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“. . . the collapse of Russian rule in Central Asia has tossed the

area back into a melting pot of History.

Almost anything could happen there now, and only a brave

or foolish man would predict its future.”

Peter Hopkirk

The Great Game. On Secret Service in High Asia, 2006
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Names

Central Asian names, both personal and place names, are often confusing for western readers. Not only do they sound unfamiliar to us, but many of them have reached our own language via Russian, which was the dominant language of the Soviet Union. The names and spellings have thus been further complicated by Russian transcription rules. Another issue is that, since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, many places have been given new names, for example, Krasnovodsk in Turkmenistan is now called Turkmenbashi, and the capital of Kyrgyzstan, Bishkek, was formally known as Frunze.

With very few exceptions, I have used the new place names in this book. One exception is Semipalatinsk in Kazakhstan, which is now called Semey. I have written about historical events that took place here when the town was called Semipalatinsk, so I have chosen to use the Russian name.


List of Illustrations

TURKMENISTAN

1.Rush hour in Ashgabat. “Long Live Neutral Turkmenistan!” is the message to all motorists.

2.Ruhnama, “The Book of the Soul”, still has pride of place in central Ashgabat, but no longer opens up in the evening.

3.The Turkmen Horse Beauty Contest. The audience holds its breath.

4.The president prepares for the special horse owners’ race. So far, so good.

5.It is no longer known why this fort outside Merv’s city walls is called Kyz Kala, the Maiden’s Castle.

KAZAKHSTAN

6.The Bayterek Tower in the futuristic centre of Astana.

7.Traditional Kazakh wrestling. On horseback, of course.

8.Point Zero. The Soviet Union carried out 456 nuclear tests at Polygon.

TAJIKISTAN

9.Dushanbe: the world’s tallest flagpole (the presidential palace to the left is included to give a sense of scale).

10.Nisor on her way up the last slope to her new home in the Yagnob Valley. She has never been alone with Mirzo, her groom, before.

11.By the Kyrgyz border. The journey’s highest point.

KYRGYZSTAN

12.Talgarbek, “The Eagle Man”, and Tumara, his prize-winning golden eagle.

13.Rot-Front: When the Soviet Union dissolved, the majority of Germans moved, but the sign still stands.

UZBEKISTAN

14.The old town in Khiva is one enormous outdoor museum.

15.The fishing boats at Mojnak are moored up for good.

16.Samarkand: final destination.


The Door to Hell

I am lost. The flames in the crater have erased the stars and then drained all the shadows of light. The fiery tongues hiss and spit; there are thousands of them. Some are as big as a horse, others no bigger than raindrops. A gentle heat strokes my cheeks; there is a sweet, sickly odour. Stones loosen from the edge and tumble into the flames without a sound. I step back onto firmer ground. The desert night is cold, without fragrance.

The burning crater was created by accident in 1971. Soviet geologists believed that the area was rich in gas and so started to bore-test. And they did indeed find gas, a vast reservoir. Plans were immediately drawn up for large-scale extraction. But then one day the ground opened under the rig, like a great grin, some sixty metres long and twenty metres deep. Foul-smelling methane gas poured out from the crater. All drilling was put on hold, the engineers and geologists packed their bags and struck camp. In order to reduce any risk to the local population, who, several kilometres away, had to hold their noses because of the nauseating smell of methane, it was decided that the gas should be burned off. The geologists estimated that this would take a matter of days or weeks.

Eleven thousand and six hundred days later, more than three decades, in other words, the crater is still burning furiously. The locals used to call it the “Door to Hell”. But there are no locals anymore. The village was evacuated by Turkmenistan’s first president, who did not want tourists visiting the crater to see the miserable conditions there, so all 350 inhabitants were moved elsewhere.

The first president is no longer there, either. He died two years after the village was cleared. His successor, the dentist, has decided that the crater should be filled in, but, as yet, no-one has lifted a single spade to fill in the Door to Hell, and the methane gas is still escaping from its apparently inexhaustible underground reserve through thousands of tiny holes.

I am swallowed by the dark. All I see are dancing flames and billowing, transparent gas that lies like a lid over the crater. I have no idea where I am. Gradually I start to pick out stones, ridges, stars. Tyre tracks! I follow the tracks for a hundred metres, two hundred metres, three hundred metres; gingerly I feel my way forwards.

