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Horsemeat in the culinary traditions of the
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Abstract

Hippophagy is still unthinkable in many European countries, but in the Mishär Tatar culinary tradition, horsemeat
products play an important role. Part of the Mishär Tatars, originally from Nizhny Novgorod province (Russia), migrated to
the eastern Baltic Sea region in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. They continued to slaughter horses and eat
horseflesh, despite being opposed and stigmatized by the majority in their new surroundings. Today, home slaughtering
has disappeared, and the tradition focuses mainly on sausages prepared for domestic consumption or bought in food
stores. Horsemeat is today considered a delicacy and an important aspect of commensality among Mishär Tatars. There is
a small and persistent market for horseflesh products in the eastern Baltic Sea area, mainly Finland, Saint Petersburg
(Russia), Estonia, and Latvia. Hippophagy continues to play an important role for the diaspora Mishär Tatar identity and
the preservation of traditional narrative and culture, and so far it has resisted all adaptation attempts in the majority
societies, where horsemeat is frowned upon.

Keywords: Commensality, Food-cultural studies, Food ways, Halal, Heritage food, Hippophagy, Human-horse relationship,
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Introduction
To eat for pleasure, rather than for survival, is probably the
most important factor behind human food culture and the
development of food habits. We prefer to consume foods
with a story, especially when they are also useful for the
body [1]. Some foods have high nutritional and emotional
value, such as horseflesh, yet traditionally hippophagy has
been taboo in most of Europe and North America [2–4].
While horseflesh is forbidden by Jewish dietary laws (Levit-
icus 11:3), Sunni Islam permits it [2]. Although horsemeat
is nowadays consumed in several industrialized countries,
often as a result of information campaigns, it is still disgust-
ing to many individuals. In some countries, it is even illegal
to consume horseflesh [2]. In Western and Northern
Europe, hunger was previously preferred to eating horses,

which were considered unsuitable for human consumption
for different reasons [4–6]. Only certain outcasts and
minorities slaughtered horses and consumed them, but the
horse killer was a despised person, stigmatized in the com-
munity [5, 7]. Only the Saami in the far north, Hungarian
horse herdsmen and several groups in Eastern Europe had
no taboos against horsemeat [8–10].

Hippophagy in Eurasia
While Western Europeans generally refuse to consume
horseflesh, Turkic and Mongolian nomads and their
present-day settled descendants are fond of the meat.
Enlightenment period travelers and researchers, interested
in improving domestic diets and combating famine, noted
horseflesh consumption both among nomads and settled
groups. A mixture of fascination and abhorrence toward
hippophagy has always been prevalent among the European
travelers, but hippophagy has been and still is part of the
culinary traditions among many peoples in northern and
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central Eurasia, including the Kazak and Kyrghyz [2, 11,
12]. The Altaians in Siberia bought horses from Russians
for food until fairly recently [13]. The Russian peasants de-
spised horsemeat, which they considered an “ungodly
abomination”, as one observer put it, and they would rather
starve to death than to eat a horse [12].
In 1785, Turkic Noghay Tatars, roaming the steppe north

of the Black Sea, thought horseflesh “their best choice, as
they think both oxen and sheep are fad and tasteless”, ac-
cording to the Swedish scientist Bengt Bergius [14]. The
French-Polish engineer and cartographer Sieur de Beauplan
found in 1780 that wild horsemeat lacked taste, but the Ta-
tars considered it and especially foal meat a great delicacy,
and the head was given to the most influential individuals
[15]. The Noghay Tatars preferred horsemeat especially in
winter; intestines were filled with horse ribs, meat, and fat
and then smoked. Only men prepared and ate the finely
chopped horsemeat, fat, and intestines in a broth (turai).
They used fingers to take the meat pieces out from the pot
and squeezed the pieces before eating. Horsemeat sausage,
kazy, is also spelled kazi, qazı, or qazy and the name exists
in many Turkic languages [16].
The Western Mongolian Kalmyk nomads, roaming near

the Caspian Sea, considered horseflesh superior to all
other kinds of meat, according to the German traveler
Benjamin Bergmann in 1804 [17]. The Swedish explorer
Johan Peter Falck noted in the 1770s that only the Bud-
dhist monks did not eat horsemeat, but all other Kalmyks
consumed horseflesh and even self-dead animals [18]. In
the Ural Mountains, Falck heard about a case in 1771 re-
lating to a sick horse, which had been left in the care of a
Meshcheryak (a Tatarized group of mixed origin, later as-
similated by the Bashkir in the Ural region). The man had
eaten his patient. He excused himself saying that the horse
was close to death anyway and promised to deliver the fur
to the owner. Most Meshcheryak, noted Falck, were
clothed in horse furs with the mane on the back, and they
looked “completely wild” [19].

