn't walk, talk, fed 

from a bottle until she was 23 years old. Underdeveloped. Her body 

was twisted, her legs and hands... [When she died] I laid her on the 

table, but my sister-in-law told me not to. But how could we not lay 

such a poor child on the table? I washed her body and when my sister-

in-law brought some rags to wipe her with, I took clean white cloth 

from the closet... I cleaned her up nicely, but since that day I can no 

longer help the dead. As I came back from Kačinskas', I was crying 

that I could no longer help them. A few years ago I couldn't even 

wash and dress my own family; however now it's going out of 

fashion. When my aunt died I asked my mother to find someone to 

wash her. So she said that we would both do it and pulled out some 

soap: “This will be soap for me as well, we need to keep it somewhere 

safe.” We put it in the attic. People used to say that when someone 

with epilepsy dies and their legs or hands are tied together with a 

strap, that same strap should be tied on a living person with epilepsy 

so that they would be healed. (Ona Bagdonavičienė, b. 1932. 

Kareivonys village. Trakai d.)

Only in recent years has the tradition of washing the dead dis-

appeared — now they are only wiped down with a damp 

towel.

Older women sew for themselves and keep in their closet 

funeral clothes; they would also make sure that their husb-

ands had clothes (at least underwear) at hand in their home. 

There are cases that when such clothes stayed in the closet or 

chest for several years, even decades, and at the person's death 

the family no longer found them suitable for the funeral and 

bought new clothes. But rarely does anyone dare to throw out 

the clothes selected by the deceased; they are at least put in the 

coffin. It is believed that the will of the deceased must be 

heeded. For example: 

Jankos' Marytė kept asking me “How will you dress me when I 

die?” I answered that we would dress her whoever we wanted. “Then 

I will come to you from the grave if you don't show me now...” I had 

to go the shop to bring several dresses that she could choose from. She 

chose a dark-coloured dress. You can't get the outfit wrong. One wo-

man was buried with the wrong scarf so she came in the people's 

dreams to demand her own scarf... (Vladislava Kudarauskaitė, b. 

1932. Puvočiai village. Varėna d.) 

Sometimes the dead are “hard to please”. Young people are 

dressed for their funeral in a certain manner, as are older 

people; the married and unmarried also differ in how they are 

dressed. Unmarried people tend to be dressed as if for their 

wedding. One story about this:

I had a sick friend, Antosytė, and one time when I was at a 

celebration I saw one of her aunts approaching me: “Come, Marytė, 



Antosė is calling for you, she says she will die soon”. So I went to her 

and that poor girl is just lying there. As I entered, she could no longer 

talk and just nodded to me, tears filled her eyes and she died. She 

wanted to see me one last time before dying... When she looked at me 

her eyes were glassy and when she nodded her head, it was her fare-

well. I asked how they planned to bury her, so some people said to 

bury her with her head bare, others said to put on a veil, since it 

would also be her [symbolic] wedding, while others argued that she 

was too young. We did cover her with a veil and after two days I had a 

dream, she said: “Marytė, go ant tell my mother to remove my veil, 

all the other girls are running and the veil is hindering me”. That's 

what she asked and I will remember this dream on the day I die. I told 

Antosė's mother what she had asked and it had only been a couple of 

days since she was buried. They didn't want to dig her up and re-

move the veil, but we should have, since she asked. I believe in dreams 

and feel that Antosė is in discomfort.  (Marijona Veličkienė, b. 

1931. Panara village, Varėna d.) 

Once the deceased was dressed, a picture of a patron saint 

was placed in their hands and a rosary was wrapped around, 

with a handkerchief on top — they were prepared for the Last 

Judgement. 

The rosary was so that could say the prayers that they didn't have 

time to finish [before dying], the picture of the saint was to intercede 

before the Lord and the napkin was to wipe away the sweat as they 

tremble before the Last Judgement. (Izabelė Bingelienė, b. 1919. 

Margionys village, Varėna d.)

Many people wanted their wakes to be held in their own 

homes: 

The poor woman Jiecenta always used to talk that when she died, she 

would want the wake held in her cottage. She would say that only 

from her home would she travel to the cemetery, she didn't want to be 

dragged around strange places... but no one listens anymore to the 

old people, they don't  want any trouble. (Marijona Bingelienė, b. 

1931. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.) 

The whole village would be at the wake; sometimes even 

people from neighbouring villages would come. No one had 

to be specifically asked to sing, as singers consider it an hon-

our to send off on their last journey a member of their co-

mmunity. Many villages still have their own singers. In almost 

every village there is a pagrabinis cross, two flags and two 

surplices, a stand for the coffin and a bedspread suitable for 

being placed under the coffin on hung on the wall next to it. 

No one uses them anymore. It is acceptable to borrow these 

fabrics as well. In some villages the cross, flags and surplices 

are held in the farmstead where the last funeral was held, 

while in other villages they are kept in a permanent place. This 

was usually the attic or barn of a pious, dutiful and fastidious 

person. This person, when they learned of a death, would 

make sure that black mourning flags would hang on the doors 

of their home. The deceased is laid out for three days. Since a 

long time ago the family and relatives of the deceased would 

keep vigil day and night; in the evening the neighbours would 

come, hymns would be sung, people would pray.

The singers are usually seated at a separate table in the 

same room with the deceased. Sweets, drinks are set out on 

their table. For the family, chairs and benches are put next to 





the coffin. Until recently, the singers would eat in the same 

room. The custom of lamenting the deceased (garbstymas) re-

mains now only in Dzūkija. People used to lament the de-

ceased as they were being washed, dressed, in between 

hymns, but usually it was at the climactic moments of the 

wake — when the deceased was placed in the coffin, escorted 

from their home and lowered into the grave pit. The laments 

would name the good works of the deceased, various events 

from their lives would be remembered, the fates of their 

orphaned children would be described, in the name of the 

deceased last farewells would be said to the relatives, 

acquaintances, their home, etc.: 

While the deceased was still in their home, you couldn't shout, 

make any noise, although you could mourn verbally. If a daughter 

didn't cry at her mother's side, or a mother — at her dead daugh-

ter's, people would gossip that she was no good if she could not cry at 

the death of her beloved mother. But they would, for a long time, talk 

about a woman who could lament with the most beautiful words. 

They would say that she sent the deceased off with lovely words, 

made everyone else cry as well: 

“And I will plant 

A green linden-tree 

On the grave of my mother.

Oh, if I could turn into 

A coloured cuckoo, 

I would perch 

On the top of the linden 

And I would cuckoo 

All day and night 

Maybe I would wake 

My mother 

My dearest...” 

No one forbade people to cry. They would say that if you cried, you 

would feel better. If you keep everything inside, it's very hard. 

(Marytė Bakanavičienė, b. 1920. Pavarėnis village, Varėna d.)

In recent years, laments have been rare: 

I would have cried a lot, I would have found the right words to say, 

but my children said: “Don't you start crying, you'll make our 

colleagues laugh...” Marytė Balkienė, b. 1935. Mištūnai village, 

Šalčininkai d.)

At the end of 2013 I took part in a funeral wake in the village 

of Mištūnai. Paulina Laučinskienė, born in 1935, lamented 

(verkė žodžiais [verkavo]) at the coffin of her friend: 

Aduliala, my friend, Aduliala, my dearest, I've been looking 

through my glass window, waiting for you / I kept wondering, when 

will my dear neighbour come back, / Then I will share with her my 

troubles, all my worries... / Aduliala, most dear, you came back on 

this cold day without any sweet words... / Aduliala, my guest, with 

who else will I talk, with who else will I share my worries...

People still follow the custom that it is wrong to leave the 

deceased alone, even for a short while:

The deceased should never be left alone and a candle must always 

be lit. His soul is still with him, prayers, hymns and laments calm it 

and keep it there. (Marijona Bernatavičienė, b. 1931. Trasninkai 

village, Varėna d.) 



The prohibition of staying alone with the deceased for a 

longer period of time is still valid. Many frightening stories 

exist of the nebaščiko štukos — tricks played by the dead. Many 

storytellers believe that no one knows what the dead feel and 

what their spirit can be like: 

My mother told me this story. One woman's husband had died 

and everyone gathered for the wake, everything was performed as it 

should be... In the evening the woman said “I got along with him so 

well and I know how to read books, so I will stay with him overnight. 

It's a busy time, so you all should rest, go home; I wish to be with him 

alone for the last night”. So she stayed with the corpse of her 

husband. The dog was let into the house, the woman was reading her 

book. The dog growled once, twice. The woman looked at the corpse 

and saw that he was gesturing [showing a fig] at the dog. So the 

woman took the dog outside and decided that she didn't want to 

return either, since the corpse had gotten up. The woman wanted to 

escape through a window, but she didn't fit, fell back into the room 

and died of fright, with her dead husband collapsing on top. 

Everyone came back in the morning and found them both, dead. You 

just can't stay alone with the deceased — even though you knew 

them alive, you can never know what they're like dead. (Antanina 

Grigaitė, b. 1929. Gailiūnai village, Alytus d.)

When the coffin was carried out of the house, the whole 

village would gather to escort it. If the deceased is brought 

back to be buried from another location or from a funeral 

home in the town, the locals would gather to meet it. Three 

men would dress in white surplices. The one in the middle 

would hold a cross while the two flanking him would have 

black funerary flags. These people would follow the priest in 

the front of the funeral procession. The family, relatives, 

friends would also wait with the other people. As the coffin 

was escorted to the cemetery, funeral hymns were sung the 

whole way. In Dzūkija, until recently, there was a tradition to 

bring the coffin of the deceased member of the community to 

the main cross in the village. It would be brought there even it 

was more convenient and closer to bring the coffin straight to 

the cemetery. A mourning flag hung from the cross, benches 

were placed for the coffin and everyone sang the Litany of All 

Saints. If the deceased was brought to their birthplace from 

farther away, the coffin was uncovered for the last viewing 

and part of the flowers brought for the deceased were left at 

the cross. In the early part of this century I witnessed the 

funeral of Jonas Puočiauskas, born in the village of Puvočiai, 

but having lived in Zarasai. Locals and several people from 

other villages waited for the funeral procession at the edge of 

the village. Everyone got out and continued to the cemetery 

on foot. The village singers sang hymns. The procession 

stopped at the house where the deceased person had been 

born and, as was common, the laments of the relatives grew 

louder. At the main cross of the village, benches were placed 

for the coffin to be put on. The coffin was opened so that the 

relatives, neighbours who hadn't been at the wake could say 

their last farewell. When the coffin was opened, the deceased's 

sisters and cousins began to lament:

Jonulis, our brother, Jonulis, our treasure, / Look with your bright 

eyes at your family. / Jonulis, dear heart, Jonulis, our treasure, / 



Could we have ever known that you would return like this / To your 

home, to your birthplace... 

Weeping, they stroked the face of the deceased, kissed his 

hands, face, tried to embrace him. One Englishman also part-

icipated in the funeral. He became faint from seeing this and 

had to be escorted from the procession.

The tradition still exists that the relatives and neighbours 

are invited from the cemetery to the home of the deceased (in 

larger towns — to public eating places), for the pakasynų pietus 

— funeral feast. This feast is a custom retained from the most 

ancient times: to once more feed the soul of the deceased and 

the souls of all the other family members that have returned — 

so that they would leave the home, bring no harm and act as 

intermediaries for the Lord's blessing. In Dzūkija in the 1960s, 

an empty place was left at the table: a plate was placed there 

and filled with a bite from each dish. Stories written down 

recently also show how important it is to perform all of the 

rituals, to curry favour with the spirit: 

The feast wasn't serious — no people, nothing to eat, no prayers. 