From a distance the gas crater is almost beautiful: thousands of flames that melt together to become an oblong, orange fire. I walk slowly on, following the tracks, and stumble across another set of tyre tracks, and then some more, which criss-cross each other: fresh, deep and damp tracks, and dry, worn, dusty ones. There is little help to be had from the stars which now fill the heavens like fireflies. I am no Marco Polo, I am a twenty-first century traveller and can only navigate using the G.P.S. on my mobile. But my iPhone lies dead in the pocket of my trousers, so is no help at all. And even if I did have a full battery and reception, I would still be utterly lost. There are no street names in the desert, no point by which to orient oneself.

Two beams of light cut through the night. A vehicle comes hurtling towards me; the noise of the engine is almost brutal. Inside the dark windows I catch a glimpse of peaked caps, uniforms. Have they spotted me? In a wave of paranoia, I think that they are after me. I entered the country, one of the most closed in the world, on false pretences. Even though I have weighed my words and not told anyone why I am here, they must have long ago guessed. No student would come here on a guided tour, alone. A gentle push and I could disappear for ever through the Door to Hell, engulfed and burned to a cinder.

The headlights blind me, and then they are gone, as fast as they came.

I do the only sensible thing. I choose the highest ridge that I can see and scramble to the top in the grey darkness. From up here, the Door to Hell looks like a glowing mouth. The desert stretches away from the crater in all directions, like a melancholy patchwork cover. For a brief moment it feels as if I am the only person on the planet. An oddly uplifting thought.

Then I spot a bonfire, our little bonfire, and head straight towards it.


Turkmenistan
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The Underground People

Gate 504. It had to be wrong. All the other gates were 200-and-something: 206. 211. 242. Was I in the wrong terminal? Or worse – the wrong airport?

East meets West at Atatürk Airport in Istanbul. The travellers are a glorious gallimaufry of pilgrims on their way to Mecca, sunburned Swedes with bags full of duty-free Absolut Vodka, businessmen in mass-produced suits, white-clad sheiks with black-clad wives weighed down by exclusive European designer bags. No airline in the world flies to as many countries as Turkish Airlines and, as a rule, anyone going to a lesser known capital with an unfamiliar name can expect to change planes here. Turkish Airlines flies to Chisinau, Djibouti, Ouagadougou and Usinsk. And to Ashgabat, which was my destination.

Eventually I spotted the elusive number at the end of a long corridor. 504. As I made my way towards the gate, which seemed to move further away the closer I got, the crowds of people thinned. Until finally I was alone, at the furthest end of the terminal, in an out-of-the-way corner of Atatürk Airport to which only a handful have been. The corridor ended in a wide staircase. I descended into a world of colourful headscarves, brown sheepskin hats, sandals and kaftans. I was the one who stood out in my waterproof jacket and trainers.

A dark-haired man with narrow eyes hurried towards me. In his hands he had a package the size of a cushion, meticulously sealed with brown tape. Could I possibly carry it for him? I pretended not to understand Russian. “Sorry, sorry,” I mumbled, moving quickly on. What kind of a man could not carry his own luggage? A couple of middle-aged women in long, purple cotton dresses with large matching scarves wrapped round their heads came to his defence: was it so much to ask? Could I not just help him? I shook my head, Sorry, sorry. There was no way I was going to help a Turkmen man, a complete stranger to me, with his suspect package. All my alarm bells were ringing.

I had gone no more than five or six metres when I was stopped again. A willowy young woman in her twenties in a long red dress took me by the arm. Could I please help her with her luggage? Just a little?

“Nyet!” I said, forcefully, and pulled myself free.

Once I was in the actual waiting area, I understood: almost every one of the passengers had far too much hand luggage, and the airline staff guarded the entrance to the gate armed with bathroom scales and fierce faces. But as soon as the passengers were through they pulled off even more packages that they had taped to their bodies.

There was apparently no limit to what these women had managed to hide under their long dresses. Laughing, they unburdened themselves, without seeming to care that the flight attendants could see them. They were through now.

However, the main mystery remained unsolved: why on earth did they all have so much hand luggage? One of the flight attendants behind the counter must have noticed my puzzled expression, as she gave me a knowing nod and indicated that I should come closer.

“They’re business women,” she explained. “They come to Istanbul at least once a month to buy things which they then sell at a profit at the market in Ashgabat. Nearly everything that is sold in Turkmenistan is made in Turkey.”

“Why don’t they pack it all in suitcases?” I said. “Are they scared their luggage will get lost on the way?”

The attendant laughed.

“They’ve got suitcases as well, believe me!”

Boarding was a lengthy process. Passengers with excess hand luggage, and that was most of them, had to seal their cheap plastic bags with tape and put them in the hold along with the normal luggage. Inside the plane there was chaos. The women sat down on whatever seat they fancied, to loud protests from the white-bearded men in kaftans. Every time a passenger complained, twenty others, men and women, would join the discussion.