Volga Tatars and their horses
In the Volga region in European Russia, Mishär Tatars
have appreciated horseflesh in their cuisine for several
centuries. Johan Peter Falck mentioned that the Tatars
along the Volga River bred especially fine and big horses
[18]. Kazan Tatars were “wonderful horse breeders”, noted
also the German traveler Franz Erdmann in 1859. The
women took care of the horses in the stable, in contrast to
most other Turkic and Mongolian peoples, where the
horses are a mainly male occupation [20].
Early Tatar history is connected with Central Asia and

Siberia; Turkic groups migrated from the east to the
Volga area until at least the seventeenth century [21].
Their main livelihood was agriculture and animal breed-
ing. From the nineteenth century, when agricultural and

pasture lands had become increasingly scarce, Tatars
from villages in the Nizhny Novgorod province, mainly
Mishär (in English often spelled Mishar) and Kasimov
Tatars, turned to trade and began moving in larger
groups to the bigger cities of the Russian Empire. The
Mishär Tatars speak a specific Tatar language, consid-
ered to be a dialect of the Kazan Tatar language. Their
origins have not been conclusively mapped out, and
their numbers are unknown. Mishär Tatars live today in
several regions in Russia, mainly south of the Volga
River, and since a century they also form a diaspora in
the Baltic Sea region (chiefly Finland, Estonia, Latvia,
and Sweden). Smaller groups of Mishär Tatars live on at
least three continents outside Europe (North America,
Asia, and Australia) [22].
At the end of the nineteenth century, Mishär Tatars

moved westwards from the capital Saint Petersburg to trade
in towns in the eastern Baltic Sea region. After the Bolshe-
viks came to power in 1917, a few thousand Mishär Tatars
remained and created a diaspora in the newly founded
states of Finland, Estonia, and Latvia; some moved onwards
to Sweden, Germany, and other countries. The Tatars in
Lithuania belong to a much earlier migration [22]. Mishär
Tatar horse slaughtering and horsemeat consumption tradi-
tions have remained until today in the eastern Baltic Sea
region, although the Tatars in many other aspects have
adapted to the majority societies (Fig. 1 (map)).

Objectives, sources, and method
This article discusses the process of urbanizing Mishär
Tatar village traditions of horse slaughtering and horse-
meat consumption in Saint Petersburg (Russia) and
Finland, and to a lesser degree in Estonia and Latvia, within
the context of a largely anti-horseflesh majority society and
economy. Tatar cultural adaptation is highlighted through
the discourse about horsemeat consumption, which is part
of the efforts to preserve a specific identity in the diaspora.
Commensality, the act of eating together, is an important
characteristic of Tatar communities and horseflesh was
consumed not only during festivities, but also in gatherings
of families, relatives, neighbors, and friends, who often
cooperated in the horse slaughtering [23]. The changes in
the importance of horseflesh in modern Tatar cuisine are
also described.
The historical perspective is constructed from scattered

narratives in ethnographic literature and travelogues. For
more recent history, interviews and field notes provide the
main sources. The source material is not very large nor
very broad. Ethnographic descriptions for instance about
horse slaughter among Mishär Tatars in village conditions
are very rare and mentioned only briefly in travelers’ and
ethnologists’ reports. The modern diaspora narratives are
reviewed, contrasted, and analyzed against the background
of the few scientific studies published in Russia on Tatar
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horseflesh traditions. They illustrate clearly the separate
lines of development, which have occurred in the differ-
ent diaspora groups. This article uses the methods of
ethnobiology and specifically of historical ethnobiology,
focusing on human usage of the natural environment,
and development of the relation between humans and
their surroundings [24].

Results
Village traditions, religion, and horse slaughter
A “good” kill of an animal varies according to culture, and
it has different rules, codes, and ideologies as well as prac-
tical and material issues [25]. Mishär Tatars are tradition-
ally Sunni Muslims. Strict adherents to Islam consider
religion a hindrance to eating pork or non-halal meat, but
Mishär Tatars do not necessarily follow the Muslim restric-
tions and even pigs can be found in the backyard of their
village houses. A century ago, however, slaughter was done

according to the Muslim tradition, if possible. The Mishär
Tatars did not commonly use the word “halal” (food per-
mitted by Islamic law) until some decades ago, and there
was no specific food production industry connected with
religion until recently. Today, new Muslim immigrants
have made halal meat available, but Tatars remain
largely indifferent to it [26, 27]. In Russia, Finland,
Estonia, and Latvia, halal has now become a specific
meat product market, which serves a great variety of
ethnic and religious groups [28].
Among the Kazan Tatars further east along the Volga