Everyone sat at the table, shared a few bits and left. Is this respectful 

to the deceased? Was this all he was worth, will his spirit be 

appeased? Adelė Garbienė, b. 1924. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

Not long ago neighbours and relatives would bring their 

own meals to the funeral feast, not to help the relatives of the 

deceased, but to appease the spirits of the dead: 

Now people give money to the deceased. But it used to be that 

people would bring food: maybe some bread, cheese, butter... What-

ever people had. But there was once a woman who was too poor to 

bring anything to the deceased. So she went to the funeral empty-

handed. It had been her husband who died, so after the funeral she 

began to dream of him. He said: “I was so ashamed: there I was, hand 

outstretched, but no one could give me anything, so I had to crawl 

under the table and gather crumbs”. This is what the woman told. If 

you bring food to the funeral, then the deceased is happy. By saying 

that he had to crawl under the table for crumbs made the woman very 

ashamed... If she had anything she would have brought it and people 

wouldn't have to gossip. (Marijona Kašėtaitė, b. 1931. Darželiai 

village, Varėna d.)

Prayers and food were important also during the com-

memoration of the one-year anniversary of the death: 

Mother dreamed that she was in heaven and she saw there a great 

table, everyone sitting around it and singing... She noticed that they 

were all dead. “Where are my cousins, who have died?” she asked, 

and one of those singing at the table answered “They didn't have a 

one-year anniversary feast in their honour, so they don't have a place 

here”. Mother answered “When I see their family I will chide them, 

how can they be so frugal to not hold a feast for their own children, 

how couldn't they spare a calf or a piglet...” (Izabelė Bingelienė, b. 

1919. Margionys village. Varėna d.)

After the funeral, people tried to keep the grave untouched 

for a year, only the flowers and wreaths were taken away after 

they withered. A temporary wooden cross was a necessity — 

while the souls were still in the earth they would have some-

where to shelter. After a year a monument would most likely 

be placed on the grave: 



I heard people say that if there is no cross over the grave, then it is 

hard for the soul of the deceased... This is something that happened to 

me: Ievulė was a perfect match for Antanulis, they would walk to-

gether, sing and sing, but then my son died. After a year I saw him in 

my dream. It was as if I was walking to the cemetery with a handful of 

peonies to decorate the grave — and there I saw him. “Why, dear son, 

are you standing there?” “I don't have anywhere to go”. I still 

hadn't erected a monument for him and I could see that he was angry 

with me. I had my dog with me and he was only talking to it, as he 

was angry with me. Another time I was picking mushrooms behind 

the barn and I heard sighing behind me. I couldn't see anything, but I 

knew that it was Antanulis. I could hear branches cracking as he 

followed me. But when I finally erected the monument, he no longer 

appeared to me. (Antanina Garbienė, b. 1912. Šunupis village, 

Varėna d.)



Almost every village has its own pagrabinis cross, two flags and two 
surplices, stands for the coffin and a bedspread (divonas/kapas) 
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for being placed under the coffin on hung on the wall. 
Margionys, 2012



Black mourning flags mark the home where the wake is taking place. 
Margionys, 2012

In the entryway, on a table — a photograph of the deceased and 
a candle. Margionys, 2012
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The singers are usually seated at a separate table in the room with 
the deceased. Margionys, 2012
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Once the deceased was dressed, a picture of a patron saint was 
placed in their hands and a rosary was wrapped around, with 
a handkerchief. Margionys, 2012

The wake lasts three days. Margionys, 2012
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The priest arrives before the funeral. Margionys, 2012 The whole village gathers to escort the deceased. Margionys, 2012
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At the forefront of the procession — men dressed in surplices with 
the cross and flags. Margionys, 2012
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The deceased was escorted to the nearby cemetery on foot. 
Margionys, 2012
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As the coffin was escorted to the cemetery, funeral hymns were sung 
the whole way. Margionys, 2012

The funeral procession crosses the whole village. Margionys, 2012
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Flowers are carried behind the cross. Margionys, 2012
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Margionys cemetery. 2012
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Candles are lit on the grave mound.
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One-year anniversary of the death in the Balevičius home. 
Margionys, 2007

52 • FOREST DWELLERS OF DZŪKIJA Funerals   •   53





The people of Dzūkija consider cranberries as the “queen of 

berries”: 

The berry of berries — cranberries. There is some marshland near 

us, but since there are many people here, if any berries do appear, they 

are picked while they are even unripe. There wasn't a cottage that 

didn't have at least a few litres of cranberries. It was a medicine. 

When a person was sick, cranberry kissel could be made and the 

sourness would draw out the fever. On Christmas Eve we always 

had kissel, everyone would try to make their cranberries into kissel. 

Tapylkutė in Marcinkonys would go from home to home every year 

with a bag of cranberries for those that didn't have any. But the 

people who could go to Belarus has lots of berries that would last 

them all winter. (Marijona Bingelienė, b. 1931. Puvočiai village, 

Varėna d.) 

Yet another story: 

Our forests had few berries. We didn't have any marshes, the 

forest wasn't deep, it was “clean like a castle”... If birds brought some 

berry seeds, once the berries would grow the cows and sheep would 

eat them. If not the animals, then the children would pick them while 

they were still unripe. It's good that there is some fine land between 

the forests, we grow there cabbages and trade them with the people in 

Marcinkonys for cranberries. It's not far to Belarus from there, so 

they always have berries, but their land is poor, they can't grow 

cabbages. My father would trade a bag of cabbages for so many cran-

berries that they would fill the fir-root cradle. We would keep the 

cranberries in that cradle in the barn until Christmas Eve and make 

some kissel, which was so delicious. If your head hurt then you could 

CRANBERRIES



put cranberries in your ears and the sourness would draw out the 

pain. (Stasė Bogušienė, b. 1935. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

 For the people who lived in villages within 10 kilometres 

from the marshes of Čepkeliai, when the berry-picking season 

began — it would become a way of life. Even in the Soviet 

period in early September the children in those villages didn't 

go to school for a week and would pick berries, living in the 

marshes. The villages would become empty, while on the 

islands in the Čepkeliai marshes whole camps would be set 

up, with tents, fires and berry caches. People would come in 

carts to gather the berries and would put them in potato sacks. 

Those who would go berry-picking often have many stories of 

adventures that they experienced: 

Before the time for digging up the potatoes, we would pick berries 

for about 15–16 days. Every village would of berry-picking. We 

would even spend the night in the forest or the marsh. We would 

have to go 5–6 kilometres to the berry fields from the edge of the 

marshland. It was a dreary place of bogs, swamps, marshes. If you 

went in alone you would never come out, so we always went in 

groups. One person would stay at home alone while everyone else 

would leave to go pick the berries for a few days. I couldn't leave 

overnight, because I was with my mother and she had been sick for 

seven years, but we needed the money. So I had to leave overnight 

and my mother let me go. I would take some food with me, nothing to 

drink — you could step on the moss and water would come out, 

which you soak with a cloth and drink... We sewed cloth with ties 

into something like an apron for gathering the berries. You can't pick 

cranberries one by one, you brush over with both hands and gather 

them into the apron. Then you need a bag and sheet to carry the 

berries on your back, for several kilometres. If there aren't many 

berries we would sit down and eat something, but if there was much 

work, then we would have a bite of something while picking.

Sometimes we spend the night in the marsh. We gather some 

branches, light a fire. In the marshes there are only green firs, they're 

difficult to light and even though there is firewood on dry land, it's 

too far to go. If you lay on one side for a longer while, then you feel the 

water seeping, so you move on to your other side... All night can be 

spent rolling from one side to the other. You could pick heather or 

marsh labrador tea to lie on, since usually we had only a scarf to lay 

under ourselves. Sometimes we would sleep on the edge of the marsh: 

once, four of us did so. Two of us left early to bring some firewood, 

while the rest picked berries until it got dark. We built a fire, but at 

night wolves or some other wild animals began to howl. It seemed as 

if they were drawing nearer. I thought that if they would come, I'd go 

into the marsh, maybe they wouldn't follow. 

The work is hard and the berries are cheap. When you first go out, 

everything is dry, but eventually everything gets wet. I slipped once 

with all that I was carrying. I cried for help. People came and pulled 

me out. One place was called Pampolės. There you could stand on a 

mossy tussock and these bubbles would rise up, it seemed as if you 

would be swallowed alive. One time the girls and I went from 

Grybaulia to pick the berries, and the turf was swaying. I thought 

that if the turf would crack and we would fall, no one would ever find 

us. It was a scary route; but we held hands and made it out.



There was a place on the edge of the marsh that was full of grass 

snakes. One time some women came to pick berries, but they looked 

at the wilderness ahead of them, saw those grass snakes and turned 

back. They said they would rather buy the berries, they were too 

afraid of the bogs. We just went, not caring whether there was a grass 

snake or any other snake. We had to go, because we needed clothes 

and food. We would ruin our shoes in the marshes, they got wet and 

ripped. We went berry picking so we could buy shoes and clothing. 

People would come from Germany, with their refrigerators and big 

cars, they would pay 70 kopecks for a kilogram, although the usual 

price was 50. And that was good enough for us. Sometimes people 

would take advantage of us. One year there were so many berries that 

my cousins and I had brought a bag of berries back on shore. We hid 

them, stayed the night, in the morning ate a little and went back to 

the marshes. As we were picking we looked back and saw some wo-

men go with white scarves to the place where our berries were. My 

cousins said “Let's run and take back our cache”, but I knew that by 

the time we made it out of the marsh we would never find those 

women who took our berries. 

It was hard to pick then... It's even harder when wolves and other 

animals are howling, we would be so frightened. There were snakes 

in that marsh too, but I never put on shoes, always barefoot. My feet 

suffered from always being bare. In the reeds, only three of us would 

go berry-picking. Me, my cousin and another girl. The reeds were so 

thick you couldn't see each other if you got separated. The berries in 

the reeds were very big, but when you stepped on a mossy tussock the 

bubbles would rise up. The cousin I went berry-picking with was 

named Bronia. One time I couldn't see her anymore so I shouted her 

name. It was my first time in the reeds, I was frightened, so I walked a 

little and shouted her name again. Finally she answered my call and I 

asked where she was. “Come here,” she said and I realised she wasn't 

very far. But the reeds were so thick, you had to push through them. 

We would say that they were like snakes. We were barefoot... So we 

went back on the shore and I don't know what happened or whether it 

was magic, but there were grass snakes all over the turf. Wherever 

you looked there were snakes. We were frightened to go pick the 

berries. There were so many berries, but wherever you try to pick — 

there's a grass snake. So we decided to leave, what else could we do? 

We gathered up our bags and left, but we had to be careful where we 

stepped, because on each tussock there wasn't just one grass snake, 

but two, three. Whatever had happened? We had never seen any-

thing like that. We knew that you couldn't kill a grass snake, so we 

didn't, but what we saw was still strange. The sun was out that day, 

it was warm. Sometimes you could pick berries all autumn and not 

see a single grass snake.  (Marijona Kašėtaitė, b. 1931. Darželiai 

village, Varėna d.)

The tradition of picking cranberries, as told here, has not 

disappeared and the berry-picking methods and instruments 

remain the same. Only difference now is that cars transport 

berry-pickers (if there are any) to and from the bala (marsh). 



Spanguolę dzūkai laiko uogų karaliene:

Uogų uoga – spalgena. Ir apė mus yra viena kita balalė, ale mūs 

sodzun žmonių daug, tai jei kokia uogelė užsimezgė, tai dar žalių jų 

nuneša. Vis ciek nebuvo pirkios, kad neturėtų nor poros litrų spalge-

nų. Šita uoga – vaistas. Jei yra sunkus ligonis, tai išverda spalgenų 

kisieliaus ar tep padaro rūgščymėliuo, kad karščį ištrauktų. Nebūt 

Kūcos, jei nebūtų raudono kisielius – visi iš paskucinio stengės spal-

genų dagauc kisieliu. Iš Marcinkonių Tapylkutė prieš kožnų Kūcų 

ajo su maišu spalgenų po sodzus, katriej nedaaina in Gudų Šalį. Bo-

bulė visadu iš jos paima pora kupkelaicų Kūcų kisieliu. O ciej, katriej 

daajo in Gudų Šalį, buvo uogom užsivertį, jiej ty iki žiemos sėdėjo, 

jiej ty ir gyveno... (Marijona Bingelienė, g. 1931 m. Puvočių k. 

