I engaged with two families who live in Collins, Ohio near me. Both are migrants from the Russian Republics of Mordovia, Chuvashia, and Mari El. These families know each other and migrated to the US together. The ethnically Erzyan family agreed to being named, while the Mari family wanted some privacy. The interviews are split into two separate interviews. I will narrate and quote what was told during this interview. First the Erzyan family, The Keryanovs. Then the Mari family translated by their son. Finally, my friend Timur Zaporozhian who is Chuvash Ukrainian came with his father to the US with them.  
The Keryanovs 
Where did you live at in Mordovia? What did you do there? 
Mr. Keryanov was born in the village of Zharenku, and his wife was born in the village of Chukaly in 1978. They would live in Chukaly for much of their lives and raise two daughters there. Chukaly is in the Ardatovsky District and is the spiritual center for the Erzan Paznen Oznomate religion. This is the native religion to the Erzyans in this region and is a modern revival of the ancient Neopagan religion. Every three years since 1999 there is a celebration called Ras’ken’ Ozks. It is a state and national folklore day in Mordovia, translating to Day of Prayer. Each celebration, a council of elders selects a chief or king of the Erzyan people and leader of the faith. This person is called the Inyazor of the Erzyans. The Inyazor leads the people and upholds the name of one of their ancient kings. Mr. Keryanov went to Saransk University where he learned veterinary medicine and gave back to the village’s agriculture. He studied English while there, with plans to move abroad to do veterinary work. His wife primarily stayed home and did a lot of work teaching the children in the village Erzyan and basic skills since there was a lack of available funded schools. They had twin daughters in 1997. They bought a truck with all of their savings so they could take the daughters to Atyashevo for school.  
How did you join the Erzyan Native Faith? 
Mr. Keryanov: “Many in Russia grew up atheist due to state rules, when Gorbachev took over, religious movements sprung up everywhere. We began to take part when Chukaly became the center for all religious activities. We Erzyans, unlike the Moksha, have united and organized better.” 
They had attended the first Ras’ken’ Ozks and it was a big deal to the entire community. 
“We Erzyans didn’t even know we had our own flag and the entire ceremony was conducted in our language. Never has that happened before and it was magical. Many cried upon seeing our beautiful white, red, black flag. It was our flag, not Russia’s. The Mordovian government then sponsored and made our religion and sacred part of Mordovia. It angered the Christians, but it didn’t matter.”  
Mr. Keryanov began a rant about how all people in Mordovia are classified as Mordvin, despite the fact no such people exist. The classification is wrong and a racial profiling word Russia used on the people. Mordovia has two major groups known as the Moksha and Erzyans. They are both Finno-Ugric, however they cannot understand one another in their own languages. Then there are the Shoksha who are a different tribe and many Tatar communities. The name Mordvin is in his opinion racist and derogatory. 
What was Russia like to you? 
“Russia was never a country that represented us. It didn’t matter what happened outside of Russia, our republic was self-sufficient.” 
His wife didn’t even know the Soviet Union collapsed until her husband went to college. It was a rumor in the region. 
They found it annoying needing to use Russian for everything over their native language. Slowly children were no longer able to speak Eryzan and Moksha. So the Erzyan and Moksha independence groups began to work together alongside the Mordovian government to increase the percentage of native speaking children. This was successful until the invasion of Ukraine.  
Why did you leave Russia? 
“Putin was trying to take over our organization and religion. Erzyan was banned from our celebrations that year and the Inyazor fled into hiding. Our friends, (Mari family) had come down to live with us the year prior. Life in Mari El had become unlivable with police searches and discrimination against Mari Pagans.” 
They met because the pagan organization were working together with Mari Ushem, Udmurt Vos, and Vattisen Yali. These local pagan religious communities and movements had ties to political parties seeking greater independence and freedom from Russian control. In Mordovia and Chuvashia, it was safer and easier to practice with both republics recognizing the religions. Because the Mari Family had political ties and a young son who would be eligible for draft in a few years, they were frightened. 