River, consumption of horsemeat is not as common as
among the Mishär. Tatar city dwellers and peasants in the
nineteenth century preferred sheep and seldom ate beef or
horsemeat, except for celebrations like marriages [20]. Fes-
tivity dishes in Kazan, the capital of Tatarstan, still today
include minced and cooked mutton and a little horsemeat,
but also birds like geese for weddings [16]. Symbolism was

Fig. 1 The settlements of the Kazan, Kasimov, and Mishär Tatars are located in and around Kazan (Tatarstan) and in the Nizhny Novgorod
province south of the Volga River. The migration of Mishär Tatars from the Volga region took place in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century. Larger diaspora settlements are found in Saint Petersburg and Moscow in Russia, Estonia (mainly Tallinn), Latvia (Riga), and Finland
(Helsinki, Tampere, and Järvenpää). Saint Petersburg functioned as the starting point for the Mishär Tatars from several villages in the Nizhny
Novgorod province, who traded and settled in the eastern Baltic Sea region. Some Mishär Tatars also live in Sweden and Germany, but their
numbers are very few today. The Tatars in Poland and Lithuania are the descendants of earlier Tatar migrations. Courtesy of the Nations Online
Project, to the map has been added a few towns and cities where Mishär Tatars
live, https://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/European-Russia-map.htm
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very important previously: in the surroundings of Kazan,
Tatar peasants prepared a horsemeat dish (bumbar or
tuterma) for weddings by cleaning the intestines, filling
them with gruel and serving them with viscera to
symbolize the bride’s future pregnancy [20]. Today, horse-
meat products can be easily found in Kazan and other cit-
ies in Tatarstan (for instance in the Bakhetle hypermarket
chain there is a large assortment of horsemeat dishes). Also
in almost any store of halal products in Russia, at least
dried horse sausages can be found [29–31].

Urbanization: Saint Petersburg slaughterhouses
In the nineteenth century, as a result of demographic
growth, increasing scarcity of land and political changes
limiting occupations, Mishär Tatars from the Nizhny
Novgorod and neighboring Tambov and Ryazan prov-
inces began trading in nearby towns and soon also in
the capital of the Russian Empire, Saint Petersburg. Ta-
tars and Muslims from other parts of the empire were
already present in the metropolis since its establishment
in 1703. Horse was an important ingredient in the peas-
ant Mishär Tatar cuisine and to provide horsemeat for
the growing urban Tatar population became a challenge
and a new market niche. Tatar merchants were quick to
observe the need for horseflesh and established slaugh-
terhouses in Saint Petersburg and in a few other towns
such as Tallinn in Estonia [32, 33] (Fig. 2).
In Saint Petersburg, horse slaughterhouses were

commonly located in or around the southern part of
the city. One of the first establishments was located
on the Krestovsky Island. There horses were slaugh-
tered in accordance with the Muslim ritual until the

middle of the nineteenth century [34]. After the turn
of the century, the name “Tatar Island” still continued
to be used by local residents and summer visitors.
Slaughterhouses could also be found near horse fairs.
Opposite the Voskresensky Novodevichy Monastery
was the Horse Square (Konnaya ploschad), where on
Sundays, Wednesdays, and Fridays a horse fair and
races were held. Horses were sold for slaughter in
this area until the beginning of the twentieth century
[35]. Another fair took place at the Obvodny Canal,
and the most notable buyers were Tatars, who spe-
cialized in slaughter (Russian koneboitsy) [36].
Horse slaughtering became a profitable business in

Saint Petersburg [35]. Complaints about violation of
sanitary standards, rotten, infected, and stinking meat
or selling a horse carcass to the zoological garden,
caused the city authorities repeatedly—however with
little success—to try to close the Tatar-owned slaugh-
terhouses or transfer them to new owners [34]. Other
entrepreneurs also became interested, when the busi-
ness flourished. Among them were Russians, who at
first were refused, with a reference to the expertise of
Tatars in horse slaughtering. The authorities finally
decided to tighten sanitary control and a municipal
horse slaughterhouse was opened at the corner of
Al’buminnaya Street (since 1965 Krasutsky Street) and
Zabalkansky Prospekt (now Moskovsky Prospekt) in
July 1892. Equipped with modern technology, it was
designed to provide horsemeat consumers with safe
and controlled quality products. This horse slaughter-
house continued to serve clients until the end of the
1920s [35] (Fig. 3).