Varėnos r.)

Dar vienas pasakojimas:

Uogom mūs miškuos negalėjom pasgyrc. Pas mus ir raistų nebu-

vo, miškai šviesūs, švarūs kap rūmas... Jei kokių uogos sėklukį pauk-

štukas atneša, uogienojus išlanda, tai karvės, avytės tuoj ir nukanda. 

Jei nenukanda, tai vaikai dar žalias ir su lapais nuneša... Gerai, kad 

pas mus tarp miškų yra gerų žamių, tai kopūstų prisauginam ir mai-

nom su marcinkoniškiais an spalgienų. Marcinkonimi Gudo Šalis 

netoli, tai jiej visų gyvenimų turėjo uogų. O žamė jų prasta, kopūstų 

neužsiaugino. Tai būdavo už maišų kopūstų tėvulis išmaino an ciek 

spalgienų, kad pripilam pylnų, iš ėglio šaknų supyntų, dar Damulio 

lopšį. An svirno per žiemų tan lopšin ir stovi iki Kūcios. Nebūtų Kū-

cios be kisieliaus, o ir tep skanu pasmagurauc, jei galvų sopa, tai dėjo 

ausyse po spalgenų. Rūgščis visų sopulį ištraukia. (Stasė Bogušie-



Women from Lynežeris ready to go cranberry picking. 2007
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Bridge in Čepkeliai marshes. 2007
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If you went in alone you would never come out, so we always went in groups... 
Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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The berry of berries — cranberries. Čepkeliai marshes, 2008
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The berries are gathered in special bags — rinkimai. 
Čepkeliai marshes, 2008

You can't pick cranberries one by one, you brush over with both hands and 
gather them into the apron. Čepkeliai marshes, 2008
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Berries from the rinkimas are poured into a bag and this is tied into 
a cloth on one's back. Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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The goods of the marshes — cranberries so ripe they were almost 
black and wild rosemary. Čepkeliai marshes, 2008
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The water from the marsh was drinkable. Čepkeliai marshes, 2007 Over the day up to eight rinkimai could be filled. 
Čepkeliai marshes, 2008
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If there aren't many berries we sit down and eat something, but if there is 
much work, then we have a bite of something while picking. 

Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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Berry-pickers' feast. Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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With the burden of berries on one's back ir was easier to stand by holding 
on to a tree or with the help of a neighbour. Čepkeliai marshes, 2008

Women would gather around 25–40 kg of berries in a day. 
Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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We would have to go 5–6 kilometres to the berry fields from the edge of the 
marshland. Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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Stopping for a while, women stretch their backs, rest, sing. 
Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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One could rest by simply leaning against a tree. Čepkeliai marshes, 2007 The berry-pickers are brought back from the marshes by one 
of the village men. Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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On the way home. A red ribbon is tied on the horse — to protect it 
from the evil eye. Čepkeliai marshes, 2007
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Even after a hard day the songs of the berry-pickers can be heard 
from far-off. Lynežeris, 2007

The berries are taken from the cart to one barn. Lynežeris, 2007
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It is simpler to sort the berries by pouring them on a sloped table-top. 
Lynežeris, 2007
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All Saints Day and All Souls Day (Vėlinės) are a time for 

remembering and honouring the dead. The old customs of 

honouring the dead barely resemble now the modern 

customs: 

During All Saints Day and Zadūšnos [All Souls, Vėlinės] there 

were so many beggars. Mother would make some buckwheat 

porridge and hand it out. She would say the names of the people that 

she wanted them to pray for. The porridge was from grits, it was 

hearty and each beggar by the church received some. People didn't 

light candles, take care of the graves, but the dead were remembered 

through prayers, mostly by the beggars who prayed in return for 

alms. (Antanina Saltonienė, b. 1915. Padumbliai village. 

Lazdijai d.)

No one used to decorate the graves as they do now. They would be 

tidy, but not decorated. The beggars were honoured by people, they 

were called dziedai. On All Saints we would bake bread, so one loaf 

was for the dziedai. It was slightly different. One woman used to 

say that when she baked the loaf for the dziedai she would pray 

“Hail Mary” and “Rest in Peace” for all the deceased. When the 

dziedai were eating the bread that they received they had to recite 

“Hail Mary” and other prayers for the deceased. (Aleksandra 

Miliauskienė, b. 1914. Menciškės village, Lazdijai d.)

thIn the mid-20  c. there was a tradition to decorate the graves 

for Vėlinės with everything that was pleasing to the eye in 

nature in the autumn: 

There was a tradition that children would decorate the graves 

with little crosses. They were so creative, each one more than the 

other! In our village a very beautiful girl by the name of Alena had 
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died, so her grave was the loveliest. As children we would go to the 

graveyard, see which grave was decorated best, but none were as 

beautiful as Aliutė's. On her grave would be a cross woven from 

plants and interwoven with pink blossoms and wreaths. On the top 

were white beads. These white beads were called smertelnykai. 

Others would make crosses from white sand, houseleeks, larkspur, 

grey moss, spindle tree berries... The cross would be in the middle of 

the grave, or a small one between the two letters “A” [AA, amžiną 

atilsį — rest in peace], but around the grave would be wreaths from 

larkspur, thick moss, houseleeks and small fir branches. When my 

friend died I put together a cross from white blossoms and from 

orange seeds — two hearts. (Nijolė Bingelytė, b. 1954. Puvočiai 

village. Varėna d.)

Similarly decorated graves in Dzūkija can still be found in 

modern times, but now most graves are decorated with 

chrysanthemums, fake flowers. In many villages people 

would gather at the cemeteries at the same time. A common 

prayer is said for all the dead, the Litany of All Saints is recited, 

hymns are sung. Relatives would gather at their family graves 

and if anyone from the family still lived in the village, those 

who arrived from farther away would be invited over for 

dinner.

Yet another ritual for honouring the dead, which lives on in 

Dzūkija, is to light bonfires in the cemetery in the evening and 

honour the dead with a common prayer, hymns. This custom 

still lives on in some villages in Dzūkija. The fire, the common 

prayer is meant to sustain the link between the living and the 

dead; it is believed that Vėlinės are a special time when the vėlės 

(souls, spirits) return to their old homes once night comes:

 Why do we go to the cemetery when it is dark? Because then the 

spirits can pray with us... We hang a lantern from a tree branch and 

recite the Litany of All Saints, sing hymns. My parents are buried in 

Margionys, so for eight days a fire is lit there in the cemetery. (Adelė 

Garbienė, b. 1924. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

We still make sure that there wouldn't be any dry trees or crosses 

in the cemetery. If there's a dry tree, then the men come, cut it down 

and leave it by the fence. A dry tree is a dead tree. During All Saints, 

Zadušnos, we gather all of the rotten, useless crosses, those dry trees 

and burn them in a bonfire. There we pray for the spirits once it gets 

dark. We don't touch the green trees in the cemetery. (Marijona 

Verseckienė, b. 1927. Naniškiai village, Varėna d.) 

Our cemetery is in the woods, so I remember from my childhood 

how for All Saints people would light a great fire under the fir tree. 

They would burn all the old crosses, all the dry trees, clean up the 

cemetery. People used to say that the spirits return for All Saints. 

Juozas Jakavonis, the pravadnykas, would sing the Litany of All 

Saints. It seems like that Litany calls all the spirits to our bonfire. 

(Julė Pačkauskienė, b. 1920. Kasčiūnai village, Varėna d.)

Yes, they would light a bonfire in our cemetery. You didn't have to 

worry where to put the old crosses. You can't just throw away a 

cross, so you put it in the fire and then it's more pleasant to pray, the 

spirits can find their way... The whole cemetery is lit with candles, 

so, yes, maybe, as you say, the spirits know where to return. (Julė 

Dvareckienė, b. 1917. Kapiniškės village, Varėna d.)

In those villages where bonfires are still lit, people gather 

for the common prayer in the dark. It was believed that during 



Vėlinės the souls of the dead would return to the churches in 

their parish:

People would say that the spirits came back during Zadušnos. 

For a while the spirits would stay in the earth, and then they might 

gather in the cemetery, chapel or church. One woman from 

Kareivonys came with her daughter to church, but she quickly felt 

unwell; we brought her to our neighbour, called a car, but she didn't 

make it — she died. People say that maybe she saw some spirits... For 

a whole year there was no sign from her, but during the next 

Zadušnos [the daughter] dreamed: “For a whole year I was with 

you, now I am leaving. I am going home, to the netherworld...” 

(Agota Žitkauskienė, b. 1911. Kapčiamiestis, Lazdijai d.)

In some cemeteries, church processions were organised on 

the occasion of Vėlinės: 

A procession would go to the cemetery with the priest. They 

would stop at four places and pray. They would return through the 

other way. It use to be that people would gather money in the 

cemetery for a mass for the dead. It gets dark in the cemetery, people 

wouldn't leave while it was still light. Now they can. (Genovaitė 

Lazauskienė, b. 1926. Kapčiamiestis, Lazdijai d.)



Musteika cemetery. 2006
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Neighbours visit the graves of their loved ones. Kapiniškės cemetery, 2006
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Before Vėlinės the mounds of the old graves are traditionally tidied 
and decorated. Ašašninkai cemetery, 2007
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Marytė Volungevičienė decorates the grave with white berries — 
bubukais-poterkomis — in the shape of a cross. Margionys cemetery, 2006
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A grave decorated for Vėlinės in Margionys cemetery. 2007
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For eight days from All Saints a bonfire is lit, the deceased are 
honoured with a common prayer, hymns. Margionys, 2006

Gravestone in Zervynai cemetery. 2006
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In the Vėlinės bonfire all the old crosses and dried trees are burned. 
Margionys, 2006
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With hymns and prayers the graves of Margionys village are blessed. 2008 Margionys singers. 2008
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The graves of the families of all those gathered are blessed. Margionys, 2008
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Why do people go to the cemetery at nightfall? Because the souls gather 
to pray... Margionys cemetery, 2008
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The men of the village take care of the firewood for the Vėlinės 
bonfires. Margionys, 2008

Vėlinės   •   127





In Dzūkija, pigs were herded for a longer time than in any of 

the other regions. Older people tended to believe that such a 

way of life for the pigs gave their meat a special flavour. For 

example: 

Once my parents had a pig — a six-year-old sow. I used to herd 

her, since we herded both cows and pigs. There was this one place 

where the pigs would be herded. So that's where we went as children. 

We kept 5–6 pigs and the sow would birth piglets. When they were 

very little, we would keep them in the barn and when they grew a 

little they would be herded with the pigs. It's hard to herd the pigs; 

they would run away and get into the neighbour's garden. Then 

there would be a fight, some wheat or something else had to be given 

as payment for the damage. But when the pigs were herded freely 

their meat was different — they find in the wild some hogweed and 

eat it whole, or dandelion roots... Under the oak trees they find 

acorns. The bacon of pigs that feed on acorns and beans is delicious. 

(Paulina Staniulienė, b. 1927. Kaziuliai village, Šalčininkai d.)

In each village there was a man who had mastered the 

subtleties of butchering pigs: 

They say that he had an easy hand in butchering — one cut and 

the pig is done. Others might try several times and the pig would es-

cape, run around the courtyard... A good butcher was in high de-

mand. (Adelė Saulevičienė, b. 1927. Kašėtos village, Varėna d.)