The Inyazor has fled alongside many other Mari Ushem members who had gone underground in response to the war and Putin’s violent crackdown on the Native Peoples. The churches began to engage in behavior where members would vandalize temples and sacred sites; mostly burning ancient trees. The pagan groups had a secret meeting about what to do going forward. At the meeting, the Keryanovs and Mari family discussed leaving. Many elderly were fearful about leaving. They would be joined by a father and son Chuvash-Ukrainian family Kyrylo Zaporozhian and Timur Zaporozhian seeking to flee the draft.  
Why did you choose the US? 
Europe closed its borders to many Russians. So they felt as though they couldn’t be safe in Europe. Mr. Keryanov said many fled to Serbia, but because Serbia had a pro-Russia stance, they thought it would risk deportation. They traveled to Georgia and decided he could speak enough English to go to America. This was because they were advised it by the Zaporozhian family. 
“The United States was always a place of opportunity so we went to it through Turkey.” 
They left out of Istanbul Airport, flew to Ecuador, crossed Panama, and went through multiple Central American Countries to finally reach the US border. They were able to get approval for asylum status. Mr. Keryanov said that his friend, the head of the Mari family offered valuable intelligence information about Mari El. This improved their odds.  
Has life in the US been easy? Do you miss Russia? 
“I miss Mordovia, not Russia,” Mr. Keryanov said. “Life in the US is more expensive than Russia, but it pays better.” 
Unfortunately, Mr. Keryanov has not been able to return to veterinary practices, instead working a job in construction and his wife at a local library. Both their daughters, however, went to university in Minnesota. His wife has struggled with learning English and cannot perfectly speak it yet. She hopes to learn it and begin offering lessons in both Russian and Erzyan in Milan, Ohio. Mr. Keryanov hopes to return to Animal Science work, maybe not as a vet, but for the time being he must provide for his family. 
They engage in their own pagan practices alongside the Mari family. They frequently have gatherings and feasts with the Zaporozhians when possible. When I pressed if he would return to Russia he stated that for the time being he is here in the US and plans to stay here. When asking his wife, she expressed missing her brother and sister. They stayed behind. Her sister became very loyal to Putin and her brother didn’t have any children and thought it would be better if he stayed.  
This concludes my interview with the Keryanovs.  
The Mari Family 
Where did you live at? What did you do there and what was life like there? 
Both the parents and their families grew up and lived in Velikopol’e, a village on the outside of Mari El’s capital city Yoshkar-Ola, for generations. They were childhood lovers who’s families practice Cimarii Jula, the native pagan religion of Mari El. They recalled meeting one another in the woods during a celebration one night and falling in love. Both were on the more affluent side and had some wealth. Their parents sent them to school in Yoshkar-Ola and later both would attend university there. Mr. Mari would become a professor in Mari history, culture, and language at the university. His mother, recently widowed, would become an elder in Cimarii Jula and lead many local traditions. Mr. Mari would join the Mari Ushem organization when it was re-established in 1989. 
Upon the fall of the Soviet Union, the Mari pushed to become the dominant group in Mari El politics. Mari Ushem would begin pushing their language in schools and celebrating their religion by having open public ceremonies for the first time in centuries. Later, his wife would lose her brother in the Chechen wars. According to them, however, they didn’t believe the Chechens deserved to be attacked and thought their independence should be recognized. At the time however they felt that Islam was a problem. Today they do not feel this way anymore stating that to them, Chechnya and the Muslims just wanted independence the same way we would later want it. In Russia, many republics were free to do whatever they wanted, but Chechnya wasn’t. 