Fig. 2 Tatar boys with male foals. The photograph is from a kumys (fermented mare’s milk) center behind the St. George Cemetery in the capital
of the Russian Empire, Saint Petersburg. The picture was taken in the first half of the twentieth century. Fermented mare’s milk has been a highly
appreciated drink among the Tatars and several Central Asian peoples for centuries. The mares and the foals are separated so that the milking
can take place. The boys are possibly set to guard the foals, but they also play with them. Renat Bekkin, private collection
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Diaspora horse slaughter in Finland, Estonia, and Latvia
Horses in Finland died in the nineteenth century of old
age, poor care, or too much work. They were kept until
they could not anymore perform their duties. Sometimes
foals would be killed, if their owners could not sustain
them, but it was not usual to consume horsemeat. Eating
or skinning a horse was considered a sin for Finns. Dead
horses were buried intact and a local skinner was called
in to kill the horse. Both he and the dead horse were
considered unclean. In urbanized twentieth-century
Finland, animal protectors found the sale of old, injured
or sick horses a cruel practice, and slaughtering horses
was still highly controversial. During World War II,
soldiers sometimes ate horsemeat, but not voluntarily,
and the men avoided eating their own horses. After the
war, horsemeat became more popular and slaughter-
houses were set up, but many, especially peasants, still
found hippophagy unethical [37]. A Finnish cookbook
from 1939 has only one horsemeat recipe, but later
cookbooks seldom have any. Horses in Finland are today
mainly companion animals [38].
Special Tatar slaughterhouses were not established in

Finland, but horses were slaughtered at home by the
diaspora Mishär Tatars. Written sources are lacking, but

in an interview [39], elderly Tatar N. tells about slaugh-
tering in Järvenpää, north of Helsinki, in the 1950s. In
early spring, when snow was still on the ground, a horse
was usually slaughtered outside the family house. The
children could be present and they were very fond of
horse sausages, so they did not find the event scary.
When horse blood flowed down the street, however,
some children felt ashamed before their Finnish friends,
who might react negatively. All Tatar families partici-
pated in the work of preparing the horse for food. An
elderly neighbor performed the slaughter, assisted by the
men, but also the women and children worked together
to prepare the meat and different parts of the horse for
food [39] (Fig. 4).
While Estonians preferred pork, Tatars who settled in

the newly independent state of Estonia after World War
I, continued to eat horsemeat. Injured horses were sold
to the Tatars for slaughter. The meat was shared among
the members of the Tatar community, including the
poorer ones. The horsemeat was used to make sausages,
which could be stored during the winter in the attic
[32]. In Riga, Latvia, before World War II a Tatar used
to buy horses and slaughter them for the Tatar commu-
nity. The majority of the Latvians did not touch horse-
meat, but other Muslims, probably mostly Tatars,
bought the meat for food [5].

Cultural adaptation: restaurants in Saint Petersburg
In Saint Petersburg, horsemeat could be purchased in
Tatar butcher shops. Each co-owner of a horse

Fig. 3 Chopped horse meat is being prepared for sausages. In
Petrjaksy village, Nizhny Novgorod province, a Tatar family prepares
the contents for the sausages. The traditional dried horse sausage,
kazy, is still very popular in the Mishär Tatar villages in Russia. In the
village setting, the sausages are made by the family members with
help from neighbors and friends. Urban Tatars and those living in
the diaspora in Saint Petersburg and other large cities buy their
sausages from meat shops. Those who have relatives or a house in a
village can also get or prepare their own home-made sausages.
Photo Elvira Umarova 2020

Fig. 4 Horse sausage making in Helsinki, Finland. Adults and
children work together to fill meat into the washed horse intestines
and making small holes with sticks in the sausages to let out air. The
Mishär Tatar diaspora in Finland has for more than a century kept
their food traditions. Horsemeat sausages are considered a delicacy,
but they are also the result of joint effort. The adults transmit
traditional knowledge and skills in cooking Tatar dishes by involving
everybody in the process of preparing. The children observe and try
their hand at every phase of the sausage preparation. The meat
must be cut into suitable size and the intestines filled tightly, which
requires training and experience. Photo Fazile Nasretdin 1986
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slaughterhouse near the village of Kupchino had for in-
stance his own butcher shop [35]. Many of the shops
were located in the area of the Five Corners (Pyat uglov),
a quarter in Saint Petersburg with a dense Tatar popula-
tion. Horsemeat was also served in special Tatar taverns
(Russian kukhmisterskie). According to the magazine
Our Food (Nasha Pischa) in 1893, there were two such
taverns or eateries in the city. One of them was de-
scribed as follows by a Russian writer:

The Eatery in Shcherbakov Lane is visited mainly by
Tatars-khalatniks [traders], cabbies, Tatar peddlers,
who sell either calico shawls or Kazan soap. The eatery
bears no sign, but all Tatars know it. In fact, the Tatar
eatery in Shcherbakov Lane is very dirty. You enter a
small room, where tables are covered with unclean ta-
blecloths: one could say about these tables and table-
cloths with the words of Shchedrin that they looked as
if “a child had been sitting there”. To the left is another
room intended for the beautiful representatives of the
Mongol tribe – the black-eyed Tatar women. Without
removing their scarves from their heads, the Tatar
women sit in their half of the place, separated from the
males. No man can enter there. The following dishes
are served from the Tatar kitchen: 1. horsemeat ravioli
[Russian pel’meni] in the broth; 25 raviolis are cooked
in the broth, which is one serving; 2. salma, which is
nothing but our [Russian] dumplings in the broth; 3.
noodles in the broth [34]..

During the Civil War and famine in Petrograd
(renamed from Saint Petersburg, later Leningrad) in
1918–1920, horsemeat was consumed not only by Ta-
tars, but by the entire population of the city. Even self-
dead horses were consumed. During the years of the
New Economic Policy (NEP; 1921–1929), Tatars began
to open horsemeat shops again. The trade of horses
slaughtered according to the Muslim tradition was on
the rise, but in the 1930s, when politics changed again, it
declined. After World War II, horsemeat could be pur-
chased at collective farm markets in Leningrad or unoffi-
cially through contacts [35].
In Moscow, horsemeat was sold both before and after

1917, and it was considered “pure” meat, that is permis-
sible for Muslims. Tatars in Moscow could buy horse-
meat and sausages in stalls and markets [39]. Moscow is
however a separate topic, as the Mishär Tatars, who
moved to the eastern Baltic Sea region, kept Saint Pe-
tersburg as their reference point.

Traditional Tatar food in the modern context
Traditional Mishär Tatar cuisine includes grains such as
wheat and buckwheat, potatoes, milk products, meat,
and vegetables [40, 41]. This village fare is today

considered by many urban Tatars too heavy food, but in
the rural areas south of the Volga River, traditional
dishes are still prepared daily. A Tatar cookbook pub-
lished in 1987 contains around a dozen horsemeat rec-
ipes. In addition to several sausages, horsemeat soups,
casseroles, and fried horse fat recipes are presented [42].
The Internet offers a great variety of Tatar recipes for
horsemeat [41] (Fig. 5).
Traditional horse meat recipes are for instance salted

meat, aygyz (oygoz) from ribs and argamak, a piece of
boiled-smoked foal (without bone), and a large intestine
turned inside out and fried with fat. Kazy or sausage re-
mains the main course prepared from horsemeat, pos-
sibly because it has always been cheaper than other
products. Sausages are also easier to prepare, preserve,
and distribute outside the village context, and the manu-
facturing technology can take into account various taste
preferences of the consumers. Kazy can be served boiled,
dried, raw-smoked, or boiled-smoked. Among Mishär
Tatars from the Nizhny Novgorod province it is more
customary to produce kazy in the dried and smoked
forms [40, 42, 43].

Fig. 5 Freshly made horsemeat sausages in Petrjaksy village, Nizhny
Novgorod region. For the sausages, the most important thing is to
store them in a suitable place. During the first night after
preparation, the newly meat-filled intestines are left in the kitchen,
where any excess liquid drops off. Then the horse sausages are
stored in the attic, where they will dry and slowly get the right
texture, color, smell, and taste. Usually, they are hung from the
ceiling to get enough air. The sausages need several months to dry
and mature before they can be eaten. If the sausages are not ready
by the end of May, a night in room temperature in the kitchen will
speed up the process. After maturing, the sausages can be kept in a
newspaper in the freezer. Photo Elvira Umarova 2020
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Economy: using the whole horse
In Finland, village traditions brought into the Mishär
Tatar diaspora from a couple of settlements in the Sergach
district south of Nizhny Novgorod continued until some
decades ago. Horsemeat was eaten boiled, salted, and
cured, according to elderly Mishär Tatar N., who partici-
pated every spring in the preparations, and still sometimes
prepares sausages from purchased horse meat [39]. Meat
of lesser quality was cooked in a pot on the same or next
day after slaughter. The stomach of the horse was thor-
oughly cleaned and fried with onions for a fatty dish, and
the other internals such as liver were also used for food.
Some parts of the horse, especially the more chewy ones,
were minced and cooked. Bone parts could be used for
soups, but it was not as tasty as the other horse dishes.
Horse soup was not considered “fine food”, but an every-
day dish, not suitable to offer to guests (Fig. 6).
A quality steak was fried and eaten with bread. The

meat was however mainly prepared for sausages, which
was considered the most important horsemeat product.
If the meat contained a lot of fat, the fat was cut away
and not put into the sausage, but chopped into small
pieces, salted and then melted. If meat pieces stuck to