MEAT



For a longer period of time than in the other regions of 

Lithuania, pigs were fed and butchered in the homes of 

people. Jonas Kleponis, born in 1919, recalls the following: 

Pigs used to be fed in the cottage. The pig would come in on its 

own. When a pig was butchered it used to be that the whole village 

would come. A table would be pulled into the centre of the room and 

the pig placed on it. A noose would be tied around the pig's snout, so 

it wouldn't make noise. Then the old man would cross himself and 

check where to cut — he would take the knife and the pig died in-

stantly. A bucket would be brought for the bloodletting. The women 

would put flour into the blood in the bucket and the blood would last 

them several weeks. Once the blood was drained the pig would be 

brought out from the cottage and laid down somewhere farther off. 

The men would put nails into sticks and brush off the bristles. If the 

pig had a lot of bristles, then people would say that it had “salted 

itself,” because the bristles could be sold to the Jews for a lot of salt... 

An armful of hay would be put into the pig and set on fire. One it 

burned out, knives were used to scrape the carcass. The pig was 

scraped until it was clean and then it was eviscerated. A big wooden 

trough was brought and the bacon placed there and salted. The meat 

was placed on top. A lot of salt was used. After a few days the meat 

would be taken off from the bacon and put elsewhere. The meat would 

be thinly sliced and made into kindziukas [pig's stomach sausage]. 

The innards were washed, salted, the meat rubbed with garlic, salt, 

pepper and placed back inside the carcass. Then the pig was sewed 

back together with linen thread. It was weighed down with a wooden 

weight and placed by the hearth until it dried out. Then it was 

carried to the barn and left to hang. This sausage was not eaten 

without a special occasion. The bacon hung in the cottage, in a 

special closet. Neither the kindziukas, bacon or sausages were 

smoked. (Levūnai village, Varėna d.)

The pig's stomach sausage and other sausages were not 

food for daily consumption. Not every housewife was even 

able to make them well and keep it until the working season:

When you visit a home after a pig was butchered, rolls of sausages 

hung over the hearth. This would mean that a person was living well. 

You had to feed a pig well to be able to make sausages and 

kindziukas and have meat left over for the pot. A good housewife 

was one that had sausages, or kept those sausages until the hay har-

vesting. Sausages were very valuable. (Vytautas Kakažys, b. 1920. 

Mižoniai village, Alytus d.)

Before the war (and in the Soviet period), even if two or 

more pigs were butchered, few families had enough meat. 

After the slaughter all the members of the family were given 

meat, but when the reserves dwindled only the family mem-

bers that worked hardest in the fields were fed meat: 

My grandmother used to tell us to save the meat for the working 

season. I remember my mother used to return from the fields, tired, 

and there wasn't much to eat, except for eggs and bread. She would 

put some sugar into the egg. The meat was given to those who 

worked hardest. My aunt in Žogeliai was well-off, but even she 



didn't have much meat. She would give old Balčius, her father-in-

law, a piece of meat and tell me: “Marula, watch him: if we've given 

him enough meat he will just sit there, and if it's not enough — he'll 

nod his head”. And I saw that the old man nodded his head and we 

were both laughing at that. (Marijona Bingelienė, b. 1931. 

Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

Maybe it was due to such a deficit before, but even now pigs 

are raised not because people can't buy meat, but because it's 

no good if there isn't a pig making noise in the barn:

The meat from your own pig is much better. I bought once some 

expensive sausages, but I kept them for a while and saw they could 

only be given to the dogs... I made some rolls from my own pig's meat 

and that's all my daughter eats.... They smell better even to me. 

(Genė Staniulienė, b. 1928. Šalcinis village, Šalčininkai d.)

When a pig was butchered, lard would be made. The best 

“old housewives” even now make their own lard: not because 

they are poor, but because everything from our childhood tastes 

better... Lard is put in a frying pan when pancakes are made, 

potato rolls are rubbed with lard before being put in the oven, 

lard is added to soup and boiled potatoes. Lard would be 

especially helpful when there was a shortage of meat. 

When a pig would be butchered for Christmas, we would have a 

lot of lard... And when a pig was butchered for Easter — even more 

lard. That was good. Even if there was a lack of meat, it wouldn't be 

too bad. Lard was kept in the cottage and we would use it to make 

everything taste better, even cabbages. If you could roll the lard into 

a sausage it would smell good even when you cut it. (Paulina 

Staniulienė, b. 1927. Kaziuliai village, Šalčininkai d.)

There are a few beliefs that supposedly would determine 

the success of a pig:

I bought some piglets, but they just didn't grow. I would buy 

them, keep them for two weeks and then either bury them or butcher 

them. When we bought a pig in Šalčininkai we were shown what to 

do: when you bring the pig into the cottage you should drag it 

around by one ear and pour water on it. That's what we did, and we 

had five fine piglets. The old man gave good advice, so in thanks we 

brought him one of our pigs. I used be like that, believe in such 

things. (Genė Staniulienė, b. 1928. Šalcinis village, Šalčininkai d.)





Butchering in Margionys village. 2007
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An armful of hay is put into the pig and set on fire so that the bristles 
burn away. Margionys, 2007
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A pig being singed. Margionys, 2007

142 • FOREST DWELLERS OF DZŪKIJA Meat   •   143



Once it burns away, knives are used to scrape it clean. It's shaved, 
washed and eviscerated. Margionys, 2007
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Margionys, 2007
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When a pig was butchered, lard was made. Lynežeris, 2012
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Lard made by Verutė Mortūnienė from Lynežeris village. 2012 The pig's underbelly is sprinkled with garlic and salt, the seasoning 
is mixed in with the fat. Lynežeris, 2012
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You had to roll the lard sausage well. Lynežeris, 2012
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Once the sausage is tightly rolled, it is sewn with linen string. Lynežeris, 2012

154 • FOREST DWELLERS OF DZŪKIJA Meat   •   155



If it is rolled well, then it smells good even when it is cut. Lynežeris, 2012
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Marytė and Jonas Gulgys prepare home-made sausages. 
Margionys, 2007
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The meat is diced, ground in the meat grinder, flavoured with various 
seasoning and stuffed into the prepared intestines. Margionys, 2007
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Sausage was very valuable... Margionys, 2007
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When the meat cools, a big wooden trough is brought and the bacon is placed 
there and salted. A lot of salt is used. Musteika, 2007
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In a box above the salted bacon — the lard sausage and stomach sausage. 
Lynežeris, 2012
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In the barn the kindzius would be hung until the summer working 
season. Margionys, 2007
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Devintinės was the Feast of Corpus Christi (the second Sunday 

after Sekminės — Pentecost). Dzūkija was where the tradition 

to bring a bouquet of plants from the fields to church on the 

ninth Thursday after Easter survived the longest. It used to be 

that the plants were woven into nine wreaths:

People would bring wreaths to be blessed on that day, tying them 

with string into a bunch. Some people would count out nine wreaths 

and tie them on a pole in church. For nine days it was kept in church 

and on the last day the priest would bless the wreath. Then the 

wreaths were hung around the home. When someone would die, 

these wreaths were placed in the coffin under the pillow. The plants 

from Devintinės were put to the side of the deceased while the ones 

from Žolinės — under the pillow. Coffins used to be made locally. 

When a coffin was finished, a cup was taken and some embers were 

placed in it, with the Devintinės plants on top. This would act as 

incense that would be waved in a cross over all four corners of the 

coffin. Only then was the deceased placed inside. (Paulina 

Laučinskienė, b. 1935. Mištūnai village, Šalčininkai d.)

Now bouquets of plants are brought to church to be blessed 

on the Sunday of Devintinės. They were later usually used as 

medicine, protection against lightning strikes and other 

natural disasters. After a year the plants would be burned.

Usually during Devintinės children would go to First 

Communion, while in the four corners of the chapel decorated 

altars would be set up, where the rituals were performed 

during the Devintinės procession: 

DEVINTINĖS
The Feast of Corpus Christi



During Devintinės we celebrate in all four corners of the chapel. 

There are these special stands that are placed in the corners. Women 

bring pretty woven cloth and curtains to cover the stands so as to 

make altars: they take a table, cover it with cloth, put up a holy 

painting, surround it with blooming plants. Another piece of cloth is 

put on the floor for the priest to stand on. Every village tries to make 

their altars the prettiest. (Stasė Čeikauskienė, b. 1926. 

Panošiškės villages, Trakai d.)

Even now for Devintinės the altars are decorated. It used to be 

young girls who did this, then the older women. Every village tries to 

make their altar look best. In Valkininkai for Devintinės there were 

four altars. Each village chose an altar. The young people would 

bring cloth, various coverings. Sometimes flowers were used for 

decoration but more often it was scarves, cloth. Birch tree branches 

are brought. The people follow the priest in a procession and stop at 

every altar. Two more altars would be carried in the procession. One 

altar was decorated only with ribbons and the other was very 

beautiful, covered in all sorts of things: scapulars, rosaries, ribbons. 

In the churchyard there would be people selling all sorts of things, 

such as shiny pins. Women would buy these pins and use them to 

attach scapulars to the altar — in doing so they wanted their prayers 

to be answered. Many of my children had died — out of nine only two 

grew up. So I pinned a scapular to the altar and prayed that my 

children wouldn't die. The altar was carried by girls in nice clothes 

with crowns. Each village would carry those altars around the 

church. Mištūnai village didn't carry anything. (Marijona 

Česnakavičienė, b.1921. Mištūnai village, Šalčininkai d.)

Before the war, little altars would be erected in the streets of 

towns. 

In the streets of Merkinė there used to be altars and the priest with 

the brostva would kneel at each one and pray. (Marijona 

Bingelienė, b. 1931. Trasninkai village, Varėna d.)

In Dzūkija brostva were the church flags, paintings, 

canopies and other items carried at the front of the solemn 

processions. It is interesting that these holy, solemn and 

ornate processions herald disasters if seen in dreams: 

In books it is written that old dreams can come to pass. One 

woman dreamed that the priest and brostva went out during 

Devintinės and since she dreamed that they came from her cottage, 

seven years later her son died. People in the old days weren't very 

educated, but they had experience. The woman kept saying that she 

thought about that dream often, she knew something would happen 

and on the seventh year it came true. (Marijona Kašėtaitė, b. 1931. 

Darželiai village, Varėna d.)

Marijona explained the dream this way — I used to say that 

that the boy would go straight to heaven. The brostva symbolised 

the beauty of Heaven.





During Devintinės the women decorate the Stations of the Cross 
in the Marcinkonys churchyard. 2007

The chapel and place for the priest to kneel are decorated with 
woven cloth. Marcinkonys, 2007
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Each village decorated its chapel. Marcinkonys, 2007
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Children bring plants to be blessed for the feast of Corpus Christi. 
Marcinkonys, 2007

Men interact beyond the churchyard fence. Marcinkonys, 2007
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The solemn Devintinės procession in the Marcinkonys villages 
churchyard. 2007
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The procession stops at each chapel-altar. Marcinkonys, 2007
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the priest with the brostva would kneel at each one and pray. Marcinkonys, 2007
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Marcinkonys, 2007
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Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. Marcinkonys, 2007
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Procession. Marcinkonys, 2007
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Usually during Devintinės decorated altars are built at all four corners 
of the churchyard.
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At the last altar the tired children are already sitting. 
Marcinkonys, 2007
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Rye is still grown traditionally. In remote villages of Šilų 

Dzūkija you would be hard pressed to find a harvester. Many 

farmers take care of their scythe and sickles are not a rarity. 

