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HHgroK: tom turkey

I know it’s hard to imagine, but there was a time, children, not so far in the past when you
could not buy a turkey in Russia for love or money. Turkeys were not raised on big farms or in
villagers’ backyards. You could buy kypuna (chicken); yTka (duck); rycs (goose); pazaHb
(pheasant); Kopuui (Cornish hens); TeTepeB (grouse); rimyxapsb (wood grouse); psiounk
(hazel grouse); kypomnaTka (partridge) and nepenénka (quail), but no turkeys. For decades
Thanksgiving in my Moscow apartment was a chicken dinner.

This local lack of experience with turkeys, I have decided, explains why Russian notions of
turkey characteristics are so off the mark. Although U.S. Northwoods hunters have told me
that wild turkeys are clever, fast, and nearly impossible to bag, anyone who has ever met
domesticated turkeys understands why we call stupid people or stage and screen flops
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“turkeys.” How dumb are turkeys? The owner of a turkey farm once told me that they have to
keep them inside if it looks like rain because if they are outside, they throw their heads back,
open their beaks and drown. Poor creatures! The breeders should be punished!

But in Russian, nHok (tom turkey) is a proud, self-important, rather vain flashy dresser.
There is, I suppose, something silly or a bit contemptible about this turkey, but he isn’t
stupid. And neither are men who are called nxgtoru.

By the way, these characteristics aren’t associated with uxmiomnika (turkey hen) or human
women because hens are small, blandly colored, with no fancy tail feathers, and they don’t
strut around going gobble-gobble-gobble.

All of this makes translation a bit tricky, since calling someone a turkey in English is not at all
the same as calling someone uH7IOK in Russian. Sometimes turkey fits, but in other cases you
might need to substitute a peacock.

For example, here, in translating what Nikita Khrushchev once said to poet Andrei
Voznesensky in the Kremlin, a turkey wouldn’t make sense: Ha3biBaeTcs, npunuiu B Kpemiib.
Kak BaM He coBeCTHO? KaK MH/IIOKU OJJeThI... B KpacHbIe pyoaiku (So this is what you call
coming to the Kremlin? You ought to be ashamed of yourselves! You’re dressed like peacocks...
in red shirts!) Or here: Kakoit camoBmio61éHHbBIN NHAIOK! (What a narcissistic peacock!)

Toms are said to “puff up” in Russian, all the better to strut around: Ouu 6ygyT Tenepb
XOJIUTD C B&YKHBIMU PO’KaMM, KaK HalyThle MHAIOKU, U JTeJIaTh BUJT, YTO PYKOBOASIT
niporieccom (Now they’re going to strut around looking all important, like a bunch of puffed-
up peacocks, pretending that they are in charge).

Bears, however, are generally less of a translation problem. In both languages a bear has
associations of being large, strong, perhaps crude. In English a big bear of a man is like a
Russian big bear of a man: YTo-To B HéM MefiBe>Kbe: TSI>KEN, I0JTHOBAT, B MACCUBHBIX OUKAX
(There was something bear-like about him: he was heavy-set, a bit fat, wearing massive
glasses). But the Russian bear — and hence a bear-like man — is also a bit clumsy. Russians
know what we Americans are less likely to know: they call them rocomanbie — what we call
pigeon-toed! — because they’ve seen bears walk, and they do turn their enormous paws in as
they lumber along. Or blather along: [TokTaguuK OBUT IOX03K HAa MeBe/Isl; HEYKITFO>KUM U
KY/IJTAThIN, OH ThIKaJI YKa3KOW B KapTUHKY Ha 3KpaHe (The speaker was like a bear: clumsy
and shaggy, jabbing his pointer at the image on the screen).

Today there is a new meaning of megBens — a member of the United Russia party, which has
a bear as its symbol. This might explain some otherwise bizarre statements: C megBegsimu
MBI JKa>KJanu BcTpeTuThes: (We were dying to meet with some “bears,” that is, UR party
members).