Mari El was finally free to have an election and Mari Ushem put forth one of its candidates who lost in a rigged election to a Pro-Putin Russian puppet from Moscow, Leonid Markelov, in 2001. Mari Ushem was busy planning out how to host the World Congress of Finno-Ugric Peoples, which would be hijacked by the Russian government as a propaganda piece to the Finno-Ugric nations and people in 2005. Leonid would kick off an Anti-Mari campaign and began to rename cities and villages, embezzle money, ban the language, and allied himself with local orthodoxy groups to attack Mari people. He abused police and sent them to the Mari Ushem meetings. Mari Ushem was forced underground until 2017 when Leonid stepped down and got arrested by Putin. Mari Ushem stepped back out into the public, but it was soon silenced in 2019 when a fellow Neopagan from Udmurtia who was contributing to their culture in the Republic of Udmurtia set himself on fire. Mr. Mari knew the man and encountered him at a few gatherings. 
After his protests, the Putin government, police, and the Orthodox Church began to harass and attack all pagans across the Ural Republics especially in Udmurtia and Mari El. Finally one of Mr. Mari’s students was jailed in 2022 for displaying the Mari Ushem flag. With that, they left Mari El and their family homes and move in with the Keryanovs.  
Why did you leave Russia? 
When the invasion of Ukraine occurred, they were frightened because they had a son who was draft eligible, so in an underground meeting between pagans in a place he would not tell me, they discussed leaving Russia for a country more open to Pagans. The Keryanovs, Maris, and the Zaporozhias would leave Russia for the US. Together they would buy a small home which they have built alongside their friends in my community. The United States feels safer to them, but Russian agents still frighten them with the killings that occurred to activists outside of Russia in Spain. They left Russia because they couldn’t deal with the oppression anymore.  
What did Russia mean to you? 
Russia was their home. It always was a country that celebrated ethnic diversity. But when Leonid came to power, that reality was shattered for them. Russians from the major cities would go on tours in Mari El to examine how “backward” the people were. The police were brutal, more than they were when Maris practiced in secret under the Soviet Union. They miss Russia and they may return someday.  
The Maris didn’t answer many more questions about their current lives. They agreed to the interview but due to connections to the political organization, they are still fearful of the Russian government finding out more about them. This concludes their interview. 
Timur Zaporozhian 
I engaged in a brief phone interview with my friend Timur Zaporozhian. He was born in 2007 and is close to my age. He recently graduated high school and is now a student at Michigan State University. (Not that state up North university, they hate them too). 
Timur’s father was descended from Ukrainians deported from Ukraine after World War II during Operation West. They were stripped of citizen rights and their property. They were from the area of Zaporizhia Oblast. Because of this history, Kyrylo, Timur’s father, never liked Russia. He frequently wanted to move back to Ukraine, until he married a Chuvash woman and they had Timur. His mother was named Anya Cobanev and she grew up in Cheboksary, the capital of the republic. She was a part of Tengrism and Shamanism, her father being an old Chuvash shaman and sheep herder. Kyrylo would convert to Vattisen Yaly. She unfortunately has passed away from a car accident in 2015. Kyrylo would engage in protests against Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and was frequently detained in jail for his involvement. They couldn’t leave for Ukraine like they had wanted. Kyrylo would go on to begin working with the Russian Community in the United States and learn English from them with plans to migrate. At a convention of Pagan and Native Peoples in Chuvashia, they met the Maris and Keryanovs. You can guess the story from there. 
Timur attended school in Chuvashia and expressed how miserable it was. He said Russian schools were oppressive and the food was terrible. To him US schools are better, so I guess I was spoiled.  
Timur is fluent in English, some Chuvash, Russian, and knows some Ukrainian. He is pursuing a degree in Cultural History.  
I asked him if he missed Russia to which he said: “Russia rejected me and my father’s existence. Home is where the family and the sacred objects are. So we brought a seed to plant of our sacred ancestral tree and a branch from it. My mom’s ashes are with us. Most of my immediate family was dead and it was just me and my dad, and that’s what it’s like in the US. I am thankful to be a citizen of the US and to spread our culture and family background here. Tell your teacher that I hope her experiences in this country have been just as great as mine.” 
His father works at the Ford Motor Company in Cleveland where my dad works. Timur is currently off at college but was very eager to talk about his experiences with me on the phone. Russia to him now is a blur that he doesn’t remember much of.  
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