When asked if the tools are still useful, the most common 

answer is: I am capable of reaping on my own. Older reapers, 

before the first windrow, cross themselves, while during 

ethnographic expeditions in cottages the first ritualistic sheaf, 

called diedas, svečias, gaspadorius, could still be seen. There are 

no more remaining old beginning and ending of harvest 

rituals, but there are many memories that can be shared by 

every person in this region who is 70 years old or older. 

I was maybe about 16, but I still remember now how all of them 

(the Zurlys family) went to reap the rye. The grandmother, Kastantė, 

the girls (Marė, Ona, Gražina)… I would be so jealous — they had a 

grandmother while I would only go with my father. They had the 

scythes on their shoulders, white scarves, the grandmother's apron 

was white. When they would go reap the rye, they sewed themselves 

special clothes, almost festive. The men wore their whitest, nicest 

shirts and everyone would go as if to a celebration, their lunch 

wrapped up. There were so many people, almost like a feast, scythe 

after scythe. Families would eat together and the children would go 

swimming, Our wet shirts would billow around us in the Merkys 

river... At thirteen I was already cutting the rye. With a sickle. 

Others tried with scythes. My father didn't let me use a scythe. After 

some time Saimonas and I convinced him otherwise. (Stasė 

Bogušienė, b. 1935. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

RYE



 Narratives emphasize the hard work and the exceptionally 

festive outfits: 

After the first war the rye and spring crops were reaped with 

sickles (I cut all my rye with a sickle). The sickles had little teeth; 

before the harvest the sickle had to be sharpened. Men sometimes 

used sickles, but it was mostly women. For each harvest the women 

and girls would sew new dresses. They would buy them from the 

Jews. The girls wanted a red dress with a white apron and blouse. 

They looked so nice in the fields, with their cherry red skirts, you 

could see them from far-off. 

The women reaped with sickles, the men would set up shocks, but 

not all. Some of them didn't have the time, so the women had to set up 

the shocks. Children would accompany their parents into the fields. 

They would sit at the edge of the field and if it rained they would hide 

in the shocks. We would set up nine sheaves in a circle with the tops 

bent and then the tenth one on top — like a hat. It wouldn't rain 

through all these layers. (Veronika Verseckaitė, b. 1915. Mištūnai 

village, Šalčininkai d.)

It was a fashion that before the harvest we would go to Valkinykai 

to look for red cloth for our dresses. We had white blouses with maybe 

small stripes or flowers. Our aprons were always white. We would 

reap the rye for two weeks, the work was hard, maybe even the 

hardest work of all, and yet we always dressed nicely, washed 

ourselves daily, our clothes ironed and starched. You couldn't show 

up in the fields any other way. For the harvest everyone had to be 

clean and dressed in white. I don't know why. The red dresses were so 

that we could be seen from far away, it looked nice. 

If women were reaping farther away from home, they would wrap 

their food in a scarf: some bread, cheese, soup (water with cream, 

beets, cucumbers). Water and bread kvass would be poured into 

pitchers. (Marijona Česnakavičienė, b.1921. Mištūnai village, 

Šalčininkai d.)

About the first sheaves of the harvest: 

You'd go into the fields and try one grain — if it felt hard on your 

tooth, then it was time to reap. Taking some bread and salt you'd cut 

a small sheaf, tie it twice, cross yourself, sit down, eat some bread and 

sprinkle bread and salt on the ground. The small sheaf would be 

brought back home and placed in the corner in front of the holy 

painting. When you reap all the rye and bring them to the granary, 

this little sheaf had to be brought in first and then the rest of the rye 

piled on top. Some bread had to be sprinkled, so the earth would be 

bounteous, for a good harvest, so the people would not go hungry. 

That sheaf was called a “guest”. As a guest, it came first and 

everyone after. We would say “time to go reap the guest”. It was very 

much honoured, placed in the home in a holy place.

A sign of the end of harvest — the heads of grain would be tied 

together and the following said: “Gaspadar gaspadar, žita 

pažavžij, būdiš teres fundavat i lepa čekavšij.” (Elena 

Targevičienė-Butrimavičiūtė, b. 1929. Poškonys village, 

Šalčininkai d.)

People also remember a key accent from the end of harvest 

— the jievaras. 

If the girls reap and a small armful of grain remains untied, they 

would say that the “bastard” (bastruka — illegitimate baby) is 



left... A lot of people would come together to reap, they would leave 

one small area uncut. They would tidy it, stand around in a circle, 

sing. It used to be that they would leave bread. As the grain was 

gathered in the fields, women would stand with their scythes and 

sing “Jievaras”:

The jievaras went out in the field

Oh you jievaras, jievar...

Little jieveras so green... 

They would leave a little bit of grain for the mice, so that they 

wouldn't come to the homes and stay in the fields. (Marijona 

Česnakavičienė, b.1921. Mištūnai village, Šalčininkai d.) 

Not all people in Dzūkija gave away their flails to mus-

eums. They can still be of use after the rye harvest: 

For a long time we used to thresh with flails — we didn't have any 

collective farms or harvesters. Only in later years the brother-in-law 

of Ričerdas brought harvesters from Merkinė, everything then is 

almost instantly cut and threshed. You can still find some flails in the 

barn of Kisielius. At first the threshing-machine didn't fit in his barn 

where all the threshing took place. Later he just didn't want the 

machine, he would say that the flail threshed just fine. What will I do 

all autumn without work.... at least he can thresh with his flail... 

(Pranas Bingelis, b. 1922. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.) 

In Dzūkija the only type of bread is rye. For longer than in 

the other regions, the people of Dzūkija would grind with 

millstones. In the district of Varėna, rye was hand-milled even 

after World War II. The size of the dough trough (dziečka) 

depended on the size of the family. Every family had one. A 

newly-made dough trough would be washed with warm 

water and salt and onion was rubbed into it. The first 

leavening was borrowed or made from scratch: a few 

handfuls of rye flour were mixed well with warm water. The 

resulting liquid would be covered in a plain cloth and put 

somewhere warm, so that it could ferment. Women in Dzūkija 

would usually bake leavened bread, scalded bread — less 

often. They rarely added anything additionally, except for 

maybe cumin or salt. Dried cabbage leaves (lakštai) were 

placed on the bread peel, moistened ahead of time; sometime 

maple leaves, less often oak, calamus were used on the peel. 

Before putting the bread in the oven, the oven was crossed and 

the following words were recited: Dzievo garbei, žmonių 

sotumui (in honour of God, to sate the people). Whether the 

bread was ready could be checked with one's nose — I would 

poke my nose at the bread and if I could keep it there, the bread was 

done baking. Sometimes a piece of the bread dough, a guziukas, 

was put in a bowl of water. If the piece rose to the surface — 

the bread could be removed from the oven.

The tradition of making rye bread is still alive today. Several 

authentic stories: 

I can tell you how my mother used to bake bread. She would mash 

some potatoes, boil a porridge, mix it with whey. As it would leaven, 

the dough would rise. She would knead it and keep it on the oven to 

rise even more. She would make a few loaves, mix in mashed 

potatoes, put it on the crust, so the bread was very nice, delicious. 



Sometimes I bake my own... (Stanislava Gaidienė, b. 1930. 

Kabeliai village, Varėna d.)

Yet another bread recipe, characteristic of this region: 

We would make a mixture from rye flour. The oven would be 

kindled, the rye flour mixed with cold water and placed before the 

open flame in a bowl — sometimes the mixture would even boil. 

Then we'd put it in a through, covering it with boiling water and 

there it stayed for about three days until it soured. The result was a 

sweet, yellow mixture. The liquid settles and we can drink the sweet 

stuff and then mix the grounds into the bread. This makes the bread 

delicious, we bake it in the oven — the night before you mix in the 

grounds with the dough and then the next day you bake. I mix the 

flour with the yeast in the evening and in the morning I knead it. 

(Ona Bartkevičienė, b. 1916. Vartavalakis village, Varėna d.)

When they take the dough, first it has to be crossed. On the bread 

peel, maple leaves can be placed, and if there are no leaves — simply 

sprinkle flour. Sometimes people would gather calamus leaves, they 

grow by the river. There weren't many, but they smell so good... 

Cabbage leaves could also be dried. The leaves would be laid down on 

the peel, then you'd take some dough, fill a bowl with water, dampen 

your hands and then, with wet hands, smooth the loaf and cross it, 

putting it into the oven. Only the first loaf would be crossed. 

(Paulina Staniulienė, b. 1927. Kaziuliai village, Šalčininkai d.)



Before cutting the rye, the women of Lynežeris cross themselves. 2008
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The rye is cut by Verutė Mortūnienė. Lynežeris, 2008 The women of Lynežeris build a rye shock. 2008
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The cut rye are thrown by the women into piles; afterwards they 

tie them into sheaves.

In Dzūkija, rye has been cut with scythes for the longest time, 

Lynežeris, 2008
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A “hat” is prepared, the mendelis is built — nine sheaves with 

the tenth on top. Lynežeris, 2008

214 • FOREST DWELLERS OF DZŪKIJA Rye   •   215



The mendelis is finished by lovingly placing the “hat” on top. 

Lynežeris, 2008

When it was time to harvest, many reapers would gather in a circle 

and sing... Lynežeris, 2008
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In Dzūkija, rye harvest songs are still remembered. Lynežeris, 2008
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Marytė Mazgelienė, in the entryway to her home, with a sheaf 

of the first rye, Lynežeris. 2008

First sheaves of rye, called the diedas, svečias, gaspadorius, until 

the end of the rye harvest are kept in the corner. Lynežeris, 2008
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In the forest near Marcinkonys — the rye field of Lionė and 

Algirdas Čeplikai. 2007
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Men began to reap rye with scythes in the 1920s. Marcinkonys, 2007
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The reaped sheaves of rye are tied with straw. Marcinkonys, 2007
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Mendelis “hats” protect the other sheaves from rain. Marcinkonys, 2007
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For a long time we would thresh with flails — we didn't have collective 

farms and harvesters. Marcinkonys, 2007
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For longer than in the other regions, the people of Dzūkija would 

grind with hand-held millstones. Lynežeris, 2008

Kneaded rye bread. Darželiai, 2007
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Once the bread oven was heated, the coals were rakes and the bread 
loaf was put in. Underneath it, sweet rush was placed and on the paddle 
— scrapings. Darželiai, 2007 

Jecenta Miškinienė by the kneading trough. Darželiai, 2007
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From one kneading trough — three loaves of bread. Darželiai, 2007
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In the kneading trough — dzieška — the dough rises, ferments. 
Lynežeris, 2008
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The bread oven is swept with a fir branch broom Verutė Mortūnienė prepares to bake bread. Lynežeris, 2008
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On the paddle you lay down some leaves, take some dough, pour some water 
into a bowl, wet your hands then with your wet hands shape the dough 

and on the first loaf make a cross. Lynežeris, 2008

242 • FOREST DWELLERS OF DZŪKIJA Rye   •   243



There would be a cross only on the first loaf. Sometimes a piece of the bread dough, a guziukas, was put in a bowl 
of water. If the piece rose to the surface — the bread could be removed 
from the oven. Lynežeris, 2008
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A “child's bun” prepared in the bowl for baking Before putting the loaves in the oven people would cross themselves 
and say: Dzievo garbei, žmonių sotumui (in honour of God, to sate 
the people). Lynežeris, 2008
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The clock shows that the bread is ready The water where hands are washed so that the dough wouldn't stick 
is also good for facial skin. Lynežeris, 2008
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Bread baked on a cabbage leaf.
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The kneading trough isn't washed — this way the leavening is kept 
for the next batch. Lynežeris, 2008
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The folk traditions for celebrating the greatest holiday of the 

year, Easter, changed little from the mid-war period in the 

1920–1930s. On the Saturday before Easter, blessed water or 

fire was brought back from church. A live flame was more 

rarely brought back than an ember. Sometimes matches were 

blessed. The ember was put in the hearth. On Holy Saturday 

or Easter morning, the decorated eggs were blessed, as well as 

the food — usually loaves, bread, salt. 