“Please call for the cabin crew if there is any disagreement regarding seat reservations,” one of the flight attendants instructed over the P.A., but no-one bothered to call them. Squeezed as I was between kaftans and cotton dresses, I had no choice but to follow the interrupted flow down the aisle. A flight attendant pressed her way through the sea of bodies, rolling her eyes.

There was already a middle-aged matriarch in a purple dress sitting in seat 17F, my seat.

“There must have been a mistake,” I said in Russian. “This is my seat.”

“You wouldn’t want to split up three sisters, would you?” the woman replied, nodding at the two matrons in the seats beside her. They were more or less identical to her. All three sat there glaring at me.

I got out my boarding card, pointed at the number and then at the seat.

“This is my seat,” I said again.

“You wouldn’t want to split up three sisters, would you?” the matriarch repeated.

“Where am I going to sit then? This is my seat.”

“You could sit there.” She pointed to an empty seat in front of us. When I opened my mouth to protest again, she gave me a look that said: You wouldn’t want to split up three sisters, would you?

“It’s not a window seat,” I muttered, but obediently sat down in the seat she had pointed to. It was true, I did not want to separate three sisters. But more than that, I did not want to sit for four hours, alone, beside two of them. When the rightful occupant of the seat I had been assigned to showed up, I passed him on to the three sisters behind me. The man immediately abandoned any attempt to negotiate and carried on to see if he could find another seat further back. When the plane started to taxi down the runway, there were still four hapless men wandering up and down the aisle, looking for a seat.

Normally I fall asleep as soon as the wheels leave the tarmac, but on this flight I did not even manage to close my eyes. The man sitting next to me smelled like an old brewery and was constantly smacking his lips in his sleep. And the tall woman by the window tapped impatiently on the T.V. screen in front of her. She could not find anything that interested her, but she refused to give up and kept pressing with increased frustration.

To pass the time, I leafed through the neat little Turkmen dictionary I had taken with me. For the other four countries I was going to visit, there were extensive Teach Yourself language courses, complete with text books, work books and D.V.D.s, and in a moment of optimism I had bought them all. But this modest pamphlet that was half dictionary, half survival guide, was all I had found for Turkmenistan. The second part included useful phrases, such as Are you married? No, I’m a widow(er). I don’t understand, please speak more slowly. The author gradually introduced situations and problems that might arise when travelling in the country: The flight is delayed by how many hours? Does the lift work? Please slow down! The section on hotels gave grounds for concern: The toilet is blocked. The water is turned off. There is a power cut. The gas has been turned off. It is not possible to open/close the window. The air conditioning is not working. From such general, but often not especially dangerous problems, the author then moved on to cover a number of more alarming situations that one might encounter, from Stop thief! and Call an ambulance! to more critical phrases: I did not do it! and I did not know it was wrong! And finally a short but vital chapter on the theme of checkpoints. I taught myself Don’t shoot! and Where is the nearest international border? Then put the book away.

The woman in the window seat had given up trying to find anything to watch on the screen and was now snoring, her mouth wide open. So there I sat, and looked out at the red-streaked evening sky. Over the next eight months, I would visit five of the newest countries in the world: Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. When the Soviet Union was dissolved in 1991, these countries became independent states for the first time in their history. And we have heard very little from them since. Even though they cover an area of four million square kilometres and have a combined population of more than 65 million people, most of us know next to nothing about the region. It is something of a paradox that the person who has done most to make it “known” in the West is British comedian Sacha Baron Cohen. His film “Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan” was a huge hit in Europe and the U.S.A. Cohen decided that Borat should come from Kazakhstan for the very reason that virtually no-one had even heard of the country. Thus he would have complete artistic freedom. The parts of the film that are supposed to be set in Borat’s village in Kazakhstan were not filmed in Kazakhstan at all, but in Romania. “Borat” was the first non-pornographic film to be banned in Russia, following the dissolution of the U.S.S.R. The authorities in Kazakhstan threatened to sue the film company, but realised in the end that this would only further damage the country’s reputation. The fact that a ridiculous film has become our most important reference point speaks volumes about our ignorance of the region: Kazakhstan is the ninth largest country in the world, and yet for many years after the premiere of the film, it was simply called “Borat’s home country”, even by some serious news media.