the fat, they were fried with onion and the dish was
called sızık. The fat pieces became softer than butter and
yellow like honey, and they were eaten with dark rye
bread. The fat was also used for frying peremech (pärä-
mäç or pärämäts, a traditional Tatar pastry with meat),
but the smell was so strong that even the neighbors
knew that horse fat had been put into the pan [39, 41,
44] (Fig. 7).
The intestines for making sausages were washed in

several sets of water and turned inside out. The children
sharpened wooden sticks for the ends of the sausages,
from which the sausages would be hung. Salt and a little
sugar were added to the meat, and after the 1950s some-
times also garlic. The clean intestines were cut into
shorter pieces and filled tightly with meat. The intestines
were pierced with the sticks, making small holes to let
out air. The men did the final hard pressing of the intes-
tines with a rolling pin, and bound the ends together.
The sausages hang overnight, dripping in the kitchen.
After that they were taken into the attic, where they
dried for a few months in the cool winter and early
spring air [39–41].
In late spring, usually at the end of May in Finland,

the sausages had matured and were ready to be eaten.
The family went up regularly to check on them. In
houses with small holes for the attic, children were sent
up every day by a grandmother or grandfather to check
the state of the sausages, increasing their expectations.
The surface must be completely dry and the sausage
hard. If a sausage looked a bit raw, it was taken down to

Fig. 6 Horsemeat sausages, kazy, need to dry in a cool place where
air moves freely. They were traditionally prepared in winter or early
spring, when snow was still on the ground. The men did the
slaughtering, and the women and children prepared the meat,
bones, internals, and other parts of the horse for different dishes.
The women kept the knowledge of how to cook and prepare
horsemeat, but the men also joined in the work to prepare the
sausages. Among Mishär Tatars, the gender division of work could
be ignored when required. Women and men also eat horsemeat
products together and not separately, like for instance among the
Kazak. Photo Elvira Umarova 2020, Petrjaksy village, Nizhny
Novgorod region

Fig. 7 A popular dish and important for the Mishär Tatar identity is
pärämäç, also pronounced peremech or pärämäts. This pastry is filled
with minced meat and chopped onion and a little salt and black
pepper. The dough is rolled out into flat disks of 10–15-cm radius. A
few spoons of meat mixture is added and flattened. Then, the edge
of the disk is folded up neatly, leaving a small round opening. The
round peremech pastries are either fried in a pan or oven-baked.
Optionally, peremech is made with potatoes for a non-meat or
lighter variation. Photo Fazile Nasretdin 1995
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the kitchen and in room temperature it would “mature”.
Horsemeat sausages were eaten with rye bread, a kind of
salty doughnuts, or grains. The sausages could keep for
a long time in a freezer and were usually wrapped in a
newspaper. The sausages and the horsemeat were so
popular in the household, however, that no sausage ever
remained until the next year [39] (Fig. 8).

Commensality: sharing food and work
Horsemeat products and preparations have been shared
among the Mishär Tatars in the Volga region at least for
the past few centuries. In the diaspora communities horse-
meat is connected with sharing, too. In the villages, fam-
ilies joined together for slaughter and preparations, and
also for consumption. The Tatar community in Järvenpää,
Finland, slaughtered a horse and made sausages and other
horsemeat dishes jointly every year [39]. Everybody from
the small and close-knit group helped with the slaughter
and received a piece of the horse. Some families made
only few sausages and others made several, depending on
family size and knowledge of previous quantities con-
sumed. Several dozen sausages were made for the inter-
viewed N.’s family, which in addition to the parents and
children consisted also of grandparents [39].
In contrast to some other Turkic peoples, such as the

Kazak, Mishär Tatars do not separate women and men
when consuming horsemeat. Gender rules and gener-
ation roles among the Tatars exist, but can be overruled
according to the situation. Traditionally, after slaughter
the men usually took care of the skin, and the women

cleaned and cooked the different parts of the horse. The
meat was put on a covered kitchen table for preparing
the sausages. Especially grandmothers were eager helpers
and they would laugh and tell stories and jokes, making
the process of sausage preparation an engaging and en-
joyable event. When the children were old enough, they
participated in cutting the meat into strips and removing
ligaments. The young joined gradually in the adult activ-
ities as they became teenagers. Thus, every member of
the community received thorough training in different
aspects of horsemeat preparation and could transmit
their knowledge and their skills to the next generations.
After the 1960s, horsemeat was increasingly bought