Eggs were most often dyed with onion peels. The šilo dzūkai 

[šilas — “heath”; part of Dzūkija south of the Merkys river] 

used to decorate their eggs less rarely than the grumsciniai 

[grumsciniai, gruntiniai — “soil”, north-western Dzūkija] and 

Užnemunės dzūkai [Užnemunė — “beyond the Nemunas 

river”]. Šilo Dzūkija also retains the tradition of “egg-

hunting” for children. In some villages the grown men and 

women, on the evening of the first day, would walk across the 

village and, knocking on windows, ask the people to let wish 

their homes a happy Easter, to sing Easter hymns. People 

would sing “Linksma Diena mums išaušo” [“A good day has 

dawned”]. For this they would be repaid with dyed eggs, 

cakes and bottles of liquor. This is a remnant of the old 

tradition of lalavimas. The second day of Easter is for visiting. 

Older people in villages still hold to the prohibition that on the 

third day of Easter it is forbidden to engage in hard labour on 

the farm, otherwise hail would destroy the crops. Several 

authentic narratives on Easter traditions reflect more vividly 

the festive mood: 
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On Saturday we would go get some blessed fire and water. It used to 

be that we would go early, before the sun rose, but now we go in the 

evening. Firewood is brought into the churchyard and a fire is lit. 

People would gather coals and bring them home. Earlier, when we 

would go in the morning, the coals would still be burning. You could 

put it straight into the hearth. That's why it was called the holy fire. 

You would have to give the flame also to people who couldn't go to 

church. (Janina Norkūnienė, b. 1944. Kibyšiai village, Varėna d.)

Eggs would be painted on Saturday — sometimes in the morning, 

sometimes later, but were always blessed on the fire. On Easter the 

eggs would be painted only red. People remember the following 

story: a woman once went to market to sell her eggs. That was the 

same day when Jesus was being tortured. The Lord's side was pierced 

by a sword and blood spewed out, onto the eggs. Thus, the eggs were 

painted red. It used to be that the eggs were painted with onion peels. 

Now some people use dyes. (...) One the egg is boiled, put in on the 

table and twisted. If it's done boiling — its twists like a top... We had 

a man who, every Easter, would blow out the yolk and fill the shell 

with tar. He'd cover the end with wax, colour it. All other eggs would 

be cracked by it, he would win a lot of Easter eggs... On Saturday 

evening he would bring the dyed egg [to church], salt, bread, meat, 

cake, putting everything into a sieve or a straw basket with a lid. 

After Mass the priest would bless everything... (Ona Kleponytė, b. 

1927. Levūnai village)

It used to be that we would go to church in the evening and stay 

overnight. Before, under the Poles, prior to the Russian occupation, 

four real soldiers, in shifts, would spend all night at the coffin of our 

Lord. A lot of young people would go to church. When we would go to 

church we would bring with us eggs, loaves, ham. (Janina 

Norkūnienė, b. 1919. Kibyšiai village, Varėna d.)

Even today people still decorate Easter eggs in the same 

manner as in the following story: 

In our region it was a custom to decorate eggs. People were able to 

decorate beautifully, for if you didn't do it nicely it would be 

embarrassing to give the egg to a child. In Kibyšiai there lived 

Smalukienė, she was very talented in decorating eggs — for Easter 

she would dye them with onion peels and brown swamp water 

[rūdzimai]. In the forest there is Karvelio spring and Buzos ditch. 

There one can find mud with rust — even clothes could be dyed in 

it... Before Easter people would bring home that mud and put boiled 

eggs into it. If you keep them there for a while, they would dye nicely. 

You can also dye them like this: take some rusted iron and alder 

blossoms [bužukai]. All this would be put in water for about three 

days , the resulting colour is lovely — a brownish green, like velvet. 

A yellow colour could come from green shoots, birch leaves. Green 

moss could also be used as a dye, but you'd have to soak the eggs 

longer. In our region there were many ways to dye eggs, but on the 

other side of the Nemunas — only onion peels were acceptable. 

(Janina Norkūnienė, b. 1944. Kibyšiai village, Varėna d.)

The solemn Easter Sunday ritual brings masses of people to 

church. Even today people feel obligated to participate in the 

solemn procession. People remember that old beliefs claimed 

that participation in an Easter procession, walking around the 



church is considered as something special, a ritual that saves a 

person from sin, which makes prayers come true. All sorts of 

incidents that took place during the Easter procession have 

been written down:

I was on the train from Vilnius and was conversing with one 

woman. She was from Didžioji Rudnia. This is what she told me: “I 

only recently married into this village and one evening, after 

herding, our cow didn't return home. I looked for her until nightfall, 

and wandering through the brush I came upon a cross — a small, 

wooden cross, there were no flowers or greenery decorating it. I 

kneeled before it and said a prayer, “Angel of the Lord”... That same 

night, or some nights later, I saw in my dreams a strange woman. I 

can't remember her face; she was dressed in a long, dark dress... I was 

frightened. She sat on the edge of my bed and said: “Please, do me a 

favour and walk around the church on Easter”. That year I wasn't 

able to, so God punished me, I had a lot of misfortunes. I don't 

remember if that woman had said anything else. The next week I 

walked around the church and prayed on my own. Next Easter I also 

remembered to walk around the church. See how you have to join in 

the processions every Easter — since then I haven't missed a single 

one.” (Izabelė Bingelienė, b. 1919. Margioniai village. Varėna d.)

On egg-hunting (kiaušiniavimas):

On Easter we would go through the village to gather eggs. Several 

of us girls would go — when we would enter a cottage, some people 

would bring the eggs, others would ask us to pray, some would laugh 

at us. But everyone would give children eggs. When we would visit 

Balciai, the old grandmother would pretend that she was sleeping; 

she would lie in bed, covered. But we wouldn't give up, waiting by 

the hearth [until she wakes up]. Sometimes she would finally wake 

up, other times we would get bored and leave. We knew she had eggs, 

but she didn't want to share them, because in those days eggs were 

valuable. (Vladzia Platūkienė, b. 1923 m. Dubininkas village, 

Varėna d.)

It is still a sacred duty to not let children go without a gift on 

Easter. Especially (but not only) god-children were gifted 

with eggs. In Easter traditions an egg had symbolic value: 

On Easter we would renew our baptism. It was good if you still 

had the candle from your baptism or first communion. You would 

light that candle at church, bring it home, and if you ever had a 

misfortune, simply by lighting that candle, inhaling the smell of the 

wax, everything became better... On Easter you had to give your 

godchildren the best eggs. In morning, the other village children 

would come, but you would wait for your godchildren as if they were 

honoured guests. My mother and father had many godchildren. One 

Easter a lot of children came, so I gave one an egg, another, and 

suddenly I had no more eggs. Kazlauskas' child, my father's godson, 

came and I had to quickly find some eggs. My mother checked and 

found three eggs with our hen. Father quickly boiled those eggs, some 

onion peels were left over, we put those eggs in to soak. The child 

became impatient, waiting for the eggs, but we gave him a piece of 

bread with cheese. You couldn't give a godchild just one egg. My 

godfather would give me three or four eggs, some bread as well. Since 

he had bees, some honey was spread on my bread as well. I would 



walk through the village with my eggs and wonder if people could see 

how rich and happy I was... I would take a bite out of my bread, the 

honey dripping down my fingers. Oh how I liked Easter!  We used to 

talk with my mother how my godfather was the best; I was very sad 

when he died and felt as if I had become an orphan... The eggs that we 

received as children on Easter were such treasures, especially when 

they were decorated with flower patterns — any child would jump 

with joy having received such an egg. (Emilija Galinienė, b. 1908. 

Lieponiai village, Trakai d.)

God-children still visit their god-parents and receive gifts. 

Today they are given toys, clothes and money as well as dyed 

eggs.



On the eve of Easter, eggs are painted in the bread oven. 

Ašašnykai, 2007
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On Saturday the eggs would be painted — sometimes in the morning, 

sometimes later, but always on the blessed fire

Eggs were mostly painted with onion peels. Ašašnykai, 2007
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On the Saturday before Easter, blessed water or fire is brought back 

from church. The Easter fire is it in the churchyard of Kabeliai church. 2007
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The sacristan lights the censer. Kabeliai, 2007
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On Holy Saturday the fire is blessed, followed by mass. Kabeliai, 2007
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Waiting for the miracle of resurrection. Kabeliai, 2007
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The men of Musteikiai are prepared for the solemn Easter procession. 

Kabeliai, 2007
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Women prepare for the procession ...on Easter you walk around the church Kabeliai, 2007
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It is believed that participation in the Easter procession, walking 

around the church is a special ritual that saves a person from 

Velykos   •   279

their sins, fulfils prayers. Kabeliai, 2007
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Solemn Easter Sunday procession draw many people to church... 

Kabeliai, 2007
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In šilų Dzūkija the tradition of egg-hunting for children still remains. 

Krokšlys, 2007
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In Lithuania, buckwheat was grown in infertile, sandy earth, 

mostly in the region of Vilnius, the districts of Varėna, Alytus 

and Trakai. Buckwheat was made into groats and flour. Before 

the Second World War buckwheat was the most important 

grain in Dzūkija. It saved people from going hungry; 

therefore there are still many beliefs on how to have a better 

yield of buckwheat: 

What was the buckwheat like?! Now buckwheat is like hazels, but 

they used to be rarer. When the earth would be ploughed, first 

potatoes would be grown, then barley, after that — rye on the 

manure where the potatoes were grown... There wasn't enough 

manure for the buckwheat. They would grow wherever they could, 

sometimes there wasn't enough to even cut, people would root them 

out — after that they would be threshed, ground... Pancakes were 

made from potatoes and buckwheat. The pan would be spread with 

lard, the pancakes came out delicious. People were hungry, so there 

were all sorts of spells for the buckwheat to grow better. People used 

to say that buckwheat should be planted when a south wind was 

blowing. If Easter morning was windy — the buckwheat would be 

meagre. On the Days of the Cross we would go pray “Holy 

Abraham”, for God to grow the buckwheat. (Genė Staniulienė, b. 

1928. Šalcinis village, Šalčininkai d.)

If there was frost in January and the fences, trees, bushes were 

covered in ice — that year there would only be buckwheat chaff — no 

grain. People would say — a bad year for buckwheat. Buckwheat had 

to be sown before Joninės, on the day of the month when there was 
thfrost. If the frost was on January 10 , then you had to sow the 

thbuckwheat on June 10 . One year we had to sow the buckwheat on 
rdJune 23 , right before Joninės. Everyone laughed, that I was sowing 

BUCKWHEAT



too late, that the seeds would go for naught. But the buckwheat grew 

very fine; the grains even bent the stalks towards the earth. (Jonas 

Kleponis, b. 1912. Lėvūnai village, Varėna d.)

 It is most interesting that during the old holidays, such as 

Krikštai, which were celebrated in midwinter or during the 

gavėnios period [these days are still called pusiaužiemis or 

pusiaugavėnės], ritual foods were made from buckwheat:

Krikštai is when gavėnios is half over. Children really enjoyed 

when the second half of gavėnios began, then their mother would 

bake buns and pastries [šaltanosiai] with hemp and poppy seeds. 

Children run around the home in joy. (Agota Žitkauskienė, b. 

1911. Kapčiamiestis, Lazdijai d.)

Now people in the rural areas cut buckwheat with scythes, 

but they used to uproot them: 

When buckwheat is rooted out, the roots are cut with a sickle. 