As a rule, the post-Soviet states in Central Asia are lumped together whenever they are mentioned, as Turkistan, as the region was known in the 1800s, or simply the Stans, or the comedy-inspired Farawayistan. The suffix “stan” comes from Persian and means “place” or “land”. Turkmenistan therefore means “land of the Turkmen people”. Despite this common suffix, the five Stans are remarkably dissimilar: Turkmenistan is more than eighty per cent desert, whereas more than ninety per cent of Tajikistan is mountains. Kazakhstan has become so wealthy – thanks to oil, gas and minerals – that it recently put in a bid to host the Winter Olympics. Turkmenistan, too, has vast oil and gas reserves, whereas Tajikistan is poor as a church mouse. In many towns and villages in Tajikistan, inhabitants have electricity for only a few hours each day in winter. The regimes in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan are so authoritarian and corrupt that they are comparable with the dictatorship in North Korea: there is no free press and the president is omnipotent. In Kyrgyzstan, on the other hand, the people have deposed two presidents.

Although the five countries are in many ways very different, they share the same origin and fate: for almost seventy years, from 1922 to 1991, they were part of the Soviet Union, a gigantic social experiment without parallel in history. The Bolsheviks abolished private ownership and other individual rights. Their goal was a communist, classless society, and they stopped at nothing to achieve this. Every area of society underwent radical change. The economy was steered by ambitious five-year plans, farming was collective, and heavy industry was developed from more or less nothing. The Soviet Union was a staggeringly detailed system. The individual was subservient to the common good: entire peoples were exiled, and millions were classified as “enemies of the people” because of their religious, intellectual or financial background. They were either executed or sent to labour camps in remote parts of the empire where the chances of survival were slim.

There was widespread suffering, and the social experiment was a catastrophe in terms of the environment. But not everything was bad in the Soviet Union. The Bolsheviks prioritised schools and education, and almost succeeded in eradicating illiteracy in parts of the Union where it had previously been widespread, such as Central Asia. They invested in road systems and infrastructure, and made sure that all Soviet citizens had access to healthcare, as well as ballet, opera and other welfare and cultural benefits. If you spoke Russian, you could be understood everywhere, from Karelia in the west to the Mongolian steppes in the east, and, wherever you went, the red Communist flag fluttered on the flagpoles. From the ports on the Baltic to the shores of the Pacific, society was organised according to the same ideological model, with the Russian ruling class in all positions of power. At its peak, the Soviet Union covered one sixth of the surface of the earth, and was home to more than a hundred ethnic groups.

As I was growing up, the end of the Soviet Union was in sight. When I was in my second year at primary school, the vast Union started to come undone at the seams and then quickly fell apart. The world map changed in autumn 1991: the fifteen republics that had together constituted the Soviet Union, also known as the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, broke out of the Union to become independent states, more or less overnight. In the course of a few months, Eastern Europe acquired six new countries: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, Ukraine and Moldova. Central Asia got five new countries: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan. And three new countries emerged in the Caucasus region: Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia.1

On December 26, 1991, the Soviet Union was formally dissolved.

However, the old map continued to be used in our classrooms for as long as I was at school. At regular intervals, the teacher would unroll it and point to the new countries, which were not marked by any borders. For years, we dealt with this vast superpower’s fictitious border, which no longer existed, and the invisible but very real borders of these new countries. I remember I was fascinated by both its size and physical proximity. The Soviet Union, a name which like Yugoslavia and the Second World War was already dusty with history, had been our closest neighbour.

My first meeting with the former Soviet Union was in the company of a large group of Finnish pensioners. I spent my final year of school in Helsinki, and had bought a ticket for a cheap bus tour to St Petersburg. As soon as we got to border control, the change in atmosphere was tangible: armed soldiers came onto the bus five times to check our passports and visas. When we stopped for lunch at Vyborg, several of the pensioners burst into tears.

“This used to be such a beautiful town,” one woman said.

In the inter-war period, Viipuri, as the town is called in Finnish, was the second largest city in Finland. Then, after the Second World War, the Finns had to cede this part of Karelia to the Soviet Union. Signs of decline were visible everywhere: the paint was peeling from the buildings, the pavements were full of holes, and the people looked grim and serious, dressed in dark, sombre clothes.

Our accommodation in St Petersburg was in a concrete block. With its broad streets, tired trolley buses, pastel-coloured classic buildings and rude ticket sellers, there was something both poignant and hostile about the city; it was hideous and beautiful, repulsive and alluring. I thought: I am never coming here again, but no sooner was I back in Helsinki than I had bought some Russian textbooks. Over the next few years, I learned vocabulary and case declension, struggled with perfective and imperfective aspects, practised soft and hard consonants in front of the mirror. There were more trips to St Petersburg and Moscow, but also to the peripheries of the former Soviet Union, to North Caucasus, Ukraine and Moldova, and to the breakaway republics of Abkhazia and Transnistria. Everywhere from the mountains of Ossetia to the palm trees of the Crimea, from sleepy Chisinau to the traffic jams of Moscow, there were traces of the Soviet Union. It had left its mark on the buildings and the people, and places looked the same, no matter how many hundreds of kilometres lay in between.