from slaughterhouses and the tradition of home slaugh-
tering disappeared. In Helsinki, the capital of Finland,
the large community of Mishär Tatars most probably
had to buy horsemeat from butchers or from Tatars in
smaller towns, as there is no record of Tatar horse
slaughter in the city. Home slaughter would also be im-
possible due to the urban environment—most of the
Mishär Tatars lived in the city center—and stricter con-
trol. Today the Tatar community in Järvenpää some-
times still prepares horsemeat sausages together in the
mosque kitchen, but the meat is bought from a shop.
Less meat is used now, because dietary concepts and
habits have changed and modernized, and diaspora
Tatar cuisine has adapted to the availability of products
in Finnish shops. Sausages are still a part of the Mishär
tradition and evoke happy emotions and memories, but
meat consumption has diminished and vegetable use in-
creased in comparison with previous generations. The
Tatar menu in Finland has been highly influenced by
new ingredients, cooking methods and health consider-
ations, and traditional food is at present mostly confined
to celebrations and guests [39] (Fig. 9).

Discussion
Connecting through food
Until 1917, horsemeat was one of the main meat dishes
for Mishär Tatars in the Russian Empire. Migrating into
an urban context and into a diaspora situation, horse
meat continued to be an important ingredient for Mis-
här Tatars. From the 1920s, horseflesh was consumed in
the Soviet Union when there was a need, such as famine,
or for pleasure, celebrations, or festivities, and naturally,
when an opportunity to buy it appeared. In Finland,
Estonia, and Latvia, horsemeat was either bought from
butchers or horses were slaughtered by the Tatars them-
selves. At the beginning of the twentieth century, new
ingredients and ways of preparation, utensils, and health
recommendations have changed the now urbanized
Tatar diet. Restaurants and the introduction of ethnic
cuisines transform traditional Tatar cuisine, culinary
training courses, and cookbooks reinvent dishes, and

Fig. 8 Horse sausage making in an apartment kitchen, Helsinki,
Finland. The children participate actively from an early age in the
work, filling the intestines with meat and making sticks for the ends
of the sausages. The sticks are used to make holes in the sausages
to let out air and also to fix the ends, from which the sausages are
hung. The methods of sausage making among the Tatar diaspora in
Finland remains very much the same as in the ancestral villages in
the Volga region. Today, they have access to modern kitchen
equipment, however, which facilitates and speeds up the
preparation process. Photo Fazile Nasretdin 1986
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students developed their own fast food versions of trad-
itional dishes. In the eastern Baltic Sea region, con-
sciousness about health issues has become prominent.
Now, for instance, ready-made horseflesh products are a
festive delicacy, shared by the Tatars in Saint Petersburg
for celebrations [29, 30].
Mishär Tatar identity in the diaspora has for the past

century developed from a self-concept based on rural tra-
ditions and networks to an urban minority identity. In the
eastern Baltic Sea region, all Tatar communities are small,
comprising at most a few thousand people; in Saint Pe-
tersburg, the number of Tatars (including others than
Mishär) is estimated at around 30,000. Home slaughter of
horses does not occur anymore, mainly because horse-
meat is available in shops, but there are also more restric-
tions on slaughtering and dealing with meat products
today. As a consequence, the community event of prepar-
ing horseflesh products has almost disappeared.
Still, Tatars consider horsemeat and especially sausages

part of their tradition. Horsemeat products bring back
pleasant memories and a feeling of belonging. Peremech,
the fried or baked Tatar pastry usually prepared with
minced meat, has a similar emotional and connecting
effect. Just mentioning peremech can immediately create a
bond between Tatars who meet for the first time [45].

Mishär Tatars who consume horsemeat can also connect
and bond more easily than non-horsemeat-eaters with
other Tatars, Kazak, Kyrghyz, Uzbek, Kalmyk, Mongo-
lians, Siberian Turkic peoples, and others, who share the
tradition of eating horseflesh [11, 44] (Fig. 10).

Identity and sausages
Most diaspora Mishär Tatars say they eat horsemeat, be-
cause they like it and connect it to family and commu-
nity values, warmth, and happiness, being together and
having a good time. Horsemeat has been a part of the
diet, celebrations, and family and community activities
since their childhood. They do not need to question if it
is right or wrong to eat horseflesh, like the majority soci-
ety does, because they have always consumed it. Positive
attitudes and emotions toward eating horseflesh, origin-
ating in early memories and experiences of socializing
within a close-knit community, contribute to their per-
sonal food choices [28, 43].
Another aspect is the usual respect for traditions and

elders. Horsemeat is part of the Mishär Tatar tradition.
What is its significance for the diaspora Tatar identity in
the eastern Baltic Sea region, and does it contribute to
conserve or create a specific Mishär Tatar identity?
More than a century ago, horseflesh was the main meat
dish for the ancestors. The generation who migrated
from the village still slaughtered and prepared their own
horsemeat products, but today food production has be-
come industrialized and ready-made products such as