Sometimes men would cut them with scythes. Then they would 

build sheaves and the fields would be full of them... Some people 

would thresh them with threshers, but usually men would do the 

work with flails. The buckwheat was kept in vats and then ground 

with millstones. (Karolina Balkuvienė, b. 1927. Vertvalakis 

village, Varėna d.)

thIn the mid-20  c. there was tradition that a ritual meal had to 

be prepared from buckwheat in order to commemorate the 

dead: 

On All Saints [Vėlinės] we would bake a buckwheat bun, like 

bread, on leaves. (Marytė Saulėnaitė, b. 1927. Pavarėnis village, 

Varėna d.)

For All Saints Day people would bake the aforementioned 

long loaves of potato and buckwheat buns with hemp filling 

— šaltanosiai. Similarly shaped, but smaller buns with poppy 

seed filling, boiled in a pot and eaten with honey or beet 

syrup, were also called šaltanosiai:

On All Saints, mother would make šaltanosiai: she would grate 

potatoes, strain them and put in buckwheat flour. Everything was 

kneaded and formed into small loaves. They were filled with ground 

hemp and onions and baked in the hearth. Šaltanosiai with poppy 

seeds and honey (if there was no honey, ground sugar beets were 

used) were boiled in a pot, they were smaller. They would be eaten hot 

or cold. These buns were given to beggars — as a sort of alms, so that 

they would pray for the dead. Šaltanosiai were a food for 

remembering the dead. (Izabelė Bingelienė, b. 1919. Margioniai 

village, Varėna d.)

Women from Dzūkija, the Šalčininkai region, for Vėlinės 

would always bake a buckwheat flour bun [pliazas]. The 

women from Užnemunės Dzūkija would bake or cook 

porridge and then offer it to beggars, so that they would pray 

for the souls of the dead. 

Always on All Saints Day we would give alms to beggars. Most 

often, buckwheat porridge would be offered. My grandmother used 

to sit by the church, so during All Saints she would bring back whole 

bags of that porridge — it was delicious, firm, you could eat it with 

your hands. So, we would eat just that porridge for several days... 

When my grandmother would take that porridge, she prayed. And 

we would pray while eating the porridge. People would tell my 

grandmother who to pray for. The beggars would almost get into 



fights for those alms. The porridge would also be offered for Easter 

and other holidays, but a lot less... In addition to the porridge she 

would bring back bacon, money in 10–15 cents. She knew every 

person and knew who had died in every home — she prayed more 

than was even asked of her. (Juozas Vengrauskas, b. 1918. 

Kapčiamiestis)

In recent years, women in Dzūkija have been proud of their 

buckwheat cakes — babkos. Young housewives first learn to 

bake a buckwheat cake. They are baked from buckwheat flour 

mixed with milk and flavoured with butter or bacon. This is a 

dish for festive occasions. In Soviet times the babkos were a 

forgotten dish. In recent years in Dzūkija more and more 

buckwheat is sown and babkos are more often baked. This is 

the national dish of Dzūkija. The following short story is 

about this:

Buckwheat cakes [babkos] would also be baked... They can't be 

made from store-bought flour, only that which is ground in the mill. 

If the flour is good, hands are good — the babka turns out good. You 

would pour buckwheat flour into a bowl, beat in four eggs, a packet of 

butter, two spoons of baking soda and some sour cream — that was 

enough for three babkos. Instead of water you had to pour in 

buttermilk or sour milk. And then mix, mix... Fry some bacon and let 

it cool. The dough shouldn't be liquid. A pan had to be heated, rubbed 

with lard and the dough placed in the oven. Now this simple meal of 

our people is known all over Lithuania — it's our pride and joy. 

(Paulina Staniulienė, b. 1927. Kaziuliai village, Šalčininkai d.) 



Stasys Molis sows buckwheat in his field. Pamerkiai, 2014
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In his hand-made sowing basket — buckwheat grains Buckwheat is sown late, in June. Pamerkiai, 2014
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Blooming and ripening buckwheat. Marcinkonys, 2007
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Marytė Kilminavičienė is cutting and tying buckwheat into sheaves. 

Musteika, 2012
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Buckwheat is made into groats and flour. Musteika, 2012 Danutė Teofilė Kvaraciejienė sifts buckwheat flour for a cake — 

grikinė babka. Margionys, 2007
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Grikinės babkos baked in a bread oven — a mix of buckwheat flour 

with milk, sometime flavoured with butter of bacon. Margionys, 2007

Good flour, good hands — the babka is good. Margionys, 2007
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You warm the dishes, rub them with lard, pour in the dough and put it 

in the oven...
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In Dzūkija, longer than elsewhere in Lithuania, cows were 

herded by the whole community, while some villages even 

today retain this tradition. This herding is known as 

pradzienis, i.e. when the cows of each farmstead are herded 

one day at a time. If a family has two cows — they are herded 
thtwo days in a row. Almost till the end of the 20  c. the šilo dzūkai 

has a shortage of pasture land and hay. The cows in Dzūkija 

were rarely well-fed and had little milk. Cheese and butter 

were practically a luxury for the people in this part of Dzūkija:

Every morning the whole village would herd the cows onto the hill 

— the cows knew where they had to go and what to do. You couldn't 

not herd the cows. If a cow was left behind because it was sick, or for 

any other reason, it seemed as if it would bring down the barn, 

making noise and flailing around. One of Petrukas' cows wasn't let 

out, so she broke down the gate and caught up with the rest of the 

herd — the cows are used to being together. On the hill there was a 

hanging piece of iron and an iron bar — when you sounded it, all the 

cows in the village would gather together, like an army. When the 

village was large and everyone had one or two cows, then each day 

the herding would be done by four shepherds — the best would go in 

front of the cows, while the youngest or oldest would follow, herding 

them from behind. Both our cows and shepherds had a hard time — 

there were no pastures, only on the riverbank. And what kind of 

grass was there? On the riverbank there was only brush and 

COWS



marshes. Those cows would have to go many kilometres and, like that 

goat in the story, “running over the bridge I picked a leaf, wading 

through the river I drank some water...” It used to be that in the 

summer the cows would wade into the river and eat the duckweed. 

There wasn't enough duckweed for all of them. There was a lot of 

buckthorn in the forest, so that was a delicacy for the cows. It's a joy 

to see the cows eat the buckthorn branches; if there are still some 

berries than you have a hard time herding them out of the forest. 

Around noon the cows would be herded to where they would rest. 

The would stand around, ruminate and then one would lie down, 

another, a third and in a short while all of them would be sleeping. 

For the shepherds this was a break, they could sleep, swim, gather 

mushrooms. If the weather was cooler they would light a fire, borrow 

a pan and fry some mushrooms. If the cows are well-fed, then they 

can lay around for about four hours... when children were shepherds 

they hated the cows that would get up first. If one cow would get up, 

the rest followed. There was one such cow that would get up and then 

go around waking the rest. The cows would also be herded to the 

forests. But this can't even be called herding. The cows go to the 

forest, eat some white lichen and sometimes they would eat a little 

heather, a mushroom. They would eat even the toadstools. In the fall, 

when the best mushrooms were gathered, the men would say: “herd 

the cows to the forest, the forest needs to be cleaned up”. The cows 

gather all the rotten, worm-eaten mushrooms. People would say that 

when the cows cleaned up the forest, more mushrooms would grow. 

We used to make cheese and butter, but there was never enough. 

Everyone always wanted more butter. Janka used to say: “Children, 

herd my cow wherever there are more yellow flowers, then there will 

be more cream, more yellow butter.” Mania would say that when you 

churned butter you had to wear a golden ring — then the butter 

would be creamy, yellow. With all that magic of hers she almost fed 

her ring to the pigs.

You need health for herding. I remember that during Užgavėnės 

or Kūčios spoons would be put around a ladle and tied with a string; 

then it was put in the corner under the holy paintings — this way the 

cows would be amicable with each other, not run off... (Marijona 

Bingelienė, b. 1931. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

Even if the cow gave little milk, it was still the “bread-

winner” of families in Dzūkija. Perhaps this is why people 

would try to buy a good cow, protect it from harm. Even today 

it is believed that the greatest enemy of a cow was a person's 

evil evil, someone who was jealous and wished another harm. 

From stories we can guess that there actually were such 

people, and even now they still live in every village. Now few 

cows are kept in villages in Dzūkija and there is plenty of 

pasture for them.

They say that when you are buying a cow, look for one with a long 

tail as it will give the most milk... One time a woman was selling a 

cow, another — buying. Not far off a person was standing and 



observing. When the women agreed on a price, that person said: 

“You, woman, if you are selling that cow, then you should sell 

everything”. The woman who was buying was confused: “What are 

you talking about?”, but the person did not back down: “If you're 

selling — then sell everything, don't keep anything for yourself”. He 

then grabbed from the seller some cheese, which she was hiding 

under her arm, and gave it to the buyer: “Now she has sold you both 

the cow and its milk...” If she had kept the cheese for herself, then that 

cow would have given some milk, but more would have gone to the 

former owner's other cow. Yes, that woman was a jealous one. There 

are some people who become involved with spells. 

A person once bought a cow, brought it home, but it didn't yield 

any milk. This was because its previous owners regretted selling it. 

The cow wouldn't eat; it made noise day and night... So they went to 

the person who sold them the cow and said: “If you sold us the cow — 

then let it go. If not — give us back our money and we'll give you 

back the cow.” “No, don't return us the cow, we'll let it go.” And 

when they stopped regretting the sale, the cow stopped making noise. 

If you're selling it — don't regret it, just sell it and that's it. 

There are also spells for milk. Once I went to milk my cow, but it 

didn't want me to. I go to the shepherdess and ask: “Child, what's 

wrong with my cow?” She says: “Some person was walking by and 

he said: 'Such a small cow, yet such big udders'. She was standing 

calmly at first, but with those words became very agitated'...” One 

person in the village was suspect. I brought the cow home and asked 

my mother what I should do now. She said I should wipe it with my 

skirt. I did so, but it didn't help. I brought it a bag of potatoes, but it 

wouldn't eat; it was foaming at the mouth and gave very little milk. I 

brought the cow into the barn, but it began to climb the walls, its 

horns reached the roof. I was frightened, standing in the corner. 

When I told the village women they said that my cow had been looked 

upon with the evil eye. Whatever I was told to do — I did. They say 

that there is a sort of plant with small blue blossoms — give it dried 

or fresh to the cow, fumigate it with a verba. For about two weeks my 

cow was sick, I didn't let it outside, it lost a calf. But, thank God, it 

later became normal again.

Sometimes, when a cow was with calf, I would make some butter, 

cheese and bring it to church. When you make them first, they have to 

be put on the altar, then the cows' calves are healthy. (Marijona 

Kašėtaitė, b. 1931. Darželiai village, Varėna d.)





The people of Dzūkija, longer than elsewhere in Lithuania, herded 

the cows as a whole village. Musteika, 2006
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They are herded pradzieniui — each farmstead, one after another, 

herded their cows. Musteika, 2006
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Romualdas Volungevičius, shepherd from Musteikiai village. 2006 The cows go to the forest, eat some white lichen and sometimes they would 

eat a little heather. Musteika, 2007
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They would also be herded to the forests. Musteika, 2007
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A courtyard with livestock. Darželiai, 2007

324 • FOREST DWELLERS OF DZŪKIJA Cows   •   325



Franciška Grigienė milks the cow. Darželiai, 2007
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Marytė Klimavičienė churns butter: you cover the bottom of the churn 

and shake it up and down, up and down... Puvočiai, 2007
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Marytė Klimavičienė pours heated curdled milk into a cheesecloth. 

Puvočiai, 2007
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The milk is put in the slightly warm oven and it curdles. Then it is poured in 

the sieve, the curds are put in a cloth, which is tied and then pressed. Puvočiai, 2007

Cheese weight. Puvočiai, 2007
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The butter from the curn is washed in a bowl. Puvočiai, 2007 Freshly pressed cheese. Puvočiai, 2007
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If not for the 'shrooms and the berries,

The girls of the heath would be bare.