While opinions on Putin and modern day Russia ranged from profound admiration to impotence and loathing, I met the same nostalgia for the Soviet era everywhere. Practically everyone who was old enough to remember the Soviet Union longed for the good old days. This surprised me, initially, as we had been taught about the labour camps and deportations, the constant surveillance and the hopelessly inefficient financial system and environmental catastrophes. No-one had told us about the flights that were so cheap they were as good as free, or about subsidised stays in sanatoriums on the coast for worn-out workers and free nurseries and schooling for all, not to mention all the good news. Until Gorbachev came to power, the newspapers and news broadcasts were full of good news and positive stories. According to the state media, everything was going swimmingly in the Soviet Union: there was no crime, there were never any accidents, and for every year that passed they achieved ever greater heights.

The more I travelled in Russia and the former Soviet Union, the more curious I became about the empire’s peripheries. Many of the ethnic groups who had been colonised by Russia in the nineteenth century, and subsequently become subjects of the Soviet Union, were very different from the Russians in terms of their appearance, language, lifestyle, culture and religion.

This was particularly true of the people in Central Asia. When the Russians arrived, most of the people in the northernmost regions, today’s Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan, were nomads. There were no countries as such and society was loosely organised according to clan affiliation. The people in the south, in the areas that are now Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, were settled, but had been isolated from the world for centuries, so society had stagnated in many areas. The feudal khanates in Khiva and Kokand, as well as the Bukhara emirate, which now are all part of Uzbekistan, were therefore easy spoils for the Russian soldiers. Both the nomadic tribes and Central Asians were predominantly Muslim. In the streets of Samarkand and Bukhara, women traditionally covered themselves up, and polygamy was widespread, as it was among the nomads. In the eleventh century, cities like Bukhara and Samarkand had been important scientific and cultural centres, but by the time the Russians arrived this intellectual golden age was long gone: very few people in Central Asia could read a hundred years ago, and the few schools that existed focused mainly on religious studies.

Through the ages, many different peoples – the Persians, the Greeks, the Mongols, the Arabs and the Turks – have conquered Central Asia.2 These frequent invasions were the price that Central Asia had to pay for its position between East and West. But it was precisely this position that enabled many of the towns and cities to flourish in connection with the silk trade between Asia and Europe more than a thousand years ago.

To date, no foreign power has intervened in the daily lives of the Central Asian people so systematically, or to the same extent, as the Soviet authorities. Under the tsars, the Russians were primarily interested in financial gain, so they introduced cotton plantations and controlled the Central Asian markets, but tended not to get involved in the lives of the locals. The Emir of Bukhara was even allowed to remain on the throne, so long as he did what the Russians said. The Soviet authorities, however, had a more ambitious agenda: they were going to create a utopia. In the space of a few years, the people of Central Asia underwent a managed transition from a traditional, clan-based society to hardcore socialism. Everything from the alphabet to the position of women in society had to change, by force if necessary. While these drastic changes took place, Central Asia in effect disappeared from the world map. During the Soviet regime, large parts of the region were hermetically sealed to outsiders.

What marks have the years of Soviet rule left on these countries, on the people who live there, and on the towns and landscapes? Has any of the original culture, from pre-Soviet days, survived? And most importantly, how have Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgzystan and Uzbekistan fared in the years since the fall of the Soviet Union?

I had boarded the plane to Ashgabat with these questions in my notebook. The decision to start my travels in Turkmenistan was based on the fact that it was the least certain card. Only a few thousand tourists visit the country each year, and the visa requirements are strict. Foreign journalists are almost never allowed into the country, and the few that are accredited are followed all the time. I had said in my visa application that I was a student, which was not actually a lie, as I was still registered at the University of Oslo. After months of exchanging e-mails with the travel agency, I was told two weeks before I was due to leave that my invitation had been confirmed. Finally I could order plane tickets and start to prepare for my trip.

For every two hours that we flew through the night, the clocks went forward one hour. When the plane started its descent, the sun was glowing red in the east. As soon as the tyres hit the ground, all the passengers undid their seatbelts. The cabin crew had given up and made no attempt to reason with the kaftan-clad men who staggered around in the aisle gathering up their hand luggage. Through the oval plastic window I caught a glimpse of the new airport terminal, all white marble, gleaming in the morning sun.

Never had I felt so far from home.
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