Fig. 9 Fresh horse sausages drying in the attic, Petrjaksy village,
Nizhny Novgorod region. In the wooden village houses, the attic is
used for drying the sausages and storing food. In the Volga region,
the climate is very cold and dry in the winter, cool in the spring,
and hot in the summer. The attic keeps cool until May–June, which
makes spring a suitable period for preparing the sausages. In the
diaspora and especially in city houses in Saint Petersburg or Finland,
Estonia, and Latvia, storing the sausages is more complicated. Saint
Petersburg and Helsinki, for instance, are both located by the sea,
and humidity levels can be high. Photo Elvira Umarova 2020

Fig. 10 Preparing peremech, the traditional Tatar pastry, is besides
horsemeat sausages a joint activity, which brings Mishär Tatars
together. Learning to fold the edge in the right way is a skill
children acquire from an early age. Usually, peremech is prepared in
big quantities by many people together for celebrations or guests.
When Tatars meet, the talk often turns to food and eventually to
peremech. Even just talking about the pastries awakens positive
memories and feelings and brings Tatars closer to each other.
Peremech pastries are consumed with sour cream or fat yoghurt,
pickled cucumbers, or other pickled vegetables, but every family has
their own preferences for the serving. Leftovers can be frozen, in the
rare case there are any. Photo Fazile Nasretdin 1995
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kazy (horsemeat sausages) are available in ordinary or
specialized shops, depending on the country and local
market [46].
Horseflesh could fairly easily be consumed on a daily

basis now, but it has become a dish for celebrations, rarely
eaten, and special for the Tatars. The reason is probably
that diets and cooking have changed, and more vegetables
and other meats are available today. Still, horsemeat is one
of the important aspects Mishär Tatars consider part of
their cultural heritage. A celebration would not be
complete without horse meat. Eating horsemeat brings
the group, family, and community closer together and
supports the (re-)creation and strengthening of a common
identity, which is based on joint traditions, food habits,
and cultural heritage, also when language or other identity
markers are lacking [43] (Fig. 11).

Non-adaptation to majority society
The debate in Finland after the international 2013 horse-
meat scandal was polarized between the topics safe/un-
safe, ethical/unethical, sacred/profane, and human-like/
animal-like [47]. The social change is apparent: in agri-
cultural Finland more than a century ago, horses were
considered “real” horses; they were kept for practical
and financial reasons. Today horses are companion
animals [37]. The considerations, which shook Finnish
society, have little or no significance for the Mishär
Tatars. Eating horsemeat is a tradition and practiced,

although not very openly declared, in the face of preju-
dices and negative reactions from the surrounding soci-
ety. Several Tatars have close connections with horses,
riding, breeding, or trading, but this does not stop them
from consuming horseflesh products. In this aspect, they
share the attitudes of other Central Asian and Siberian
peoples, who see horses both as workers, companions,
and food [23, 44].
Commensality, eating at the same table, or in this case

eating food that is frowned upon or creating disgust
among the majority, is an important trait in Mishär Tatar
social activity. Eating together creates a feeling of stability
and continuity, and the supposition that we become more
similar to those with whom we join in the feast [23]. On
the other hand, the Mishär Tatar form of commensality
excludes the non-horse-eating majority. This creates a
space, where Tatars can enjoy their own culture, language,
and a friendly and understanding company. Nobody is re-
quired to explain who they are or why they eat horsemeat
or other “strange” things, which create reactions among
the majority. A free zone and a specific cultural dimension
is created, where Mishär Tatars do not need to emphasize
that they are well integrated, and behave like Finns, Rus-
sians, Estonians, or Latvians, but they can behave and be
accepted like the Tatars they are [43].

Conclusion
Horsemeat consumption among Mishär Tatars is a trad-
ition with strong emotional values and a highly social
function. This hippophagy brings together persons, who
carry similar attitudes to sharing, togetherness, and tradi-
tions. In the eastern Baltic Sea region, horseflesh has be-
come a rare ingredient in the Tatar diaspora cuisine today.
Cooking has changed under the influence of a broader
product availability and new food habits. A hundred years
ago, Tatar self-concepts, identities, and contacts were
based on large families and village networks, but they have
changed into urban identities and core families. Sixty years
ago a community would still join in when slaughtering a
horse, but now industrially prepared horse sausages create
bonds and contribute to the concept and conservation of
a specific Tatar identity in a minority situation. Horsemeat
eating is seen as one of the characteristics of the Mishär
Tatar cultural heritage, and it continues despite being
frowned upon in the majority societies.
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