With 'shrooms and with berries

To market we'll go

And sell all the 'shrooms

To buy us some shoes.

Then once we have shoes

We soon will be wed.

This is poor example of a song, yet it correctly describes the 

relationship of the people of this land, and even of the modern 

people of Dzūkija, with mushrooms. Mushrooms are still one 

of the primary sources of income for villagers in Šilų Dzūkija. 

People joke that the those who still remain in the villages 

complain all winter and spring about how old they are, what 

ailments they have, but once the voveraitės (chanterelles) 

appear in the forest, all infirmity is forgotten and everyone 

goes to the forests to gather the mushrooms — lepeškaucie. 

Younger villagers laugh: Don't worry, patience, soon the “yellow 

doctor” will appear in the forest and you will all be well again... 

Mushrooms in this region are called “God's dew” (Dievo rasa) 

— you don't have to sow or grow God's dew, just go and gather it. 

For the šilo dzūkai, mushrooms, grybautė are their whole 

culture. They have their “mushroom moon” — during the new 

moon more mushrooms sprout. There is a mushroom “sun” — the 

sun through the round cloud told that during the night the 

mushrooms will begin to grow. Mushroom rain, snow — snow 

with black speckles (“fleas”) means that there will be mushrooms in 

the autumn. Mushroom dew: you have to see what the dew is like 
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on Joninės. If it is cold, then there will be many mushrooms. My 

father used to say: “Go wade through the dew on Joninės night, the 

mushrooms will grow better.” (Stasė Bogušienė, b. 1935. 

Puvočiai village, Varėna d.) 

Mushroom frost is describes as the first frost on the 

buckwheat, the second on the rye and the third on the mushrooms (in 

the village of Kabeliai). Mushroom season, year, month of the 

mushrooms — a long August — time for the mushrooms. The 

patron saint of mushrooms — St. Rokas brings the mushrooms. 

On his feast day they begin to grow. Mushroom dreams — if you 

dream of mushrooms, then you will have guests. If you see black-

headed mushrooms, then you can expect a man, and if you dream 

that you are cutting mushrooms, then a wedding will take place 

soon. (Marijona Bingelienė, b. 1931. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.) 

Mushrooms as medicine: oh how we used to all have sores! 

Both young and old, everyone had them. The sores were so painful, it 

seemed like there was nothing you could do. So you had to  go get 

some old mushrooms, even if they had gone bad. Then you boil and 

fry the mushrooms and once they are slightly cooled you put them on 

the sore. Or toadstools — if you put them in sweet milk it could be a 

fly trap, while dried toadstools were a medicine. You pour alcohol 

over them keep it for a couple weeks and nothing gets rid of pain 

better than toadstools. (Marijona Bingelienė, b. 1931. Puvočiai 

village, Varėna d.)

Mushrooms were guardians of the grain — I heard once that 

in Žiūrai the old mushrooms wouls be put in the fields so that the 

wheat would grow better. (Marytė Klimavičienė, b. 1935. 

Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

 Mushroom prayers — I got lost while mushroom-picking so I said 

a prayer, which I always now say before I enter the forest. Then I 

don't wander and don't come back empty-handed. (Marė 

Jazukevičienė, b. 1911. Kašėtos village, Varėna d.)

 Every šilo dzūkas has their own special mushroom-picking 

“prayer” (just as they have their own mushroom-picking 

“philosophy”). Mushroom magic:

When you find your first mushrooms, you have to kiss three 

times, spit three times and say “Give me a full basket of mushrooms, 

give me a full basket of mushrooms, give me a full basket of 

mushrooms.” Three times. If you steal a mushroom from the basket of 

someone who is lucky in mushroom-picking, then you'll take over 

their good luck. Or you have to follow that picker and you'll find 

their luck. (Stasė Bogušienė, b. 1935. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

So, there is a fate for mushrooms as well! It's difficult to 

mention everything. Even today the people of Dzūkija pick 

mushrooms for their livelihood and much more rarely than 

the people of other regions — for consumption. They also 

preserve the “mushroom culture” of their forefathers; even if 

on the outside they seem to differ little from the mushroom-

pickers who come from elsewhere. But it's still simple to 

differentiate a local mushroom-picker — if you meet in the 

forest of Marcinkonys a mushroom-picker with a plastic 

bucket or bag, then you can be sure that they're not local. If 

they pick chanterelles with a knife in hand — then they're not 

a šilo dzūkas (necikrinis dzūkas); if, when they find a boletus, 

they don't hide the stalks that they cut, if they shout in the 

forest and, when there are chanterelles and boletus to be 



found, they take russula, honey fungus, suillus bovinus, 

fleecy milk-cap and other bad mushrooms — then you know 

that they are not a real šilo dzūkas. But if you find a mushroom-

picker with a bag made from wood ribbons (balaninis) — then 

that is truly a local person, an užkietėjęs (“hardcore”) dzūkas. It 

used to be that without a bag made from balanas no real person 

in Dzūkija would enter the forest, especially men: 

You wouldn't step foot in the forest without a balaninis bag. 

Everyone had them. You would thread a sash through it, throw in 

your shoulders and off to the forest you go. You didn't have to take of 

the bag even when picking mushrooms. When you returned home 

you would have one bag on your back and the other on your chest, so 

the weight was even. We could make our own bags from fir wood 

chippings.... I know that Janka [Jonas Bingelis] used to braid these 

bags, Vaclulis would make his own, Mackė's fathers and others. We 

would buy good bags from masters in Marcinkonys or Merkinė, 

where there were markets... I bought my bag in Mančegiris, those 

that were made there were very light. Musteika braided good bags. A 

good bag is a valuable thing. I had brothers and they never took my 

bag when we went picking and if I were to take Vitas', then it would 

have been war... You could get so used to your bag that when it ripped 

you might think that you will never find a mushroom again with a 

new bag... I couldn't pick mushrooms without such a bag. Women 

took baskets when they went to pick chanterelles. I used my bag. 

(Pranas Bingelis, b. 1922. Puvočiai village, Varėna d.)

Today not only kašaliai are no longer used, but even the 

value of mushrooms has changed. It used to be that the 

baravykas (boletus) was a true mushroom (and currency). 

Now people earn more in picking voveraitės (lepeškos, 

chanterelle). 

It's more fun to gather boletus mushrooms, but chanterelles are 

worth more. When people buy the boletus, they sort through them, 

can easily cheat you and it takes a while to sort everything... Even 

though you might bring a whole basket of boletus, by the time the 

yellowed, worm-eaten, over-grown mushrooms are thrown out, you 

only get a few litas. When the boletus start growing — then I go to 

gather them; it's a lot of fun, especially when you find really nice 

mushrooms. I pick a few, enjoy myself and then go back to picking 

chanterelles — they start growing in June and last till they freeze. I 

can earn more from them... (Darius Bingelis, b. 1967. Puvočiai 

village, Varėna d.)

Yet another recollection about mushroom-picking:

First it's time to cut the rye, so we do that for about two weeks. 

After cutting for two-three days my father says it's time to go pick 

the chanterelles. We travel in our cart: the bottom is covered in a 

cloth and we pile in all our baskets. We return home with the whole 

cart filled with mushrooms. All night we have to work, cut off the 

stalks and in the morning they have to be sold. We go cut the rye and 

our father goes to sell the chanterelles. He puts them into square 

woven boxes and goes to Marcinkonys. But all the money he earns is 

his, even though we are the ones who pick them. Father eventually 

understood that we don't want to pick if we don't earn anything. So 

he told us that he would pay us, we just had to pick those mushrooms. 

He pays us, for a few days we have the money, but then he runs out 

and has to borrow from us. I remember that I used to complain that 

even though I pick those mushrooms, I borrow him the money and 



can't expect it back. The first, fresh boletus aren't expensive. No one 

bought them, so we dried them. You need 9–10 kg of fresh boletus so 

that you would have 1 kg of them when dried. You need less black-

headed mushrooms, because they weigh more. We would dry the 

mushrooms on the stove. One kilo of dried mushrooms was worth 5 

zloty. If anyone paid 7, then we were lucky. Father would buy them 

as well, the Jews would give him some money.

Dried boletus were good earnings. I was able to buy a coat in 

Gardinas for the money I earned. Chanterelles were cheap, but there 

were a lot of them.

We went mushroom picking in order to earn money. We would go 

early in the morning. But I never went on holidays. It's not right, 

you have to celebrate holidays. My parents were religious. There 

were families like those of Bironas, Juralis, Bakanauskas, who would 

dry separately mushrooms that were gathered on holidays. Garbus 

lived in the same courtyard as Bironas, so he would buy a scarf when 

he sold the holiday mushrooms. He would hang that scarf on the 

fence as laundry and either the wind would blow it away or the pigs 

would rip it, so he would complain that his work on the holiday was 

for naught. The pigs used to run free then, they weren't fenced in, 

they could be herded around the courtyard. So when the pigs ripped 

the scarf people would say “work on the holiday went to the devil”.  

(Izabelė Bingelienė, b. 1919. Margioniai village. Varėna d.) 

Even today one can meet people who do not go mushroom-

picking on Sundays or church feast days. In the past, 

mushrooms were dried in the following manner: 

The boletus were dried in the bread-oven. If it was a good year 

from boletus, then the oven would be kindled twice a day. The oven 

wouldn't just be kindled with twigs, but with good firewood as well. 

A wet broom was used to brush out all the ashes from the oven twice. 

A special stick lath was placed there and the mushrooms were strung 

on a wooden skewer. The mushrooms were them placed on a paddle 

and put into the oven over the sticks. They dry all day. In the evening 

they are taken out, the oven is kindled again and more mushrooms 

are put in. They dry overnight. In the morning we take them out, off 

the skewer and into a sieve. Then you take some linen string, a needle 

and thread the mushrooms on to the string, which is then hung over 

the hearth, so they stay dry. Sometimes the mushrooms were placed 

in a basket and hung in a basket by the hearth. The nicely-dried 

boletus were sold to the Jews, while the ones that were slightly burnt, 

broken, we would keep. (Juozas Kleponis, b. 1912. Lėvūnai 

village, Varėna d.)

Boletus mushrooms are dried similarly in villages even 

today, only they are strung on metal rods. Boletus-drying huts 

are built in villages that are established in forests. If a village is 

small, then the whole community uses it. Juozas Kleponis 

remembers that there was such a hut in the village of Lėvūnai. 





In the forests of Dzūkija you can still a cross with an apron, which is 

traditionally tied when someone wishes for health, good luck. 

Next to it are yellow lepeškos. 2007
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It used to be that no real mushroom pickers, especially men, would 

go into the forest without a chippings bag. Kapiniškės, 2007
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Fir wood chipped by Vytautas Šestavickas for a kašalis. Musteika, 2006
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You wouldn't step foot in the forest without a bag. Musteika, 2006
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We could make our own bags from fir wood chippings. Musteika, 2006
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A good bag is a valuable thing. It's still morning, but they're back 

with mushrooms... Viršrodukis, 2007
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We went mushroom picking in order to earn money. Kapiniškės, 2007
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Once the voveraitės (chanterelles) appear in the forest all ilnesses, 

old age is forgotten and everyone goes to the forests to gather 

the mushrooms — lepeškaucie. Marcinkonys, 2007

Mushrooms would be handled in the budkė. Mardasavas, 2007
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It used to be that the baravykas (boletus) was a true mushroom 

(and currency).

Both before and now the baravykai are dried in the bread oven. 

Margionys, 2007

Mushrooms   •   365364 • FOREST DWELLERS OF DZŪKIJA



In the forest villages there would be special huts for drying the boletus. 

Zervynos, 2007
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