There are a few Russian bear-y expressions that are good to know. MenBe[jp HaCTyIII Ha YXO
(literally, a bear stepped on someone’s ear) means that someone has no ear for music. Well,
duh, if a bear stomped on your ear, right? OHa 1ryTua, 4To eé 6paTy HaCTYITWI MeBeb Ha
yXo0 1 3T0 nporpeccupyert ¢ rogamu (She joked that her brother had no ear for music and it
had only gotten worse with age).



And then there is megBeskuti yroi (literally, a bear’s corner), which is a distant, out-of-the-
way place, the back of beyond, the middle of nowhere. BbITh MO>KeT, moe3HbIE NICKOTIaeMble
OymyT HalileHbl B MeABEKbUX yIiTax COMPU, OJHAKO PaboThI Tam IOKa He BexgyTcs (It’s
possible that natural resources will be found in the back woods of Siberia, but work hasn’t
been done there yet).

There is also MegBe>Rbs1 yemyra, which is help that is more of a hindrance. Takoe uyBcTBO,
YTO Balll¥ XBaJIUTENIU Y NOKJIOHHVKY OKa3bIBalOT BaM MeJIBeKbI0 YCIYTY, B HaualbCTBO
pasgpaskaetcs (I get the impression that your fans are doing you a disservice with their praise
— on the top floor they’re getting annoyed).

And then there is the expression genuTs mKypy HeyouToro mensens (literally, to divide up
the pelt of a bear before you kill it), which in English is conveyed in a homier and less woodsy
way. This sometimes comes up in salary negotiations: B ITocnyiiraii, MHe XOTeI0Ch ObI
TBEP0 3HATh, CKOJIBKO §I II0JTy4YY 3a CBOIO paboTy. B He 3Hato. He byeM AeTUTH MIKYPY
HeyoOuToro meaBens (“Listen, I want to know exactly how much I’ll get for my work.” “I
don’t know. Let’s not count our chickens before they’re hatched.”) The proper response:
Crtacu6o o cBupganus (thank you good-bye).

And then because Bor io6ut Tpowuity (literally, God loves a Trinity, but in conversational
speech: good things come in threes), let’s include our friend the billy goat: ko3én. When used
to describe a person, it can be someone who looks or sounds like a goat. For example, this is
not the kind of review about your performance you want to read in the local paper: On noét
Ko3n1uHBIM TeHOpoM (The tenor sounds like a goat). But in general, ko3én is one of those all-
purpose insults whose meaning probably depends on the speaker: imbecile, jerk, moron,
bastard, creep... Take your pick. Ha3HaueH HOBBIM IUPEKTOD, U OH K03€7 (They appointed a
new director, and he’s a moron).

How bad are ko3mu? Well, if you want to mess up someone’s business, make sure one is made
the boss. Or arrange a bit of village sabotage: nycTuTb Ko371a B oropog, (literally, let the goat
loose in the garden), which is a way of letting someone in to do damage: IIpeziaranoch
JTUKBUANPOBATH ['OCyIapCTBEHHBIM KOMUTET I10 JIECHOMY X03SVCTBY U I1IepeflaTh ero
(pyHKRIMY MUHUCTEPCTBY JIECHOW IPOMBINIIEHHOCTH, TO €CTh IYCTUTH KO3JIa B OTOPOJ
(They suggested eliminating the State Committee for Forestry and putting it under the
Ministry of Forest Industry, that is, put the fox in charge of guarding the henhouse).

If someone is hopeless, you can use another barnyard expression: Kak 0T Ko3/1a M0JIOKa
(literally, like milking a billy goat): OT Hero TonKy, Kak oT Ko371a MojioKa (He’s good for
nothing).

You don’t want to be any of these kinds of goats, and you especially don’t want to be Ko3én
oTnymieHus (a scapegoat). This phrase is from the Bible, but now a part of everyday speech,
alas: OceHbI0, €CJTM 3KOHOMUUECKAsl CUTyalus OyeT Heb6IaronprusiTHOM, MOSKeT
moHaobuThest Ko3én ornyieHus (In the fall, if the economic situation is unfavorable, they
might need a scapegoat).

I’d much rather be a vain tom turkey any day.

Except on Thanksgiving, that is.
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